
have been able to find either* in or outside the Com&die humaine is that 

of a young g irl 'qui s'amuserait i  fouetter Teau de son bain1. '  This 

conveys admirably the id le  pleasure a young g irl  can find in a 

fu t i le  action, although the whole metaphor is incongruous in context 

as i t  describes Napoleon's treatment of Europe.

More serious than the unremarkable and restric ted  nature of the 

young g ir l  images are Balzac's lapses into cheap 'roman noir ' sensationalism. 

Chesnel, the faithful notary for the d'Esgrignon family, trembles 'comme 

une jeune f i l l e  qui se sauve de la maison paternelle pour n'y revenir 

que m6re e t  desol§e',2 and la te r  is  as distraught as a man who sees his 

house burning, his ch ild 's  cradle in flames - and, to p ile  on the agony! - 

‘se consumer leurs cheveux en s i f f l a n t ' . 3 Both these images are turgid 

and highly unsuitable as descriptions of a sexagenarian, childless widower. 

In the f i r s t  Balzac attempts to create pathos by means of the picture 

of a defenceless g i r l ,  victim of a v ile  seducer and cast from her parents' 

door,, In the second he achieves the horr if ic ,  and plays on contemporary 

bourgeois veneration fo r family so lidarity . At other times his attempts 

a t pathos re su lt  in the ludicrously melodramatic. Minna Becker u tters  

the cry of a child on meeting a t ig e r .4 Etienne d'HSrouvllle's fear of 

his father i :  even more absurdly compared to 'Tagonie qui f a i t  tomber 

une jeune f i l l e  I  genoux devant un t i g r e ' . 5 In similar tone is  Esther 

who looks a t  Europe imploringly 'comme un enfant aurait regard# sa m8re



de qui quelque assassin le  s&parerait pour pouvoir le t u e r ' , 1 Sometimes

the accent Is on the mother who is facing the d isaster. In la  Recherche

de Tabsolu there is the image of a eying mother forced to leave her
2

children 'dans un abtme de misSres'.

This sort of image i s ,  a las ,  . j r  from uncommon in the ComSdie humaine 

and is a form of laziness on Balzac's pa r t ,  a careless use of the same 

banalities r i fe  in the Oeuvres de Jeunesse - t ig e rs ,  fires  and despairing 

mothers in incredibly fearsome situations. In Wann-Chlore Smithson's 

sorrow a t  Landon's departure is  likened to that of a mother watching her 

la s t  surviving child perish in a f i r e , 3 Marianine begs the Centenaire 

for mercy 'd'un son de voix qui eut attendri un t i g r e ' .* Del Ry6s' 

piano-playing rather incongruously reminds StSnie of ' les  regrets d'une 

m8re au tombeau de son f i l s '

Balzac's bad tas te  is not always so pronounced. However he is  often 

guilty of exploiting the child figure for the purpose of pathos. He 

achieves this in extended images and Greuze-like tableaux. Jules and 

Clemence Desmarets behave like 'deux enfants, frSre e t  soeur, qui veulent 

traverser une foule ou chacun leur f a i t  place en les admirant*. Just 

before tragedy strikes Balzac depicts them in similar terms: 'semblables

& deux enfants qu i, dans un moment de peur, se serren t, se pressent e t 

se tiennent, s 'unissant par in s t in c t ' ?  Sentimental touches like th is

1. S&M, vol. XV, p. 230.

2. RA p. 124.

3. p. 1389.

4 . Le Centenaire, vol. IV, p. 183. cf. Le Vlcaire des Ardennes, vol. IV,
p. 228 'une expression de supplication, qui auralt attendri un 
t ig r e ' .

5. St6nie, p. 199. cf. Le Vicaire des Ardennes, vol. I l l ,  p. 86 'ce tte
voTx dSchirante d'une mere esperant voir son seul enfan. pour la
dernifire fois de sa v ie '.



are fa ir ly  frequent1* and are meant to invoke the reader's pity.

The presence of children in the world of the Comedie humaine may 

give the seal of purity to certain characters. Popinot is  clearly a 

man of in tegrity  because among those seeking his advice is  a young woman 

breast-feeding her babe and holding her five-year-old between her knees. 

Bluff G§nestas realises at once what a virtuous region Vercors is  when 

the f i r s t  person he moets proves to be a peasant woman with her adopted 

children.3 The former 's 'G ta i t  fa i te  mere comme JSsus-Christ s '§ t a i t  

f a i t  homme*3 and the la t te r  are in the Romantic mould of mischievous 

innocence: 'hardis , tapageurs, acx yeux effront§s, jolis ,bruns de t e in t ,

de vrais diables qui ressemblaient a des anges'. Alternatively the 

e ffect of a character's  action' on a child may impress on him or on 

others the extent of his sinfulness. Benassis changed his way of l i f e  

when his child smiled at him afte r  his mother's death, unaware tha t 

Benassis was in fact her murderer.^ Benassis saw in th is  smile a 

symbol of pardon, and through repentance and devotion to the child he 

came to re f le c t  on social injustice  and then to translate  reflection into 

action. He was given hope of succeeding when, in the house of the f i r s t  

person to t ru s t  him, he found a clean, neat woman suckling 'un gros enfant 

rose e t  b la n c ' .5 The havoc Lucien wreaks has the immediate e ffect of 

drying up his s i s t e r 's  milk and Balzac dwells on Me beau sien . . .  ta ri  

par la  douleur, e t  cette  m8reau desespoir de ne pouvoir 

accomplir son oeuvre m aternelle '.6 Lucien himself seems obscurely aware

1. e.g. I.ys p. 266 - F61ix; MCP p. 47 - Scmmervieux.



of the sanctity of childhood for he leaves his suicide note in the baby's 

cradle.

Here th is  iconography the only image of childhood in the Com§die 

humaine t he la t te r  were poor Indeed. However Balzac is  able to  discern 

the hypocrisy la ten t in i t .  He describes adults ruthlessly exploiting 

the pity aroused by children. The unscrupulous Pet' ;d poses as 

Me defenseur de la veuve, le tuteur de 1'o rp h e l in 'J  The Code des gens 

honnStes contains a ta le  of an aris tocra tic  th ie f  who dupes a doctor by 

pretending to be a 'mere eploree, au desespoir1. Moreover Balzac 

rarely takes high-flown child symbolism as far as Zola. Caroline Crochard 

suckling her baby is not as blatantly and insistently  triumphant and 

symbolical as Clothilde in Zola's Docteur Pascal, although quite as 

sentimental.

Balzac's images of childhood are of extremely variable standard.

Many give a fa ir ly  accurate picture of the l i f e  of nineteenth century 

children. Others are slip-shod cliches and deserve to be dismissed with 

the scant attention he probably paid to the ir  creation. On balance, 

however, they encourage the reader to conclude affectionately tha t children 

are 'ce tte  mauvaise marcha-r'ise-la, qu'on aime tout de m&ne'.*



Conclusion

In the preceding sections I have attempted to show that in the 

ComSdie humaine ti re is  a large body o f observations about children and 

th e ir  characteristics. These are conveyed mainly in the form of similes 

and with reference to adult characters. I shall not elaborate on th is  

s ty l i s t i c  aspect, as J.M. Burton has already done so in his HonorS de 

Balzac and his Figures of Speech. Mr. Burton expresses his surprise at 

the insistence on child l i f e  in Balzac's imagery, 'considering the very 

small place that the child holds in the ComSdie humaine' . 1 He goes on 

to say that the number of images concerning the child indicates that.

'Balzac had observed ra ther closely the good and bad sides of child nature1 

I am in fu ll agreement with these remarks, but would go further and 

in s is t  that the small number of child characters in the ComSdie humaine is 

no proof tha t Balzac was not interested in children. Furthermore, I 

would enlarge on Mr. Burton's second comment and say that,except for his 

lapses into a 'roman noir ' atmosphere, Balzac manifests a vigorous 

understanding o f the child character, an understanding which is  both

medical and p ic to ria l .

Balzac is a pioneer in the treatment of the child in l i te ra tu re ,  

both because of his insistence on the child 's  complexity and because of 

his depiction of the child from a semi-medical rather than conventionally 

l i te ra ry  viewpoint. That the former is  indebted to Rousseau does not 

make i t  synonymous with the la t te r  which, although i t  could be described 

as &russea'iist, is  unashamedly roseate. In fa c t ,  in Balzac's work we

S.*.j him f%'bling from the Rousseauist cliches of the Oeuvres de Jeunesse 

to  presen . finally the not unalloyed perceptiveness of the ComSdie humaine



His lasting achievement is  that he does not under-rate the 

complexity of the child , as did certain of his contemporaries. The 

concept of the child which may be culled from the Comfedie humaine is  one 

of an in tr ic a te ,  energetic being who is  innocent yet capable of cruelty 

and greed, heedless yet persisten t, helpless yet insatiably curious and 

depressingly logica l, Ignorant yet in tu itive  and wily. Balzac himself 

conveyed th is  complexity in simple and moving terms when he reflected 

that: 'Ceux qui n 'on t pas d'enfants ignorent bien des p ia is i r s ,  mais

i l s  Svitent aussi bien des souffranees'



CHAPTER III 

TYPES OF CHILDREN

The cult of youth seems to be mainly a twentieth century phenomenon.

In the nineteenth century under the influence of patriarchial Roman law 

the Code's  concern with children was limited to questions of guardianship, 

tutelage and duty to parents. The only specific categories of children 

in the Code were 'enfants adu lte r in s ',  'enfants naturels ' and 'enfants 

trouv6s1. Its  a tti tude  was summed up by Renan: ' . . . l a  Revolution a cr66

. . .  un code de lois qui semble Stre f a i t  pour un citoyen naissant enfant 

trouvfi e t mourant cGlibataire; un code qui rend tout viager, ou les . E
enfants sont un inconvenient pour le  pG re 'J  The limitations o f  these 

categories are further corroborated by the entries under Enfant in the 

index of the Bibliotheque historique de Paris, which houses most of the 

h istorical documents about Paris, and by J. Bonzon, author of a history 

of legislation for children.^ Before 1850 the index names only 

'1 'enfant trouvfi' and 'T enfan t abandonn6'. Bonzon l i s t s  illegitim ate 

children, both natural and adulterine, foundlings with whom a decree of 

1811 equated orphans, 'Tenfance insoumise e t coupable' and apprentices.

He shows that i t  was only in the second half of the century tha t the 

law gave children rights and a certain amount of protection. For example 

in 1851 a law governing apprenticeship contracts was drawn upi in 1889 

parents were divested of the ir  authority i f  they exploited or i l l - t re a te d  

a child and in 1894 i t  was made possible for an illegitim ate child to 

be legitimised in the 'acte  de naissance'. Thus differences in types

1. quoted by R. Pernoud. Histoire de la bourgeoisieen France, p. 341.

2. J . Bonzon. Cent ans de lu t te  sociale: La legislation de Tenfance.
1789 - 1894“. '



and conditions of children do not seem to have been a nineteenth century 

preoccupation. The only other social types then recognised may be 

culled from Les Francais peints par eux-m&mes, and include the ' r a t ' ,

'gamin1, 'enfant de fabrique' and 'ra p in '.

All categories, both legal and l i te ra ry ,  make some appearance in the 

Comfidie humaine. In addition Balzac studies the only child , child 

prodigy, step-child and,obliquely, the adopted child. The size of each 

category was determined by his personal preoccupations. Thus he virtually  

ignored '1 'enfant trouve1, one of the great sociological problems Of his 

time and adopted one of the current social prejudices by equating i t  

with the illegitim ate  child rather than the orphan. He examined in 

greatest detail both the la t t e r ,  and the spoilt child. This examination 

derives from his lasting resentment of Henry, his brother, who was 

inadvertently guilty of being both adulterine and spoilt.  The adopted 

child was extremely rare in law in the f i r s t  half of the nineteenth century 

and i t  was as la te  as 1923 that the law sanctioned the adoption of minors. 

Nevertheless^ Balzac's relentless hankering for a substitute mother and 

his longing for vicarious paternity (primarily expressed in his a r t i s t i c  

creativ ity  and secondarily in his not unmotivated affection for Anna Hanska) 

led him to create by extension the adopted child, object of substitute 

parenthood.

I shall examine the categories of children I have been able to detect 

in the ComSdie humaine in order of importance, beginning with the only 

child as a curta in-ra iser to the spo il t  child, and then going on to the 

illegitim ate child , the adopted child, and in one section the child 

prodigy, orphan, step-child , 'gamin' and ' r a t ' .  Discussion of these 

categories should show th a t ,  although the ir  size was dictated by Balzac's 

personal bias, th e ir  very existence defies the assertion that chit ten  are 

absent from the Comedie humaine. I shall omit the 'rapin ' or a r t  student,



the 'enfant de fabrlque1 and the apprentice. 'LB rapin d6nu6, f r S t i l l a n t '1 

is  sketched in the figure of Mistigris in Un DSbut dans la vie .  Balzac 

entire ly  lacked In teres t in the exploitation of the child worker, and In 

th is  he was of his time for even Hugo mounted th is  particular hobby-horse 

only towards 1850. The 'enfant de fabrique' makes a minor appearance in 

the person of Europe who was an 'enfant de f i l a t u r e ' T h e  apprentice's 

existence and conditions of employment are relegated to the status of 

t i t b i t s  of general information in novels like Cesar Birotteau, which 

mentions C§sar's employees, or Illusions perdues, which rapidly glosses 

over C6rizet's career as a printing works' apprentice.

Only Child

I t  seems logical to begin with th is  species as a of introduction 

to the major theme of the spoilt child because so many people regard the 

former as synonymous with the la tte r .F o r  Balzac, however, unless a child 

is  spo ilt  as well, his 'onliness is merely one aspect - and than not, the 

most important - of his character. This is  evident from the Oeuvres 

de Jeunesie onwards. Annette Gercd, a precursor of Vfironique Sauviat 

in tha t she is the cherished only child of a chaste couple, is  a model 

heroine ju s t  as Tullius, an only son, is  the epitomy of manlinqss- The 

indulgence of Louis Lambert's parents in no wise affects his character
3

adversely.

This absence of prejudice about the only child was probably due to 

Balzac's lack of experience. There Were no only children in his 

Immediate c i r c %  for bourgeois families of the time tended to have more 

than one child, feeling instinctively  tha t only one indicated e ither lack

1. CSS p. 300. Pemoud, pp. c i t .  p. 341,

2. S&M, vol. XVI, p. 200.

3. LL p. 45, 'D 'a illeurs  le tanneur e t  sa femme chfirissaient Louis come
on cLVit un f i l s  unique e t  ne le contrariaient en n e o  .
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of confidence in the future or an obsession with the h e ir 's  enrichment

and social ascension.1 On the other hand, spoilt and W egit*  '+e

children were very near home for Balzac in the person of the aggravating

and, one fee ls ,  rather pathetic Henry. These were types which obsessed

Balzac from his youth * and as early as 1822 he announced h is intention to

give full-length treatment to Le BStard, a plan unrealised.

For these reasons Balzac names but one thing common to a ll only

children: parents almost inevitably idolise them e ither  from motives of

vanity or family pride. Calyste du GuSnic is dee" to  his parents because

he is the ir  sole heir and only scion.3 Diane de Maufrigneuse dotes on

her Georges because he f la t te r s  her vanity,4 and EugSnie Grandet is the

one human being to mean anything to her father for she is his only he ir ,
5

and hence an extension of his monomaniacal avarice.

parents may make great sacrifices for only children from less venial 

motives. Godefroid’s parents send him to an a r is tocra tic  school from 

the age of seven in order to give him the te s t  possible chance in l i f e . 6 

Mme Poulain willingly gives all she possesses for the education of her
7

only son, her Esculapeus.

The two exceptions, fathers who do not idolise th e ir  only child, are 

old Sechard and Lecamus. The la t t e r  secretely adores his son but is too 

proud to show his fee lings.8 The former is a thorough-going v i l la in ,

1.

2 .

3.

4.

5.

6 .

A. Daumard. La Bourgeoisie parisienne de 1815 - 1848, p. 339.

Introduction to EM in CH ‘Aux Editions du S eu iT , vol. VII.

Bp. 24, 'Tattachement . . .  pour le f i l s  unique, pour Calyste, 
V h 6 r i t ie r ,  le seul espoir du grand nom des du Guenic .

SPC p. 306. 1 Georges de Maufrigneuse est d 'a i l leu rs  un de ces
enfants qui peuvent f la t te r  toutes les vamtes d une m&re .

EG p. 286, ' le  seul fitre qui lui fOt rfiellement de quelque chose!
sa f i l l e  Eug&nie, sa seule h e r i t id re ' .

EHC p. 218. 7. CP p. 175. 8. Cath p. 248.

>

L
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epitomising (for Balzac) peasantry at I ts  worst and most typ ica l. He

trea ts  David harshly so that his son will exoect as l i t t l e  as possible
1

from, and give as much to , him both financially and emotionally.

But for this general advantage of unmitigated parental adoration, 

the only child is  not an independent, easily recognisable type in the 

Com6die humaine. The representatives of both likeable and unpleasant only 

children are many. The angelic genius Louis Lambert, redeemed sinner 

and martyr V6ronique Graslin, and the incarnation of both real maternity 

and 'maternite d1amour1 Henriette de Mortsauf, were a ll  only children. 

Unpleasant only children like Cecile Camusot, AnaTs de N6g**epelisse and 

D§sir6 Minoret are antipathetic because they are f i r s t  and foremost spo ilt ,  

They have exactly the same characteristics as spoilt children, being 

cold and se lf ish ,^  and able to exploit the ir  parents' indulgence with sk i l l .  

For example,Desire Minoret obtains money from each parent by pretending 

to prefer each in turn .^  Like spo ilt  children antipathetic only children 

tend to be egoistic and unfeeling like AnaTs and D&sirfi, or immature, 

easily influenced and somewhat effete like Calyste du GuSnic.

Therefore the shadowy outline of the 'only child'type is  distinguishable 

in the ComSdie humaine, but the 'onliness1 is highlighted only when such 

a child is  spoilt  as well.

Spoilt Child

In the eighteenth century painters like Greuze shamelessly exploited 

domestic dramas, among which were the pathetic scenes of punished or 

ungrateful sons and spo ilt  children. The la t te r  is  the only specific  

type of child singled out by Rousseau. Balzac also gives prominence to

IP, vol. XI, pp.130, 174.

ib id . .  p. 210. AnaTs' solitary  upbringing in the company of inferiors 
and 'des gens empresses de lui obSir' results in her losing 
'1 'habitude de se gSner pour au tru i ' ,

I a, 8. cf. Amaury Lupin who never exhausts his fa ther 's  patience, 
although he abuses the advantages of being an only son by his 
frequent calls  for money. (Pay p. 277)

6 M 1.

m



these types -  not so much because they provide a convenient stereotype but 

because of his family background and in particular his brother Henry. I 

shall merely summarise th is  background because i t  has been competently 

treated in two a r t ic le s :  Henry le trop aim§ by M. Fargeaud and R. P ie r ro tJ  

and P. Citron's Psychol ogle de Balzac.

Henry, the last-born of Honore's siblings, was almost certainly the 

illegitim ate son of Mme de Balzac by M. de Margonne. In any case this 

was what Honor# believed and he told Mme Hanska that 'M. M(argonne) est le 

pgre de Henri' ,3 regretting the fact that Henry had never been as dear 

to Margonne as the Tatter 's  illegitim ate daughter Alix.* Many years 

e a r l ie r  Honor# had written wistfully to his mother tha t he envied Margonne 

for having been the f i r s t  person to make her happy.5 That Margonne was 

in fact Henry's father seems to be substantiated by his bequest of 200,000 

gold francs to Henry, and by Honor#'s tact in transferring the dedication 

of les deux Freres, the f i r s t  version of La Rabouilleuse, from Margonne to 

Delacroix.6 He probably did th is  out of respect because openly 

planned the theme of the book to be the following: 'N 'est-ce pas . . .

important pour T h is to ire  de THumanit# d'expliquer pourquoi deux fr#res 

n#s du mfime p#re e t de la  m#me mere peuvent un jour se trouver non seulement 

indifferents mais encore Strangers, e t  pis que cel a, peut-6tre, ennemis'.7

1. AB 1961.

2. AB 1967

3. LeU • a Mme H. IV p. 395.

4. jtidL p. 387.

5. Corres. I I ,  p. 30.

6. P. Citron's introduction to R, Gamier, p. 419.



HonorS always seems to have ferociously resented Henry more because he 

was the unworthy favourite of Mme de Balzac than because he was illegitim ate. 

I t  is  well known how friendly Balzac remained with the Margonne family a ll 

his l i f e ,  enjoying and putting to good use the ir  hospitality at SachS despite 

his gibe at Margonne's meanness. Moreover, Balzac does not seem to have 

exaggerated the extent of his mother's preference for Henry, as her will 

shows. Both the designation of her sons and the ir  respective inheritances 

indicate a bias in Henry's favour: ‘Je donne e t 18gue 8 honorfi (s ic) Balzac 

mon f i l s  atn6 tous les livres de m§taphysique qui se trouvent chez moi, 

le bougeoir d1argent qui me servait tous les jours e t  ma petite  cafet16re 

d'argent.

Je donne e t  ISgue 5 mon cher f i l s  henry (sic) ma bibliothSque e£ les livres 

qu 'e lle  contiendra (hors ceux de m6taphysique), ma pe tite  montre e t ma 

cafetidre d 'argen t '.^

Until about 1836 Balzac alternated between open avowal of his resentment 

against Henry and emphatic protestations of his indifference towards him, 

His comments are worth quoting for the ir  hear tfe lt  vigour of expression. As 

early as 1821 he was parodying Mme de Balzac's expression of fondness for 

Henry, " . . .  on tanne cet enfant-OS, i l  ne fera Hen, 11 faut le changer de 

pension, ce sont des cafards, c 'e s t  une education manqu6e; on les re t ie n t ,  

on les accable de punitions ponr des riens e t c . ' 3 In the following le t te r  

he sarcastica lly  describes 'une soirfie ousqu'il (sic) y avait . . .  autres 

fr iandises, parmi lesquelles 11 faut compter Henri1.* Then,shortly afterwards 

in another le t te r , th e  offhand comment,' Henri,un bijou ou un §cerve16 comme tu 

voudras.

1. le i t re s  8 Mme H. I I ,  p. 471.

2. quoted by P. Citron, AB 1967.

3. Corres. I ,  p. 108.

4. Corres. I. p. 111.



Je declare n1avoir aucune opinion sur l u i ' J  To his mother he complained 

• j 'a i  vu Henri * mais je  n 'ai rien de bon 5 t 'en  dire'j^ to Zulma Carraud 

'Henri e s t  pour nous tous une cause de lames et de dSsespoirs' and 

'ma m6re meurt des chagrins que lui cause Henri1*; and to the mysterious 

Louise ' l a  situation e t tout de lui nous f a i t  le plus vif chagrin '.5 

With time, however, Balzac became more tolerant. In 1834 he comments to 

Mme Hanska, a shade smugly, that his brother has made a bad marriage, and 

that Me pauvre enfant n 'a ni e sp r i t ,  ni energie, ni ta len t. Les hommes 

de volontfi sont ra re s ! '6 As early as th is  date we find him making one 

of several exasperated attempts to help Henry. He speaks of trying to do 

something for his brother, but asks his mother not to mention i t  in case 

Henry thinks that he will always be able to rely on him. In 1835 he 

te l ls  Mme Hanska that,despite  his intention never to stand godfather to 

anyone,he has agreed to  do so for his nephew, Henry's son, because I t  was 

impossible to refuse his unfortunate brother.® In 1843 he wrote to the 

Governor of T i l e  Bourbon on Henry's behalf. His increasing tolerance 

may have been encouraged by the fact that a fte r  Henry's return from - 

Mauritius Mme de Balzac, profoundly disillusioned, came closer to Laure 

and to Honore. However, i t  was really  too late to do Henry any good or 

to erase Honorfi's bitterness which exploded in a le t t e r  he wrote to her 

the year before he died: 'Dieu e t toi savez bien que tu ne m*as pas

1. ib id . .  P* 117.

2. Corres. II ,  p. 756.

3. i b id . . p. 662.

4. Corres. I l l ,  p. 109.

5. i b i d . , p. 25.

6. Lettres & Mme H. I, p. 237.

7. Corres. II ,  p. 577.

8. Lettres 3 Mme H. I ,  p. 318.



6touff6 de caresses ni de tendresses depuis que je  suls au monde, e t  tu 

as bten f a i t ,  car si tu  m'avais aim6 corane tu as aims Henri, j e  serais 

sans doute ou 11 e s t ’ J  

Balzac's sharp criticism of Henry was not without foundation. When 

the la t te r  was twelve his.masters a t the College Sainte-Barbe judged 

him as follows: 'T6te 16g6re, capricieuse, e t qui sans une tenue farme se

l iv re ra i t  a de frequents e c a r t s . . . .  Elle e s t  d 'a il leu rs  facile  a ramener.

Le fond du caract§re e s t  bon'.2 Henry himself acknowledged to Laure his 

laziness, f r iv o l i ty ,  in s tab il i ty  and lack of application. All his l i f e  

he was to be a boasting, lazy ne'er-do-well. He died a pauper in 

Mauritius.

This 'running so re '4 in Honor&'s heart was bound to have repercussions 

in the Comedie humaine, In the a r t ic le  referred to above,P, Citron has

analysed some of these. After observing that Mme de Balzac may have been

courted bv a Spanish refugee as well as by M. de Margonne, M. Citron 

continues: 'Les fautes de la m§re, la pr6f6rence pour le cadet adultfirin

faible  e t nul, les brimades 5 VSgard du bon f i l s  l§gitime, tout cela se

retrouvera comme une constante 3 travers une bonne partie de la  ComSdie

humaine. avec des variantes d iv a rses ' .5 Components of these diverse variants 

are the six pairs of opposed brothers lis ted  by M. Citron, namely 

Francisque and Georges d'Aiglemont, Charles and F61ix de Vandenesse,

FSlipe and Fernand HGnarez, Philippe and Joseph Bridau, Etienne and

Maximilien d'Hfirouville, Francisque and Juan Diard. In three pairs
•      _________

1. Corres. V, p. 12.

2. quoted in AB 1961, p. 34.

3. i b id . ,pp. 35 •  37,

4. Corres. I I ,  p. 741, '13 est la plaie incurable'.



out of six  one brother is  I llegitim ate, even i f  i t  be only in the mind 

of the father, as in the case of Etienne d'HSrouville. I t  is  interesting 

that in two pairs one brother is called Francisque, which M. Citron 

suggests derives front Bernard-Frangois (Balzac) and th a t ,  s ign ificantly , 

the d'Aiglemont couple originally consisted of two brothers, the elder of 

whom pushes the younger into the r iver. In the final version of Le Doigt 

de Dieu i t  i s ,  of course, the elder s is te r  Hel6ne who does th is .  These 

six  pairs of brothers are not the only illu s tra tions  of Balzac's 

resentment against Henry. Citron thinks that in Le Contrat de mariage 

Paul de Manerville may be modelled on Henry, and that de Marsay may 

represent Honore, the strong man who is not defeated. Mme B6rard finds 

in the Lucien/David relationship in Illusions perdues a possible reflection 

of the Henry/Honore relationship. David takes the role of the g ifted , 

misunderstood surrogate elder brother and Lucien tha t of the charming, 

s p o i l t ,  over-valued n'er-do-well.

In the course of the six novels referred toyCitron has traced a 

gradual resolution of Baizac's inner conflic t,  culminating in la Rabouilleuse 

where the good brother Joseph triumphs over the bad brother Philippe, 

almost certainly a parallel with good Honor6 versus bad Henry. In his 

preface to La Rabouilleuse Citron notes the irony of the s itua tion , for 

at the time of composition Balzac was behaving more like Philippe in his 

egoism, self-indulgence and insatiable demands for money, which he was 

then loath to repay.1 I am in agreement with Citron's chronological study 

of Balzac's feelings about Henry, for an examination of the ComSdie humaine 

shows that an analysis of spoilt  children's characteristics as well as the

1. R, ed. Gamier, p. xxv.



four full-length portra its  of main characters who are spoilt  children 

appear in the novels written before 1841. Nevertheless i t  must not be 

forgotten that although Honors's virulence about Henry seems to  have 

diminished gradually a f te r  1836 when the la t te r  l e f t  Europe, i t  was never 

eradicated,as the 1849 l e t t e r  to his mother shows.

Balzac's a tti tude  seems to have been largely, although by no means 

wholly, determined by his home situation. He sometimes attempts to transpose 

elements of the l a t t e r ,  and makes the elder son the spoiled child , as is 

the case with the Vandenesse and Bridau brothers. He betrays himself, 

however, by using 'Benjamin' as a synonym for 'sp o i l t  c h i ld ' ,1 even when 

such a child is the elder as is the case with Philippe Bridau.

All the 'Benjamins' are good-for-nothings, and that in Le Medecin de 

campagne is scrofulous and sickly as well. Balzac devotes some time to

analysing the reasons for a mother's preference for an undeserving 

Benjamin, and finds them either in her personality or in her s ta te  of mind 

at the time of conception. A mother's reluctance to have her children 

become independent of her3 may lead her to prefer the weakest or leas t  

talented child, one of those children who 'infailliblement repoussSs de 

la  vie tiennent au coeur des meres par des liens plus forts  que ceux des 

enfants heureusement dou§s'.4 She may also have a preference for one 

child because she feels for him both ' l a  maternit# de la chair ' and ' l a  

maternite du coeur '.5 The reader may ju s t if iab ly  consider this  an 

indictment of Mme de Balzac, and in chapter VI m  shall see how i t  was one

1. BS p. 82, MC p. 11.

2. R p. 311.
3. B p. 58, ' le s  vSritiMes meres... aiment mieux leurs enfants pe tits

e t  prot6g§s' .



o f  the s tar ting  points of Balzac’s meditation on the mysteries of 

procreation.

Henry must have obliged Honors to admit that spoilt children are not 

necessarily p itiab le  physic*! specimens. Balzac was fully aware that 

children are often sp o ilt  because they are a ttrac tive . Lucien de RubemprS's 

a ris tocra tic  beauty is  shown to advantage by his winning ways and his 

charming manner of expressing impatienceJ Nathalie Evangelista has the
jp

charm of spo ilt  children who have never suffered. Emille de Fontaine 

hides her faults  under a veneer of youthful charm and bewitching social 

graces.^

Balzac does not only c r i t ic is e  the spoilt child because o f , and in 

the l igh t of, s ibling jealousy. He gives four full-length portra its  of 

spo ilt  children - Lucien de Rubempr§, Oscar Husson, Emllie de Fontaine 

and Victurnien d'Esgrignon - two of whom are only children while the remaining 

two provoke no sibling jealousy. Balzac's analysis of the characteristics 

of spo ilt  children probably originates in his own experience but also seems 

to be an enlargement on DSM's disapproving definition of a spoilt child: 

'On voit . . .  combien Tenfant gat6 prodigue ses facultSs morales e t 

corporelles en se l iv ran t ,  sans contrainte, a toute la  vanit6 de ses dSsirs. 

L'expbrience a prouv# que ces enfants idolfitres devenaient toujours ingrats 

envers des parens trop indulgens dont la  faiblesse les a rendus m6prisables 

aux yeux mfimes de ceux qui en sont Vobjet. C 'est qu 'i l  en r6sulte 

d'immenses dfisavantages pour ces jeuncs individus eux-mGmes’ All these 

s tr ic tu res  are emphatically presented in the Comedie humaine.



A recurring theme in Balzac's work from early on is that spo ilt  children 

f r i t t e r  away th e ir  ta len ts . In StSnie Del Ry6s reflects  that man can 

only exploit his full potential in an inhospitable environment for where 

Nature i s  indulgent 'on jo u i t  de ses bienfaits e t  le  moral se ressent du 

bien-Stre; c 'e s t  V h is to ire  des enfants gates1. 1 In the ComSdie humaine 

a spo il t  child is  ipso facto one who quickly t i r e s  cl any study requiring 

assiduity and application.2 Spoilt children waste the ir  moral faculties 

in self-indulgence and capriciousness. Sabine du Gu§nic resents her 

husband's tendency to t re a t  whatever she does for him as his due, ju s t  as 

the sp o il t  child he used to be would accept everything from his parents. 

Emilie de Fontaine's moodiness is  tha t of all spo ilt  children who 'semblables 

8 des ro is ,  s'amusent de tout ce c ; i  les approche'.* Similarly tha t of 

Moina d'Aiglemont is  an expression of ' le s  capricieux vouloirs de 1'enfant 

g a te ' .s

Balzac endorses DSM's be lief that over-indulgence rebounds on the 

parents, for i t  renders them the object of ingratitude and contempt.

Goriot i s ,  of course, the supreme example. He admits that he is  to blame 

for his daughters' selfishness for he has abdicated his God-given position 

of authority and ' le s  meilleures Sines auraient succombS a la corruption de 

cette  fa c i l i ty  p a te rn e l le ' .6 Even when Balzac does not adopt the tone 

of a prophet of doom he shows that a t the very leas t  spoiling is  'une 

tendresse malentendue'/  for the parents will e ither be despised by their

1. StSnie, p. 141.

2. Phy p. 65, ' . . .  comme tm enfant gSt§, 11 se lassa d'une Stude qui
demandait une habilete trop longue S acqu§rir'.



children or loved f r r  the wrong reasons. Victor Grandet forfeited any 

hope o f lasting gratitude frcm Charles once he had made his son's desires his 

command. The l a t t e r  loved him, not from genuine f i l i a l  affection but because 

he had been denied nothing.1 Both Goriot and Victor Grandet are , in the 

ultimate resort,  fa ilures  as fa thers , ju s t  as the ir  children are failures 

as people. Balzac underlines th is  moral lesson throughout the Comfidjte 

humaine, going fa r  beyond DSM's re la tive  moderation. Ju lie  d'Aiglemont 

impoverishes herself so tha t  MoTna may make i  good marriage, and is  repaid 

with scorn and indifference.2 Lucien de RubemprS does worse: he brings 

his loving family to financial ruin, and the tragedy is  tha t the ir  

sacrif ice  is  fu t i le  because i t  is  given in the service of an i l lu s io n .3 

Indulgence of offspring morally enervates the parents. Goriot does much 

to redeem himself by his admission of g u i l t ,  but Victor Grandet and 

Ju lie  d'Aiglemont die unsung. For Balzac^just as the consequences of 

spoiling for parents far surpass those envisaged by DSM, so are the 

•immenses d§savantages' for children a lrost catastrophic. These include 

inevitable encounter with misfortune or a fate: of mediocrity. D€sir6 

Minoret's death is  Providence's punishment of himself and his parents. 

Valfirie Marneffe's ruthlessness, acquired in her spoilt childhood, gives 

her the power to rea lise  any whim but even sue is  f ina lly  defeated and 

dies a repulsive death. Where spo ilt  children are not diabolical or 

antipathetic/they are at best weak like Lucien and Victurnien, inept like 

Oscar Husson or se lf-in terested  like Charles Grandet.

1. EG p. 396.

2. cf, Don Juan who loves his father because of his expectation of
a large inheritance (Elv p. 85).

3. cf. Victurnien d'Esgrignon who avoids bringing ruin and disgrace
on his family only through the good offices of Diane de 
Maufrigneuse.



Balzac finely held tha t spoiling a child is  equivalent to crippling 

him emotionally, because i t  renders him selfish m i  unfeeling. Julie 

de Chatillonest rewards her fa the r 's  sacrifices with patronising 

affection ,1 and tmilie de Fontaine is as ondescendingly affectionate 

as those children who always seem to be saying to th e ir  mother 

'Mpfiche-toi de m'eirtbrasser pour que j ' a i l l e  jo u e r ' .  Like them Charles 

Grandet is  incapable of sustaining lofty  sentiments because be was made 

too continuously happy by his parents. Such shallowness of feeling 

can degenerate into cruelty. When liSlSne d'Aiglemont is  discovered 

dying in a Pyrenean h o te l , Mofna's only reaction is  curiosity .4 I t  car 

sink lower into downright perversity or even corruption. End l ie  de 

Fontaine tyrannises those who love her and reserves her 'coquetteries' 

for indifferent outsiders.5 Charles Grandet's gestures resemble those 

of a 'petitem attresse ,5 and Don Juan and the Goriot daughters behave 

like courtisans deigning to permit th e ir  fathers to  love them. Ultimately 

Charles Grandet and the Goriot g ir ls  turn on th e ir  fathers and blame 

them, conrritting one of the greatest sins in Balzac's code, 'Igse-paternitf i '.  

Perversity turns into perversion in Un Drame au bord de la mer nhlch is  

a moral ta le  recounting the punishment of a sp o il t  child turned pervert 

and incorrigable criminal.

1. F30 p. 16.

2. BS pp. 9 0 - 9 1 .

3. EG p. 397.

4. F30 p. 200.

5. BS p. 83.

6. EG p. 350 c t. MoTna has 'toutes les vanitGs de la  pe ti te  mkttresse'.
F30 p. 209



This emotional crippling means that spoilt children are Incapable 

of making a happy marriage. Balzac considers Ju lie  d'Aiglemont's 

marriage doomed from the s t a r t  because both she and her husband were 

spo il t  children, and th e re fo re  tyrannical and uncompromising.^ Spoilt 

children tend to be embittered, unfaithful or generally unsatisfactory 

spouses. Emilie de Fontaine is so discontented in her second marriage 

to Charles de Vandenesse tha t she sp itefu lly  tr ie s  to sabotage the 

happiness of her s ister-in-law  in Une H U e  d'Eve. Julie  and MoTna 

d'Aiglemont, the Goriot daughters and Calyste du Gufinic embark on violent 

extra-marital a ffa irs .  Rabourdin has d iff icu lty  in controlling his 

wife, n§e CBlestine Leprince, for her mother's 'gSteries continue!les' 

have made her insufferably conceited. Balzac makes a spoilt  child 

the pivotal cause of Pons1 downfall; Fritz Brunner refuses to marry 

C§r11e Camusot because he had suffered under a stepmother who had been 

spo ilt  as a child. She grew up to be a wilful woman who made an
g

enchanting fiancSe and a diabolical wife.

Balzac is  - for him! - unusually logical and uncontradictory In his 

concept of the spo ilt  child, even in his purely metaphorical use of the 

term 'enfant gSte ', Maxence Gilet has been treated as a spo il t  child 

by Nature who has lavished on him her g if ts  of courage, self-command and 

po litica l acumen,* His vanity, however, makes i t  easy for Philippe Bridau 

to pick a quarrel with him and provoke him to the duel in which he is
s

killed. Henriette de Mortsauf trea ts  her husband like a spo ilt  child ,



but he is none the better for i t .  Antoinette de Ungeais and Diane de 

Maufrigneuse are two of several society queens who are the spoilt children 

of c iv il isa t io n ,  but neither is fundamentally a happy person. The Comte 

de S€risy trea ts  his wife like ^ spoilt child and ignores her amorous 

escapades, but his lenience doe, not prevent her unbridled passion for 

Lucien, which almost drives her mad. The perversity of spo ilt  children 

is  conveyed in the comparison of a Parisian to a spo ilt  child who is 

sulking.1 Even when Balzac uses this  metaphor affectionately with regard 

to Mine Hanska he remains true to his basic concept of the spo ilt  child.

He te l l s  her she is a spo ilt  child because she is too well loved ever to 

be considered guilty  of the least f a u l t .2 She commits l i t t l e  sins which,
3

like a spoilt child, she only admits long afterwards,

As we have seen, there are many spo ilt  children in the ComSdie humaine, 

but I shall not discuss each in de ta i l .  Characters like Charles Grandet, 

MoTna d'Aiglemont, D§sir6 Minoret and C§cile Camusot are not main characters 

and I have mentioned above th e ir  common t r a i t s ,  Although Philippe Bridau 

is a scoundrel and Julie  d'Aiglemont self-willed, and both owe these 

t r a i t s  d irectly  to the ir  indulgent upbringing*Balzac focuses attention on 

the ir  adulthood rather than the ir  childhood, Often the fac t  that a 

character has been spo ilt  as a child is  one brushstroke in a composite 

p o r tra i t ,  as is the case with Marie de Verneutl and C& jsti.no Rabourdin, 

n6e Leprince. Nathalie Evangelista and, even more so, ValSrie Marneffe 

are more 'femmes fa ta les ' than spoilt children. In essence Balzac gives 

four full-length portra its  of spoilt children: Lucien de Rubempri

L MC p. 181.
2. Lettres 5 Mme H. l , p .  60.



Oscar Husson, Victurnien d'Esgrignon and Emtlie de Fontaine. I shall 

discuss Lucien's character in a la te r  section on 'Vhomme-enfant1 and deal 

with the other three here,

Victurnien d ’Esgrignon il lu s tra te s  perfectly how not to bring up a 

child, Motherless in infancy, he has always been idolised by his father 

and his maiden aunt, both because his beauty and intelligence f l a t t e r  the ir
i 2vanity, and because he will continue the d'Esgrignon name. Balzac 

te l l s  us tha t as soon as Victurnien was able to reason he was inculcated
I

with the dogmas of his personal superiority and that of the aristocracy.

His elders have unwittingly nurtured in him the dofects of selfishness, 

self-w ill and hedonism. His princely egoism was firmly rooted in  him 

during his happy childhood and halcyon adolescence, for he never met with 

opposition. He judges anything by the pleasure i t  is  capable of furnishing, 

and is quite happy for others to repair his mistakes, heedless of the cost 

to them.3 This effete  young man is  a s i t t in g  target for Du Croisier 's  

machinations,

Oscar Husson, on the other hand, is a figure of fm  - farce almost.

I t  has been rightly  said that the beginning a t least of Un Dgbut dans la 

v ie  has all the elements of excellent v au dev il le /  The relationship 

between Oscar and his doting mother is delightfully delineated in the 

scene of the departure of the 'coucou', a smf.ll horse-omnibus. The 

over-anxious Mine Cl apart mortifies her son by pressing on him bread,

1. CA p. 29.

2. ib id . , p. 51,

3. ib id , ,  p. 54.

4. Dictionnaire larousse, p. 84,



chocolate and advice, Oscar gets rid of her, pretending concern for 

her health, and la te r  denies to his travelling companions that she is his 

mother.

Balzac continually contrasts Oscar as seen by his mother with Oscar

as seen by others. In the same ' coucou' scene Balzac himself cements

that 'Oscar a une bonne dose de so t t is e ,  d'outrecuidance que ne soup$onne

pas sa m&re'. Count Serisy says that Oscar is vain, not proud, in

refusing to beg his pardon for a proud man is capable of humbling himselfJ

When Oscar returns home in disgrace, his step-father Clapart judges him as

'vantard, menteur, paresseux, incapable1, whereas his mother coos tha t he
2is  'plein de bonnes qualit6s, d'une douceur d'ange1,

Therefore Oscar is a figure of fun, whereas Victurnien is almost one 

of tragedy. Despite his ligh t treatment of Oscar, Balzac remains a 

sociologist, and his analysis of the causes of Oscar's faults  is sound.

These causes are his over-anxious, coddling mother and his Napoleonic

upbringing. Mme Clapart is  unaware of the incongruity of te lling an

adolescent to go and look at the flowers in the garden without touching

them.3 Oscar's education l e f t  him with vivid memories of Imperial 

splendour, and his consciousness of France's past glory developed ' l a  

jactance n a k re l le  aux collSgiens... outre^esure '

Le Bal w  Sceaux is mainly the study of a spoilt child , Emilie 

de Fontaine, who throwb away the chance of marrying the man she loves by 

her selfishness, which Balzac believes to be natural to spoilt  children,



102.

and by the arrogance and pride which her fond mother has encouraged in her 

since childhood. Like Oscar and Victurnien her every whim has been s a t­

is f ied . She is despotic and self-centred, and the reader will not be 

surprised to meet her in Mne F il le  d'Eve as the soured, miscMef-making, 

discontented wife of the unpleasant Charles de Vandenesse, The pointed 

warning against the effects of an indulgent upbringing on a defective 

character makes the laconic dedication of the book 'A Henri de Balzac - 

Son frere Honors' seem more than a coincidence.

These four sp o il t  children, then,corroborate Balzac's theory of the 

spo ilt  child as an undeserving, se lf ish , indifferent creature, the object 

of a misguided exaggeration of parental love. A15 four In f l ic t  pain on 

their  family, and a ll  come to g rief because of the ir  contempt of a 

father or mother. Oscar is  the only one who redeems himself by an act 

of courage which enables him to live comfortably, i f  obscurely, as a 

collector of taxes in the Oise d is t r ic t .

In conclusion i t  must now be obvious that Balzac's detailed attention 

to the sp o ilt  child was chiefly motivated by his home situation. The 

s p i r i t  animating him is  tha t of a prophet vindicated, the sombre ascertain­

ment tha t:  'Ma mere . . .  semble reconnattre . . .  les to rts  6normes de

son peu d 'affection pour moi e t  ma soeur. Elle est punie dans 1 'enfant 

de son choix d'une affreuse mani§re, Henri n 'e s t  rien , ne sera rien , 

e t  il  a g5t6 Tavenir . . .  par son m anage '.1 The reader may j ib  at the 

fact tha t all the spo il t  children in the Comedie humaine conveniently 

come to grief e ither permanently or temporarily, but one cannot deny tha t 

Balzac's analysis of spoilt  children is  comprehensive and trenchant 

despite i t s  didactic intent.

1, Lettres & Mme H. I ,  p, 268,

L



Illegitimate Child

Illegitimate children constituted a dual problem in the nineteenth 

century, both sociological, as the Index of the BibliothSque Historique 

indicates,and legal, as the Code shows. Bonzon's Cent ans de lu t te  

so d a le  is  illuminating on the legal aspect, and a work of in te re s t ,  

mainly on the sociological, i s  F. Desportes' Essal historique sur les 

enfants nature!s, published in 1857. Desportes, a near contemporary of 

Balzac,appears to have been a conservative 'bien pensant* advocate, whose 

work is representative of what right-minded bourgeois thinking was a t the 

time.

A study of the legal history of children reveals tha t during the 

Revolution i t  was decided to give illegitim ate children the same rights 

as legitimate ones. However) when the Code was formulated,a distinction 

was made between 'enfants nature!s simples* and 'enfants nature!s 

adulterins ou incestueux'. The f i r s t  category could be legitimised, but 

the second could only be adopted provided that the adoptant had no 

children or legitimate descendants of his own. Desportes declared that 

these provisions aimed a t  safeguarding the ins titu tion  of marriage foi 

people should be discouraged from producing adulterine children, 

supposedly the unhappy f ru i ts  of the misdemeanour of adultery or the 

crime of incest - 'c e s  desordres re y o l ta n ts 'J  He also thought that 

a distinction between natural and illegitim ate children was proper and 

Christian, and that legitimization was a favour not a right.

This sort of prejudice was long in disappearing. Illegitimate children 

were regarded as tainted from b ir th ,  and were excluded from many creches,

1. F. Desportes. Essai historique sur les enfants na ture ls , p. 110.



even when the la t t e r  were o ff ic ia l ly  recognised in 1862.

Balzac had personal experiences of both natural and adulterine 

children. His brother-in-law Surville was an 'enfant nature! simple1 

Who had obtained the right to his fa the r 's  name and inheritance. His 

father had written a Memoire sur le scandaleux dgsordre causfi par les 

jeunes f i l l e s  trompSes etabandonnSes dans un absolu dSnuement. Balzac 

himself had probably had two natural children of his own: a presumed 

adulterine son by Sarah Guidoboni-Visconti, and a daughter by Maria du 

Fresnay. He admitted the existence of the la t te r  to EveJ As we have 

seen Henry was almost certainly the adulterine son of Mme de Balzac by 

M. de Margonne, and although Citron has amply demonstrated how much of his 

resentment Balzac worked out in the novels, a lo t  remained. Autre Etude 

de fentme, barely completed in 1842, i s  an expression of Balzac's disgust 

a t his mother's adultery. In 1847 he sketched a plan of Le P6re, a . 

melodrama about a father who saves his son who has killed his mother's 

lover.

Possibly because of his family circumstances and the greater tolerance 

of the Code in th is  respect, Balzac was fa ir ly  sympathetic towards 

*enfants nature!s simples', M. Regard may be right in sugge.,ing that 

the reason for Balzac's gradual detachment from Helene de la  Valette was 

not his discovery of the existence of her natural son but the death of 

Count Hanski which renewed his hopes as regards Eve, Be that as i t  may, 

Balzac is  unprejudiced about such characters as Benassis' son and 

Adrien Genestas, and admiring of Albert Savarus and Juan Diard. He 

is also sympathetic towards adulterine children when they have nu co-heirs

1. le t t re s  A Mme H. IV, p, 273.

2. J ,  Cr6pet. PensSes, su je ts , fragmens, pp. 142 -  143.

3. Balzac, ed. Gamier, p. xxxvi.



to disadvantage,like Lady Brandon's sons or Diane de La Baudraye's children.

By registering his wife 's children by Lousteau as his own. La Baudraye 

is  punishing her (deservedly according to Balzac), safeguarding the future 

of his name and rendering a service to the children. Most of Balzac 

courtisanes 'with a heart of gold' are illegitim ate like Coral!e (at any 

rate  Balzac never gives her parents' name and only mentions tha t  her 

mother 'sold ' her1),  Esther, OosSpha and even the ambiguous Malaga of 

Lb fausse Maltresse, who was a foundling - stolen perhaps ('.) There are 

few dislikeable 'enfants nature!s simples' like Du T i l le t ,  Cfirizet and 

Mouche, the natural son of one of Fourchon's natural daughters, but they

are in the minority.

Balzac is curiously indifferent to the question of foundlings, 

which constituted a major sociological problem of the f i r s t  half Of the 

nineteenth century, so much so that under the heading BStard DSM refers 

the reader to i t s  long a r t ic le  on Enfants trouves. The problem was the 

subject of numerous Parliamentary debates, regional conferences and fac t 

papers. I have, however, been able to find in the Cpmfidie humaine only 

two references to foundlings as a sociological en ti ty ,  and then the second 

reference is debatable. As was the custom, Butscha remains with the 

person who f i r s t  takes him in - in his case Mme Latournelle. Terme 

and Montfalcon, the authors of a sociological study published in 1840, 

te l l  us that foundlings often become criminals because of 'c e t  

affranchissement de toute responsabilitS de f a m in e '.2 Du T i l le t 's  

behaviour verges on the criminal, f i r s t  when he steals from CSsar Birotteau's 

cash-till and la te r  when he aids the shady bankers, Keller and Nucingen.

1, IP, vol. XI, p. 93.
2 , j^F Terme and J-B Montfalcon. Histoire des_Enfants trpuvgs, p. 309.



On the whole, however, Balzac has a sentimental, romanticising 

a ttitude  to foundlings. Two a t least have a l i te ra ry  origin. Balzac 

hints that Butscha was inspired by Scott's  'Black Dwarf',1 and surrounds 

him with a certain atmosphere of mystery, te lling  us tha t his effective
p

father is the public prosecutor and his mother public charity, for his

real father was a Swedish sailor and his mother died of sorrow in the

poorhouse.^ Du T i l l e t 's  l i te ra ry  antecedent is Emile, the hero of

Girardin's autobiographical novel of that name.* Du T il le t  is  Emile

'en noir'y possibly because by then Balzac had begun one of several protracted

feuds with Girardin.

Balzac may mention the fact that a character is  a foundling to

increase the reader's sympathy for him. Presumably Colonel Chabert's

vicissitudes are rendered more pathetic because he was 'un enfant d 'hdp ita l '
sand has no family to support him in his tribulations. Balzac's 

compassion for Butscha, 1 Enfant berce par le  Malheur'® echoes his se lf-  

pitying remark about himself as having been 'berce sur le sein de Dame 

Misdre1/  Despite th is  sentimentality about foundlings, Balzac is 

somewhat indifferent to the inferior pi ,ion of 'enfants nature!s simples', 

rather as our advocate Desportes will be, He records prejudice against 

such children without special pleading or much personal comment.

1. MM p. 8.

2 . MM p, 202.

3. MM p. 123.

4, Introd. to CB, ed. Gamier,

5. Col. p. 26.

6 , MM p, 123,

7, Lettres a Mme H. IV, p. 408,



He describes Dr. Rouget's bigoted vengefulness towards Agathe almost 

conversationally: 'une f i l l e  qu 'il  ne regardait pas comme la sienne, et

qui croyez-le bien, lui appartenait legitimement'J One of the chief 

obstacles to the angelic Ursule Mirouet's union with Savinien is Mme de 

PortenduSre's prejudice about the origins of Ursule's father, a bastard. 

Balzac waxes far more indignant, however, about the refusal of Ursule's 

re la tives to recognise her sa in tliness . With neither Agathe nor Ursule 

does Balzac make i t  c lear to what extent he shares th is  particular social 

prejudice.

On the other hand he mentions one advantage 'enfants nature!s simples' 

often enjoy - namely the single-minded devotion of one parent. After 

his fa the r 's  death Albert Savarus becomes the centre of his self-sacrificing  

mother's existence.2 Hippolyte Schinner is idolised by his unmarried 

mother, who seeks in her maternal love a compensation for her rejection 

by Society.3 Peyrade adores Lydie whom he believes to be his natural 

daughter. She represents redemption for him, and when he can lunch with 

her on Sundays he resembles Satan, 'p6re d'un ange, e t se rafraichissant

3 ce divin contact.'

Thus as fa r  as ' enfants nature!s simples' are concerned Balzac is 

inclined to be sympathetic, i f  a l i t t l e  wistful about the whole-hearted 

adoration they may receive. However, where i t  is  a question of adulterine 

children Balzac is as self-righteous as any 'bien pensant'. Derville, 

the ideal lawyer, severely c r i t ic ise s  mothers who impoverish legitimate

1. R p. 257.

2. AS p. 36.

3. Bo p. 395.

4. S&M, vol. XV, p. 139.



children tn favour of adultarfne ones.1 Gobseck relates with re lish  how, 

thanks to the miser himself, the only legitimate son of the Comte de 

Restaud is  not cheated out his rightful inheritance by his mother who 

hopes to advantage her two illegitim ate children. In Les Chouans the 

Due de Verneuil's son is  clearly within his legal rights in contesting 

his fa the r 's  will which provide for Marie, his illegitim ate ha lf-s is te r .*  

Balzac obviously approved of those a r t ic le s  of the Code which prohibit 

adulterine children from a snare in the ir  fa ther 's  estate and which make 

severely limited prov. ,ons for natural children in certain circumstances. 

The Minorets hope to use t! ise a r t ic les  to Ursula's disadvantage by 

asserting tnat she is  Dr. Minoret's natural child. This i s ,  of course, 

a l ie .  Nevertheless, Bongrand, one of Ursula's three tutors (or guardian 

angels, rather) defends the law in principle because he claims i t s  aim 

is  to protect fche in s ti tu tion  of marriage.

Balzac's feelings about adulterine children seem to have been partly 

determined by his jealousy of Henry. For Balzac mothers who conceive 

adulterine children are iniquitous. He says sensationally of ClBmence 

Desmaretb tha t because she is  ' l e  f r u i t  de quelque te rr ib le  passion 

adult§rine' she finds herself in 'une de ces circonstances affreuses oQ 

I'ggtfisme a placS certains en fan ts ' .3 He explains with envy that 

illegitim ate children tend to be more beautiful and be tte r  loved than 

legitimate ones because they were conceived in love.* He gives as 

examples Max Gilet, Henri de Marsay (is  his Christian name merely a 

coincidence?), Emile Blondet and Marie de Verneuil. I t  would seem that

1. Col pp. 78 -  79.

2. Ch p. 300.

3. F n. 31. see also Phy p. 309.

4. CA o. 128.



Balzac is  sympathetic towards his foundlings because they are not modelled 

on his home situation: they have no parents and they arouse no envy - 

even vicarious - because they are ugly

Balzac barely deals a t  a l l  with the Ihird type of natural c h i d ,  

T e n fa n t  nature! incestueux'. Incest was not part of his experience; 

his relationship with his s i s te r  Laure may have had a quasi-conjugal 

character, but there was nothing incestuous about i t  despite Surville 's  

jealousy. Incestuous love is  a theme which makes only fleeting 

appearances in Balzac's work. I t receives i t s  frankest expression in 

the bawdy l i t t l e  Fabliau de Tenfant, de L'Amour e t  de la M@re which 

concludes: 'Or voyez combien eut de douleurs une dame qui tantSt mfire

e t tantfit femme se trouva plus femme que mSre, e t pour ne pas c6der 8

son f i l s  qui la requbroit d'amour, se mit promptement en t e r r e O  The 

theme receives i t s  most ample treatment in Le Vicaire des Ardennes 

which, as Professor Hunt has so pertinently commented, 'hovers over the 

theme of incest and degenerates into melodrama1. When Joseph discovers 

that M61anie is not his s i s te r  he rea lises  with r e l ie f  tha t by marrying 

her he will only be guilty of breaking his pries tly  vows and not of 

committing incest. In any case there are no offspring of the Incest,

In the Comedie humaine there is the union between MoYna de Salnt-H&eren 

and her adulterine brother Alfred de Vandenesse. Another rossible 

example is the semi-incest, between Arabella, Lady Dudley, and her son-in-law

de Marsay, for her children suspiciously resemble him. Howeverr, there

1. CH. Club d THonnfite Homme vol. 1)2., p. 742.

2. H.J. Hunt. Balzac's CH, p. 6



appear to  he no offspring of the f i r s t  lia ison, and no further mention 

Ik made of those of the seco The most dramatic evidence of 

incestuous passion in the Comidie humaine is  Pacquita's lesbian and 

Incestuous love in La Fille  aux yeux d 'o r . For the reader the true horror 

of i t  l ie s  more in the former, and the De Marsays shrug off the la t te r  

nonchalantly: 'E lle  6 ta l t  fid81e au sang1. 1

Although Balzac is even more re ticent about incest than about 

Yautrln's probable homosexuality he seems to have had an embryonic
O

in tu ition  of Freud s discovery of unconscious repressions because he 

occasionally alludes to the almost incestuous nature of parental love.

In the Cotiiudie humaine. there are several examples of fathers who live 

solely for the ir  daughters: Ferragus for his C16mence, Peyrade for his 

Lydie, Bavtholonido de Piombo and, of course, Goriot. The love of 

Jeanne d'Hcrouvilie for her son Etienne is  almost that of a woman for her 

lover.

Balzac usually regards th is  love as natural. In Le Centenaire he 

had asserted that love for a mother ’te l Anergique qu’il  devienne n’aura 

jamais le nom de passion. . . .C 'e s t  presque le seul sentiment parfa it chez 

1 'homme' . ^ In the ComAdie humaine M. de Negrepel1ssevwhose In terest in 

his daughter was confined to ridding himself of her through a suitable 

marriage,looks a t Lucien with ' le  regard in q u is i t i f  d'un p&re, empress® 

de juger 1'homme q , i  sa f i l l e  a d i s t i n g u A ' T h e  admirable Due de 

ChatiHonest feels towards his daughter's suitor a jealousy compounded 

of p ity , envy and reg re t .5 There i s ,  in fac t,  nothing abnormal in the

1. FYO p. 405.

2, B. Guyon. Balzac, psycho!ogue de la paternitfi, p. 442.



carnal links between a father and child , and in the ComSdie humaine where 

paternal love reaches the point of perversion i t  is  punished, Goriot, 

for example, manifests his slavish affection by rubbing his Head against 

Delphlne's sk ir ts  and kissing her f e e t J  BartholomSo di Piombo te l l s  

Ginevra tha t he could not bear to see her love another man. Both these 

fathers su ffer for th e ir  transgressions of the Balzacian code of Paternity, 

but th e ir  daughters, too, suffer for the ir  disobedience to the ir  fathers 

who, according to the same code, must be respected, however unworthy 

they may be. In the case of Balthazar and Marguerite Claes, Balthazar 

alone is  chastised. He employs 'des cSlineries . . .  presque se rv ites1 

to extract money from her, and thus diminishes his already attenuated 

paternal standing. She, however, does not transgress her f i l i a l  duty for 

she acts in the name of the Family.

Thus, although Balzac touches on unconscious repression,he does not 

explore i t  and there is no further evidence in the Comfidie humaine of 

the let a! category of '1 'enfant nature! incestueux'.

Balzac gave to illegitim ate children the same bias as the Code, 

reserving his disapproval and qualifications for the adulterine child.

Led by his resentment against Henry to concentrate his disapproval and 

qualifications on the adulterine child,he echoes the s p i r i t  and the 

le t te r  of the Law through the person of Benassis. I t  is  significant tha t 

Benassis describes the intention of the Code in the same words as 

Desmorets who declares tha t the Code 'reg re tfu lly ' gave a legal existence 

to illegitim ate  children. Benassis considers tha t the Law has almost 

protected the errors of youth by 'reg re tfu lly ' giving some legal status 

to  natural children, but tha t social prejudice against such children 

increased the Law's reluctance in this respect.3 He himself was led to



revere the Family as the foundation of Society when he realised how his own 

son would suffer through being illegitim ate.

With regard to the illegitim ate child, then, Balzac is very much 

of his c lass , the bourgeoisie anxious to conserve i t s  property and ensure 

the proper transmission thereof. His approach to the Illegitimate child 

is  almost a facsimile of the Code'sysave for his sentimental and basically 

Indifferent a tti tude  to foundlings and his far-sighted intuition of 

unconscious repressions.

Adopted Child

Adoption was unusual in the nineteenth century. In 1889* for 

instance, only 109 adoptions were reg is tered .’ Not until 1923 did the 

Law sanction the adoption of minors. The Code had stated that adoption 

could take place at the majority of the adopted child, but there were 

several formidable res tr ic tions . The 'adopt#'had to have been cared 

fo r  continuously by the 'adoptant' for six years, and the la t te r  hat. to 

be over f i f ty  years old, be at least fifteen years older than the 'adopt#' 

and hive no children or legitimate descendants.

This law, as well as custom, probably accounts for the low in c id e n t  

of adopted children in the ComSdie humaine. In fac t ,  there are only 

two suggestions of i t .  In La Femme superieure, the f i r s t  edition of 

Les Employes, Mme Thuillie r, who knows that she is barren, and her
2

husband plan to adopt one of the l i t t l e  Collevilles when they turn f i f ty .  

In somewhat unusual circumstances la Marana hands over her daughter to 

an adoptive mother, Dona Lagounia, in the hope that the le t t e r 's  method 

of upbringing will conquer Juana's heredity.

1. Bou, ed. Garnier, p. xvi,

2 , J. Bonzon. Cent ans de lu t te  sociale: la legislation do Tenfanee,
p. 56.



Nevertheless» there are frequent references to  what seer,is to me to 

be the equivalent of adoption: substitute paternity and maternity.

Examples of both are numerous. Chesnel has a fac titious paternity
i

for Victurnien whom he regards as his ’adopted ch ild1. Pons is

paternally protective towards Schmucke and hopes to continue to look

after him from beyond the grave by leaving him his fortune.2 On the

female side there is  the Duchesse de Verneuil whom Henriette de Mortsauf

regards as her adoptive mother, and the Comtesse L1stom§re-Landon whom
3Julie d'Aiglemont cherishes as a substitute mother.

Balzac emphasised botn concepts because each represented a fundamental 

emotional need for him. He had a Promethean longing for vicarious fa ther­

hood, which is why he was more interested in the substitute  father than 

the adopted child. The figure of the substitute mother, on the other 

hand, is  an expression of his dissatisfaction with his own mother and his 

life-long search for a 'mAre-amante'. Hence he centres attention on the 

'mothered' child he saw himself to be. The two concepts are obviously 

related. His love for Eve spurred him to work 'avec une Snergie de p6re e t  

de m6re'.4 He could exclaim that he was lheb§t6 de travail e t de 

conception'5 and fiercely assert his right of 'p r io r i ty  e t  de paternitfi1 

over the manuscript of La Cousine Bette5 . Balzac often speaks of the 

maternal feelings of substitu te  fathers for their prot§g6s, such as those

1. CA p. 103.

2. see also Abbe de Sponde and Rose Cormon (VF p. 137), Rabourdin and
Sebastien de la Roche (E p. 70), Count Octave and Maurice de 
VHostal (H p. 33).

3. iifte also Mme Descoings and Joseph Bridau, Mme Hochon and Agathe
Bridau in R.

4. Lettres & Mme H. I l l ,  p. 257.



of Bourgeat for Despleln, and Butscha for Modeste Mignon, among others.  ̂

However the concepts originate in such different personal needs tha t one 

is  ju s t if ied  in considering them separately.

Balzac periodically showed a longing to play the part of substitute

father. In 1822, a t  the age of twenty-three, he somewhat incongruously

offered himself as a father to Mme de Berny's children who, he said,

were reaching the age when a faithful friend would be the ir  most valuable
o

treasure and safeguard. He seems also to have taken a paternal liking 

to Anna Hanska, but th is  was probably as much out of desire to please 

his Eve as anything. His g rief at the miscarriage of Victor-Honorfi was 

immense: he never recovered and was unable to fin ish  Les Paysans.

Several c r i t ic s  have been sceptical about the rea li ty  of Balzac's 

frustrated paternal in s tinc t.  Wurmser declares his wish to have a child 

by Mme Hanska s u p e r f i c i a lD u c o u r n e a u  concludes: 'Chez 1'honroe Balzac

la paternite restera S I 'f i ta t  de mythe'4 on the grounds of his lack of 

in te rest in Lionel Guidoboni-Visconti and his discretion about his child 

by Maria du Fresnay. Notwithstanding, Balzac's excitement about the 

prospect of having a son and the plans he made for his future seem genuine, 

especially when he concerns himself with such t r iv ia l  details as his 

intention to  care for 'h is '  Victor 'lenourrissant au biberon avec du bon 

l a i t  de vache'.* Probably neither Eve nor certain c r i t ic s  subsequently 

fully  appreciated the sincerity  of his cry: 'Si vous saviez ce que je

donnerais pour avoir S moi, un en fan t '.6 In any case the ramifications

1. including those vf the Comte de S6risy for his wife; ThaddSe Paz
for Clementine Laginski and Hulot for Atala Jodie!.

2. Corres., I, p. 168.

3. A. Wurmser. La ComGdie inhumaine, p. 664.

4. J-A Ducourneau. Balzac e t  la pa tern ity , p. 200.

5. Lettres 4 Mme H. I l l ,  p. 398.



In the ComSdie humaine of the theme of paternity -  whether real or substitute

- are vast, and would require a thesis to themselves. As Barddche has

observed: 'L'idfie de la  paternitS . . .  chez Balzac . . .  annonce . . .  le

irythe qui embrasse e t explique toutes sortes de relations humaines'.1

I t  would be foolish to deny that there must be excellent psychological

grounds for the magnitude of such a theme.

Substitute paternity is  found in several forms in the ComSdie humaine,

both pure and equivocal. I t  can be a symbol of the Gospel in action as

in Le Medecin de campagne. The f i r s t  person GSnestas meets is a woman who

has taken in four children despite her straitened circumstances. Later

he sees the old woman caring for a dying cretin . Benassis himself cares

for children in memory of his dead son2 and regards th is  mission as his

offering to God whose son died on the Cross.** Popinot and Dr. Minoret

sublimate th e ir  paternal instincts  in the same way, the former by becoming

the father of a whole neighbourhood4 and the la t te r  by substituting the
c

poor for the child he never had.

Conversely substitute  paternity can represent the ambiguous love of

old men for young g ir l s .  Hulot is  like a mother to fourteen-year-old

Atala Judici .6 Coralie and Esther manage to to lera te  Camusot and Nudngen

respectively only because they regard them as sugar-daddies. Leopold

Mannequin is  the only 'fa ther ' of ladies of easy virtue who is  not suspect.
7

He teaches his ' r a t s '  economy and watches over them disinterestedly.

These two forms of substitute paternity, the pure and the perverted,are 

best represented by Dr. Minoret and Vautdn, Dr. Minoret is  fa th e r , mother

and doctor to Ursule? and follows her growth with a mother's feelings.9

1. M. BardSche. Balzac, romancier, p. 440.
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When she cuts her teeth he experiences tooth-ache with her, thus experiencing 

a sort o f 'couvade', i t  seems to  me. Balzac analyses the reason for the 

Doctor's devotion. I t  i s  chiefly a cu lt of remembrance* both to the oath 

which the Doctor made to Ursule's father and to her resemblance to the 

la te  Mme Minoret. In addition, his affection for Ursule is  quite simply 

the natural reaction of a childless man, 'une revanche de sa patemitS

Like Dr. Minoret, Vautrin regards himself as both father and mother to 

his 'adopted' child, in th is  case Lucien. Outsiders suspect that both 

Ursule and Lucien are the natural children of the ir  substitute fathers.

Dr. Minoret's affection, however, is  natural and healthy. He understates 

his devotion to Ursule, describing himself as 'un v ie illa rd  qui doit avoir 

pour ce tte  chSre enfant toute la so ll ic i tude  d'une m§re'. Vautrin's 

affection for Lucien verges on the homosexual. He addresses him as 'mon 

cher enfant, mon cher a m o u r 'a n d  declares 'j 'aime tan t cut enfant . . .  

cet idole de mon coeur '.4 In Illusions perdues Lucien was presented as 

an 'homne-enfant', but in Splendeurs e t  misdres des courtlsanes i t  i s  his 

weakness and femininity which are emphasised. Vautrin's grief at Lucien's 

death reaches blasphemous proportions, culminating in h*s outburst over 

'ce corps que je  baisais . . .  comme une m§re, comme la Vierge a dO baiser

Jisus au tombeau1

In his allusions to substitute  paternity, Balzac focuses on the 

'adoptant' rather than the 'adopts '. All the substitute fathers in the 

ComSdie humaine are ch ild less , and usually t^e 'children ' they adopt are 

adults. Thus although Balzac is more interested in the substitute  father

1. UM p. 56,

3. S&M, vol. XVI, p. 253.

5. i b i d . , p. 253.

2 . UM p. 137.

4. ib id . ,  p. 87.
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than in the 'adopted1 child, he is nevertheless avare of the l a t t e r ,

and gives him the rfile of an 'homme-enfant1. The importance to Balzac

of th is  theme of substitute  parenthood is  seen in the fact that several of

the major novels are 'Bildungsromans1, that is,novels describing the

sentimental education of a young man, usually undertaken by an in i t ia to r

or guide. Examples of such novels are Le pfire Goriot.where Rastinac's

education is  undertaken by Mme de Beauseant and Vautrin,and the Rubempvfi

cycle,where Lucien's mentors are f i r s t  Parisian society and then Vautrin

again.1 I t  is  significant tha t Mme de BeausSant should consider EugSne

her adopted child. When he begs her to accept him 'comme un pauvre

enfant qui desire se coudre 5 votre jupe' she replies: 'Enfant! Oui,
o

vous 6tes un enfant1.

Substitute paternity , a form of adoption, is v ita l to the creation of 

the Comedie humaine. Balzac appears to have partly fu lf i l led  his paternal

feelings in his magnum opus for, as Picon has noted,the la t te r  was like his 

child in tha t i t  extended his personality and existence.3 The crucial 

nature and omnipresence of the concept in Balzac's work indicate a certain 

measure of reflection about the cattgory of the adopted child, a lbeit 

from the necessarily limited vantage point of his own experience.

The counterpart of substitute paternity is substitute maternity, 

originating in a d ifferent area of Balzac's experience, namely his 

relationship with his mother. It is  well-known how unsatisfactory th is  

was. Mme. Balzac seems to have been a cold yet highly-strung woman.

Even when Laurence was i l l ,  eight months pregnant and in financial 

s t r a i t s ,  she insisted on the repayment of a debt, and refused to help her

1. cf. PCh - Raphael's education is  completed by Foedora, and Beatrix*
Calyste's is  undertaken by Camille Maupin and Beatrix.

2. PG p. 294.

3. G. Picon. Balzac par lui-mgme, p. 123.



although she was the cause of Laurence being threatened with d is tra in t ,  

Balzac more than once accused his mother of having killed Laurence,

She was a woman who showed extremes of feeling: indifference to Honor# 

and over-indulgence to Henry. Her le t te rs  to the former make owe suspect 

her of having been a highly i r r i ta t in g ,  superficially sentimental woman.

She te l l s  him, for instance, how much she prays God to grant her children 

happiness,2 and how her la s t  years will be happy i f  her children are able 

to say that the ir  mother loves them 'autant qu'un coeur de m§re peut aimer1. 

Honor# always f e l t  b i t te r ly  rejected, and,in 1846,in a le t te r  to Mme Hanska 

we find him going over ground he had covered in Le Lys dans la valle#, 

te l l ing  her in detail about his deprived childhood, Mme Balzac was not 

however as black as Honor# painted her. She lent him a lo t  of money, which 

he was piqued a t having to repay,and went to great pains to prepare the 

house in the Rue Fortunee for Honor# and his new wife. Nevertheless, 

her son's resentment was well-founded, Mme Balzac wrote him one le t te r  

during his six years a t  school, and that detached and moralising. Even 

Laure could not entire ly  exculpate her mother and had to admit that 'Cette 

s#v#rit# comprima les tendres expansions d'Honor#,# qui Tage e t  la  gravit# 

de son pere inspiraient aussi la re se rv e '.4 More frankly Laurence flung 

the following reproach at her mother in 1832: 'Tu as 6pous# mon p#re

par raison presque . . .  mais tu ne Vas peut-6tre pas aim#'.®

1. Lettres & Mme H, I I ,  p. 115, I I I ,  p. 275.

2. Corres. V, p. 277 and 414.

3. ib id . , . p. 550

4. L, Surville. Balzac; sa vie e t  ses oeuvres d'apres sa correspondance,
pp. v i i i -  xi,

5. quoted by S.*J. B#rard, La Gen#se d'un roman de Balzac: Illusions
perdues. vol. I ,  p. 59.



Therefore when the Romantic and aggrieved Balzac of twenty-two met

the forty-five-year-old Laure de Berny he was more than ready to find in 
' | 1 

her 'une soeur trop aim§e . . .  une mere secr6tement dfisirSe, Although

he was probably emulating Rousseau when he made of her a Mme de Marens,
O

even referring to her as 'ma pauvre maman , , he sincerely believed that 

she was a maternal compensation for his deprived childhood. As he expressed 

i t :  'Mme de B(erny) n 'e t a i t  que mon immense f i l i a l i t e  tromp6e, S qui une

m&re avait souri1.3 Although Balzac may be accused of special pleading in 

his frequent re iterations to Mme Hanska that Mme de Berny had been chiefly 

a mother to him,* he was frank enough to admit that she had been 'une amie, 

une famille, un ami, un conseiT , and had formed the writer and the man.®

The s incerity  of th is  feeling is shown by a le t te r  to 'Louise' where he 

exclaims that Mme de Berny had meant more to him than a mother, a friend or 

any other being.5

Balzac's a f fa ir  with Mme de Berny was thus crucial for his emotional 

and a r t i s t i c  development. Although she formed both the writer and the 

lover, the la t t e r  was always to remain immature, seeking in the loved one 

a substitu te  mother. In his le t te rs  to 'Louise' Balzac frequently 

emphasises the fact tha t he is a child - credulous, impatient and naTf.5 

He even confides in her: 'Je  vous dis ces choses comme un enfant parle

i  -S m&re' .  ̂ He uses almost the same words to Mme Hanska,saying that she

1. Lys p. 182.

2. Corres. 1 p. 181.

3. Lettres a Mme H. I l l ,  pp. 361 - 362.

4. i b i d . , I ,  p. 9, 64, 67, 150, 193, 510 : I I ,  p. 58, 101, 151, 197.

5. i b id . , I, p. 526.

6 . Corres. I l l ,  p. 131.

7. Corres, I I I ,  p. 31, 54, 63.
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talked economy like a mother talking to h e r 'b r a t ' ,  and tha t he loved her
2

1 2 0 ,

, 3

a t 1, 1

as a child loves his mother.11 Shortly a fte r  the beginning of the ir  

correspondence he was exclaiming: que douce eut 6t,6 cette  journfie

oQ j 'a u ra is  pu jouer en liberty  avec toi comme un enfant joue avec sa mSre',

Much la te r ,  in 1846,he told her that she was the healing balm for the wounds

inflic ted  by his real mother.4 His relationship with her was more 

egalitarian  than his one with Mme de Berny or 'Louise'. He sometimes

treated her as the l i t t l e  g i r l ,  and himself (more rarely) as the parent.

One of his favourite terms of endearment was ' l i t t l e  g i r l ' ,  and he begged 

her to have in him the absolute confidence he had in her, which was that 

of a child in his mother.

Seeing that substitu te  maternity was fundamental to a ll Balzac's 

important lia isons, i t  is  not surprising that i t  should play a great part 

in amorous and conjugal relationships in the Cornedie humaine. Balzac 

accepts i t  as natural in the formt , but has reservations about i t  in the 

l a t te r .  For Balzac i t  is  an axiom tha t women like to behave almost 

maternally towards th e ir  lovers,6 and there is no dearth of examples to 

prove th is .  Dinah de la  Baudraye, on leaving Lousteau,admits that she 

will always secretly retain  a maternal a ttitude  towards him. Eugfinie
A

Grandet gazes at the sleeping Charles like a mother, Pauline Gaudin

1. Corres . I l l ,  p. 74.

2. Lettres i  Mme H. I I ,  p. 593.

3. ib id . , I l l ,p .  234.

4. ib id . , I ,  p. 87.

5. ib id . . II,pp. 1/ > 171 ; I I I ,  p. 396.

6. EM p. 379.

7. MD p. 239.

8. EG p. 392.
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buys milk for Raphael. This action seems curiously symbolic, but Balzac 

does not elaborate on th is  symbolism. There are four principal 

variations on th is  theme, and they are the couples formed by F611x deVandonesse 

and Henriette de Mortsauf in Le Lys dans la vailfie, Camille Maupin and 

Calyste du Gu§nic in Beatrix, Louise de Bargeton and Lucien de Rubemprfi 

in Illusions perdues and Bette Fischer and Wenceslas Steinbock in La 

Cousire Bette. All four couples seem to  demonstrate tha t substitute  

maternity is not a charge to be l igh tly  undertaken.

Henriette de Mortsauf is a paragon of maternity and substitute  

maternity - in sp ite , or because, of the fact that she sacrifices the l a t t e r  

to  the former. In any case, she is  Felix 's  guardian angel -  ' l a  f t l l e  

des cieux, Tange a d o r e - and uses for his benefit her maternal second 

sight which Balzac believes to  be instinctual in good motners. Felix’s 

relationship with her is  an idealised, although fa ir ly  accurate, 

transposition of Balzac's with Laure de Berny, even i f  Balzac may have 

been emphasising the pi atonic aspect of i t  for Hne Hanska's benefit. LI'o* 

his creator Felix believes himself to  be an 'homme-enfant', and his ideal 

is  a substitute  mother-cum-mistress. In th is  novel then, Balzac

uneasily reconciles his own experience with, and longing fo r , a substitute  

mother with his idealisation of maternity per sev to which he was dver prone,,

Felix - and presumably Balzac -  defines the rfile of women in relation 

to  a r t i s t s ,  poets and men of destiny in no uncertain terms. They should 

be a combination of s i s te r  of charity and ' l a  m6re qui pardonne i  son 

e n f a n t ' T h i s  is  what Henriette shows herself to be. Camille Maupin 

also assumes th is  role for Calyste du GuSnic -  misguidedly, because 

he is  not worth i t .  She Is the mother of his in te lligence,3 and like



Like Henrietta her maternal love is  really  passion disguised, and she too 

is  grieved when she rea lly  has to play the role of a ;>3ther to the fu ll 

and is  expected to applaud Calyste's amorous triumphs.

Louise dc Bargeton f a i l s  in her role because she encourages her man 

of genius, Lucien, in ill-founded pretentions. She deserts him in Paris where 

he most needs her# because she discovers that he actually behaves like the 

child she has affectionately been calling him. Balzac allows the reader 

to share and approve the comments of her co terie , who consider her behaviour 

•frigh tfu lly ' ridiculous because she could be his mother.1

Bette's adoption of Steinbock is  more beneficial to him than is 

Mme de Bargeton's of Lucien. I t  i s ,  however, vindictive, and s in is te r  

because i t  is  monomaniacal. She has a mother's tenderness, a woman's 

jealousy and a dragon's mind.2 The f i r s t  and la s t  qualities enable her 

to concentrate single-mindedly on Wenceslas' Material well-being and rorce 

him to produce works of a r t .  Once the second quality is  aroused, when 

Hortense steals  Wenceslas and marries him, Bette transfers her maternal 

feelings (with lesbian overtones3) to Valerie Marneffe, and uses the la t te r  

to bring about his moral disintegration. The importance of the theme of 

the perversion of substitu te  maternity is shown by the fact that Balzac 

stressed the pathological aspect of Bette's love during the course of

his revisions of the tex t.*

The" Balzac gives a wide spectrum of the action of substitute maternity 

in extra-ma. ‘ta l  love, ranging from the immaculate to the monomaniacal.

In most of the examples I have quoted the 'homme-enfant* is a t leas t as

1. IP, vol XI, p. 316. 2. Be p. 245.

3 . Be p. 192 'Elle adorait . . .  VaUrie, e l le  en ayait f a i t  sa f i l l e ,
son amie, son amour . . .  Valfirie o ff ra i t  . . .  a Lisbeth cette
beaut§ . . .  bien plus maniable que celle  de Wenceslas qui, pour 
e l le ,  avait toujours &l;e froid e t insensible ',

4, P. Lorant, l.es Parents Pauvres d'Honor# de Balzac, vol. I I ,  p. 38.



Important as the substitute mother, sometimes more so. This i s  probably 

because Balzac was drawing directly  on his own experience. There is  not 

nearly as much detail about the maternity of wifehood, and what there Is 

appears to  be skimpy and a t r i f l e  secondhand.

Balzac appears to believe that a wife 's maternal treatment of her 

husband may be harmful, to both. Long-suffering, blind devotion does not - 

seem to  be the way to hold a wayward husband. Hulot ignores his wife 

who is  bound to him by an admiring, cowardly and maternal love. His son- 

in-law will unwittingly imitate him by deserting Hortense who has ' l a  

ISchetfi maternelle d'une femme qui pousse Tamour jusqu'a T id o l& tr ie 'J  

The only two wives who do not suffer for the ir  maternal behaviour towards 

th e ir  husbands are Renfie de VEstorade and AnaTs de Bargeton, Rente's 

mothering restores her §migr6 husband's self-confidence, time de Bargeton': 

maternal treatment of her husband is the kindest way of handling that 

mindless nonentity.

In'marriage, then, Lalzac seems to caution against substitute 

maternity. In love he considers i t  v irtually  essen tia l ,  although he 

warns against undertaking i t  flippantly or obsessively.

In addition to substitute maternity as found in love - be i t  in or 

out of marriage - Balzac analyses the natural reaction of a childless 

woman with strong maternal instinc ts. He probably used DSM as a s tarting  

point, for the la t te r  declares that old maids who become substitute  mothers 

are acting wisely in the interests  of the ir  health .2 Balzac has a good 

deal of sympathy for such old maids as Wne Dumay with her 'maternitS 

d1occasion'2 for Modeste Mighon, and Mile d'Esgrignon's 'en tra in**

1. Be p. 245 cf. Sabine du GuSnlc who regards Calyste with the blind 
devotion of a mother who would praise her son even I f  he struck 
her (B p. 262) and Mme de Mortsauf who trea ts  her husband like 
a spo il t  child (Lys p. 193).



matemelles' for her nephew Victurnien.^ His pity is tinged with

patronage when, apropos of Rose Cormon's 'maternity rentr&e' for her

horse, he affirms that almost a ll lonely people give themselves a

f ic t i t io u s  family of ca ts ,  dogs or canaries. Although a generalisation,
1

this  is  a fa ir ly  accurate observation.

Balzac's psychological insight is  more noticeable when he explores 

the shadier side of substitute  maternity. Mne Cibot demonstrates the 

perversion of the maternal in s t in c t ,  the demands of which she lucidly 

describes by saying tha t Nature meant her to be a rival to Maternity 

and tha t she has to  place her affection somewhere.3 This does not prevent 

her from scheming against her 'adopted' children, Pons and Schmucke, in 

order to inherit from them. Balzac's sociological documentation is  

apparent when he remarks tha t courtesans are fallen angels in the sense 

that they have a strong maternal drive, for he had clearly  consulted the 

authority in th is ,  Parent-DuchStelet. The la t te r  had recorded courtesans' 

immense.capacity for love and nostalgia for bourgeois l i f e . 4 With 

regard to both Coralie and AurSlie Schontz Balzac observes that ’ces 

sortes de femmes' have a maternal goodness,5 and Esther gazes wistfully 

a f te r  a mother accompanied by her daughter, the visible image of virtue 

and respectabi lity,,6 Thus substitute  maternity may also symbolise a 

consciousness of a fa l l  from grace,

1. CA p, 87 cf, lime T hu ill ie r 's  'maternity fac tice ’ for Cfileste 
Colleville [Bou p. 33).



Balzac's presentation of substitute  parenthood contains flashes of 

Insight, but as a whole i t  1s not profound. I t  Is l l f ta d  almost wholly 

from his own experience, and both aspects of I t  are Imbalanced. Balzac 

concentrates on the father figure in substitute paternity and on the 

child figure In substitu te  maternity. However, he had the foresight to 

conceive of the adopted child long before i t  was common in law, and the 

evidence of th is  in the Comgdie humaine shows the pervasiveness of children 

in his thought'world. His 'adopted1 children are nearly a l l  in post­

adolescence, but the adoptive relationship is structured as a parent-child 

one.

Miscellaneous

In th is  section I include the child prodigy, orphan, step-child,

'gamin1, ' r a t '  and 'ra p in ' .  The common feature to a ll is  that Balzac 

gives them but scant attention. Nevertheless, they deserve mention as 

evidence of the breadth of his in te res t  in children,

a) Child Prodigy

There are only two child prodigies in the ComSdie humaine, and three 

in the whole of Balzac's work, namely S§raphtta, Louis Lambert and Tullius 

in Le Centenaire. All three constitute myths.

SSraphtta is  the product of a mystical union sanctified by Swedenborg. 

From the age of nine she is  in a constant s ta te  of prayer. At ten she 

has the faculties  of an adult, and embodies the alliance of the Spirit

of Love and Wisdom.

Louis' development is  traced in more de ta i l .  From his childhood 

onwards he is  accustomed to  Intense mental ac tiv ity  and can gain satisfac tion  

only from th is .  At the age of fourteen he has the intellectual capacity 

of an adult. At f if teen  he already possesses the depth of a man of genius. 

He is  misunderstood a t school because of his almost divine imagination 

and his capacity for giving himself up entirely  to  his inner being. He is



a la te r  development of Tullius who,from his early childhood,was 

fascinated by the extraordinary, was well-versed in the Classics by the 

age of twelve, a t  f if teen  had penetrated the mysteries social l i f e  

(whatever Balzac may mean by that) and at sixteen had discovered his 

military vocation.1 Tullius is a somewhat earthy 'genie' (sic)? whereas 

Louis embodies the myth of the angelic being who is  too good for th is  

earth. They have one thing in common, however: both are fa r  superior 

to th e ir  teachers,and both probably represent Balzac's wish-fulfilment of 

himself as the child-prodigy he had certainly never been.

I t  is  d if f icu l t  to judge the veracity of Balzac's presentation of 

the child prodigy because, a f te r  a l l ,  there are few generalizations which 

one can make about a phenomenon mainly defined by i t s  ra r i ty .  Balzac 

is  a r e a l i s t  when he describes the precocious mental development of these 

prodigies while they are physically s t i l l  children. He may be touching 

obliquely on the modern theory of psychosomaticism - the relationship 

between the physical and the psychological - when he ascribes Louis' joy 

in intellectual activ ity  to physical causes,3 but he remains of the 

nineteenth century when he supposes tha t these causes are e ithe r  illness  

or the perfection of the organs. Le Yaouanc has pointed out that,although 

Balzac was not consistent in his observation of the relationship between 

physiology and pathology, he mentioned i t  often enough for o rig inality  

not to be denied him.4 Moreover, though he remarked on i t  most n 

connection with the adult charac te r ,it  is  s ignificant tha t he should have 

extended i t  to include the child, even i f  obliquely.

Despite the above-mentioned realism, Louis and S§raphtta represent

Balzac's search for a myth to  express his brand of mysticism, for as he

oimself asked ' . . .  qu'y a - t - i l  de plus prfis de Dleu que le g6nie dans un

I. Le Centenaire, p. 130, 2, jh id . '* P* ^39,

3. LL p. 111.
4, M, le Yaouanc. Nosographie de Thumanite balzacierme, p. 107.



eoeur d 'e n fa n t ' .1

b) Orphan

There are many orphans in the Comgdie humaine, both the good, who 

are in the majority, and the bad. Outstanding among the former are 

Ursula Mirouet, P ie rre tte ,  Emmanuel de Solis, Honurine, Popinot, Laurence 

de Cinq-Cygne, la P6china and la Fossc-use. The la t te r  range from questionable 

to villainous and include Lousteau, Francois Hochon and Baruch Borniche,

Flore Brazier and Du T i l le t .  P. Citron has remarked tha t between 1838 

and 1842 Balzac seems to have been pre-occupied by the theme of an orphan 

g ir l  taken in by a widower or bachelor, and that th is  must denote some 

hitherto unidentifiable psychological obsession. I suggest tha t this  

obsession is  Balzac's sense of motherlessness, of being alone in the world 

without being tble to rely on his real family: im. douleur ae me

savoir sans famille . . .  j e n e t e  la  dirai p a s ' .3 A frequent theme in his 

le t te r s  to Eve is: 'Nous nous serons nos families Tun pour Tautre1.4 

Balzac may have largely resolved his feelings about Henry, but he always 

f e l t  vaguely aggrieved at being a semi-orphan. For instance,Pons' 

isolation and betrayal by his rela tives may well re f lec t  Balzac's situation 

and his disillusionment with 'Laura soror' and Surville , his 'frS re  de 

coeur '.
Balzac's grievance was, however, vague enough for him not to  have 

created a definite  abstract of the orphan as he did with the spo ilt  child.

He makes no generalisation about orphans, nor does he exp lic itly  show how 

th e ir  characters are moulded by the ir  orphaned childhood. Orphanhood 

seems to have diminished in importance for Balzac once he had passed the

1. LL p. 66.

2. R, ed. Garnier, p, 11.

3. Lettres & Mme H. I l l ,  p. 174.



f i r s t  flush of youth. In most of the Oeuvres de Jeunesse at le a s t  one 

of the chief characters is  an orphan: the Marquise de Rosann In Le Vicaire 

des Ardennes, Del Ryfis in StSnle, Minna in Le second Falthurne and 

a veritable plethora in Wann-Chlore - Horace Landon, his friend Annibal 

and Jane herself , a l l  of whom find a spiritual a ff in ity  in the fac t tha t 

they are orphans. I t  is  s ignificant that in the ComSdie humaine Balzac 

should have discarded the original t i t l e  of La Grenadi&re, Les Orphelins.

The theme of the ta le  is :  'Une m§re mourante soignee par deux f i l s ' J

and Balzac probably became aware tha t  the mother, not the subsequent fate

of her children, is  uppermost.

Thus in his early works Balzac exploits orphanhood for I ts  pathos, 

whereas la te r  he merely mentions i t  without highlighting i t s  a ttr ibu tes  and 

effects. This may simply be because he had outgrown the need to  use

orphanhood as a vehicle for creating suitably Byronic melancholy. I t  is

also tempting to hypothesize that his personal se lf-p ity  had been partly  

assuaged by Mme de Berny in whom 'Du m§me coup, i l  retrouvait sa mfire e t  

Tamour; i l  § ta i t  f i l s ,  i l  fitait homme',2 Whatever the reason one 

cannot deny tha t  the figure of the orphan in the ComGdie humaine is  

insignificant,

c) Step-child

This type of child is almost non-existent in the Comfidle humaine.

There is  only one representative of i t ,  Fritz Brunner in Le Cousin Pons.

He is  presented in an unashamedly melodramatic way.His step-mother hated 

him so much tha t she hoped to k i l l  him by encouraging him in 'des 

dissipations anti-germaniques',3 He was eventually expelled from Francfort 

and went to Strasbourg where, unlike the Biblical prodigal son, he met

1. E. Preston Dargan and B. Weinberg (eds.). The Evolution of Balzac's
CH> P* 99.

2. P. BarbGris. Balzac e t  le mal du slGcle. p. 490.



with disinterested friendliness from st=angersJ He learnt economy and 

courage from suffering and poverty, 'c e t te  divine marStre*. The reader 

will remember him as one of the few normal, ordinary people in the novel.

I t  appears tha t Balzac provides information about Brunner's background 

simply in order to present a symbol of a reformed prodigal son and a man 

whose judgement of the sp o il t  child, C§cile Camusot, is  sound because I t  

Is founded in his personal suffering,

d) 'Gamin* and 'Rat'

In the Com&die humaine there is  a shadowy outline of the figure of 

the 'yarnin' and several fully-rounded portraits  of his feminine counterpart, 

the ' r a t ' .  Nevertheless, the former is  by fa r  the most original conception 

even though the la t te r  is  more vividly drawn.

R, Dagneaud has outlined the lexical history of the word 'gamin'

In his thesis  Les Elements populaires dans 1e lexique de 1? TW die humaine 

d*HonorS de Balzac. Before 1820 the word was a technical term for an 

apprentice in a glass-works. Then i t  came to signify a s t re e t  urchin, 

which connotation i t  retained even a f te r  the 1830 Revolution,when i t  was 

baptised with the meaning of s tree t  f ighter. The la t te r  meaning received, 

of course, i t s  best-known embodiment in Hugo's Gavroche, symbol of the 

Revolutionary s p i r i t  and the best qualities  of the p ro le ta r ia t ,  During 

the f i r s t  half of the century the phrase 'gamin de Paris ' had a pejorative

nuance which has now disappeared.

All these meanings appear in the ComSdie humaine, including the 

original one, a fact Dagneaud does not mention, CSrizet is  David Sdchard's 

apprentice, 'son gamin, son page typographique'3 and David boasts ’c 'e s t  mon



I
gamin, je  V ai formB’ . Cfirizet is  also 'un gamin de Paris ' in the 

pejorative sense described by Dagneaud, for 'Son e sp rit v if e t ra ille u r , 

sa malignite Vy rendaient redou tab le .... S* moral 1t 6 . . .  pH t 1 ' !nt6r6t
o

personnel pour unique Toi', and his swiftness to use Eve's well-grounded 

suspicions of him as an excuse for betraying her is  said to be typical of 

the 'gamin de P a ris '.^  The 'gamin' as a political figure has a walk-on 

part in the Comedie humaine. In 1830 Michel Chrestien saves Diane de 

Cadignan from death by a 'gamin's' hand.* Dagneaud observes th a t the 

dominant meaning of 'gamin' in the Comfidie humaine is  'polisson ' or 

'voyou1, but th a t i t  is  already in the process of losing i t s  unfavourable 

overtones, and is  sometimes used as a synonym for 'co llfig ien ', as in 

Me premier gamin so rti du collSge'.®

This information is  relevant as far as i t  goes. However, Dagneaud 

has not examined why Balzac v irtu a lly  ignores the p o litica l rfile of the 

• 'gam in', nor emphasised the o rig in a lity  and vividness of Balzac's'gam in'.

The la t te r  qualities are unfortunately found mainly in his creations outside 

the Comedie humaine.

Balzac was fu lly  aware of the 'gam in's' function as an urban g u e rilla , 

and praised 'quelques gamins de Paris qui font une revolution en un tour 

de main' . 6 He evolved, nevertheless, a d ifferen t symbolism, which becomes

1. IP, vol. XII, p. 384.

2. ib id , , pp. 380 - 381.

3. ib id . , p. 385.

4. SPC p. 322.

5. IP, vol. XII, p. 185.

6 . Lettres & Mme H. I ,  p. 627.
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clear i f  we compare his approach with th a t of Oarin's a r tic le  le  gamin de 

Paris in Les Francais peints per eux-mfimes. For Oanin the 'gamin' is  

the product of the 1830 Revolution, is  dominated by two basic urges, hunger 

and lib e rty , and is  characterised by courage, ruse, nafvetfi, independence, 

generosity, mischievousness and gregariousness. Balzac's 'gamin1 has some 

of these qua lities- His mischievousness is  part of his function of 

awakening 1 dans les imaginations bourgeoises les jovialit@ s les plus 

mirabolantes ' . 1 His resourcefulness appears in Ldon de Lora's gesture,

'l e  geste des gamins quand i ls  veulent exprimer T action  de chipper*.

He is  less lovable than Jan,in's stereotype, being 'sans p itiS  rw fre in , 

goguenard, avide, paresseux'? Moreover, he can be a symbol of loneliness 

and re jec tio n , which drive him to  be destructive. This is  communicated 

in two images in Le P§re Goriot. Apropos of human in ju stice  which can 

force individuals to assert themselves Balzac says: 'L 'fitre le plus dftbile,

le  gamin sonne a toutes les portes quand i l  gale, ou se hisse pour fierire 

son nom sur un monument vierge ' . 4 He compares love's short duration to 

a 'gamin qui t ie n t a marquer son passage par des devastations'. In 

the l i t t l e  ta le  La Reconnaissance du gamin Balzac elevates the 'gamin' to 

a symbol of human ingratitude. The 'gamin' s trik es  the narrator with a 

bat which the la t te r  has ju s t bestowed on him. The narretor re fle c ts :

'Dans cet enfant, i l  y a tous les hommes' . 6 Balzac's criticism  of the

1 . CP p. 8 .

2. CSS p. 367.

3. Col p. 1.

4. PS p. 237.

5. PG p. 450.

6 . OD II,pp. 195 - 196.

■ v;



1 3 2 .

"gamin1 was accompanied by a compassionate understanding of the origins 

of his l i te ra l  and figurative destructiveness. His remark about petty 

thieves probably includes the "gamin", for both are "un des sauvages de 

Paris . . .  orphelin avec toute une fam ine , sans liens sociaux, sans idfies, 

un f r u i t  amer de ce tte  conjoncticn perpStuelle de I'extrfime opulence e t 

de I'extrfime misfire"J

The symbolism of the abstract "gamin" in Balzac's work is  peculiar 

to him. Although he never created a Gavroche, he did succeed in 

delineating several memorable pen-pictures. I have already quoted the 

one in Le Pfire Goriot describing a l i t t l e  vandal. In La Reconnaissance 

du gamin there is a sympathetically humorous candid camera shot, which 

deserves to be quoted in d e ta il: "Cheveux rougeStres bien fibourifffis, 

roules en boucles d'un cfitfi, ap la tts  $a e t 18, blanchis par du plfitre, 

sou illes de boue, e t gardant encore I'empreinte des doigts crochus du gamin 

roiuste avec lequel 11 venait peut-fitre de se battre  . . .  puis un nez qui 

n 'ava it jamais connu de pacte avec les vanitfis mondaines du mouchoir, un 

nez dont les doigts seuls fa isa ien t la p o lic e .. , .  Ses yeux, p fitillan ts 

fi 1"occasion, fitaient mornes, t r i s te s  e t fortement cernfis.. . .

Vfitu 8 la  d iab le. Insouciant d'une pluie fine qui tombait . . .  e t  

la issan t pendre ses pieds imparfaitement couverts d'une chaussure dficoupfie 

. . .  11 fita it la  . . .  ren iflan t sans cfirfimonie' , 2 In th is  desct1 ption 

is  revealed the author's unsentimental compassion.

Thus the "gamin", though shadowy and incomplete, flashes disturbingly 

and trag ica lly  through the pages of Balzac's work, causing one to  regret 

th a t he remains e lusive, undeveloped and unparticularised.

1. Code des gens honnfites, OD I ,  p, 72.

2. OD I I , p. 195.



Balzac's In terest lay ra ther with the female specie* of the 'gamin', 

the ' r a t ' .  He created a number of exampits and paid trib u te  to  th e ir 

Individuality  by giving them names, such as Coralie, Esther and Marietta 

Godeschal. The original t i t l e s  of some of the chapters of the f i r s t  

h a lf of Splendeurs e t MisSres des Courtisanes indicate the ' r a t ’s ' dynamic 

role in the work. There is  a thread of unity between Chapter 6 In Part I ,

La confession d'un r a t ,and the second and fourth chapters of Part I I ,  

en titled  respectively: 'Comment m loup-cervier rencontra le  r a t ,  e t ce
I

qui en ad v in t', and 'Une souricifire oQ se prend le r a t ' .

However, Balzac's ' r a t '  is  a less original creation than his gamin', 

for i t  is probably a facsimile of th a t delineated by Gautier in his 

contribution Le Rat to  Les Frangais peints par eux-mfimes. Balzac and 

Gautier agree in seeing in the 'r a t '  a female'gamin: the former defines
p

i t  as 'un gamin femelle' and the la t te r  as *un gamin de theStre qui a 

tous les defauts du gamin des rues, moins les bonnes qualitfis '. Janin, 

on the other hand,considered the 'g r is e t te ' to be the female of tha 'gam in'.* 

(The term 'gamine' was only to appear a f te r  1842.) Balzac's debt to  

Gautier is  confirmed by the fac t th a t the le t te r 's  a r tic le  was published 

in 1840, and Balzac only finished the f i r s t  part of Splendeurs e t  Misfires 

des Courtisanes, 'Esther ou le . -mours d'un vieux banquier', In 1843.

The two lengthy defin itions of a ' r a t '  in Splendeurs e t  Misfires des 

Courtisanes and Les Cornediens sans le save w .«  botl. publ ished a fte r  1840, 

and i t  was a f te r  th is  date th a t the most i.^morable 'r a t s '  make th e ir 

appearance.

1. Lovenioul. op " i t . ,  p. 114. c. S&M, vol. XV, pp. IS *16.

3. Les Fran^ais pelnts par eux-m&nes. vol. 3, p, 52.



There Is one s lig h t difference between Balzac and G autier's 

defin ition of the ' r a t ' .  In Splendeurs'efMisfires des Courttsanes 

Balzac describes I t  as 'Tune des perversitfis m Intenant oubltfies, 

mais en usage au commencement de ce s18cle. Un r a t ,  mot d§j5 v ie l l l i ,  

s 'app liquait S un enfant de dix a onze ans, comparse 8 quelque thSatre, 

surtout a TOpS a ' J  Balzac then adds smugly th a t 'p p ; de personnes 

sevaicnt ce dStail int,1mf! de la  vie §16gante avant la L jstauratlon, 

jusoii'au moment oO quelques ficrivains se sent emparSs du r a t  comme d'un 

sujek neuf1. 2 Gautier, on the contrary, dates the in s titu tio n  of the 

'r a t '  as recently as 1830 and fixes i t s  age a t between eight and fourteen 

or fifteen . Balzac was never fonnally to  antedate the ' r a t 1, but In 

Les Comedlens sans 1e savoir, set in 1845, the ' r a t '  is  by no means 

regarded as obsolete, and i.von de Lora, by circumlocution,gives the same 

age lim its as Gautier: 'Ce ra t a tre ize  ans, c 'e s t  un ra t dfijS vieux.

Dans deux ans d 'i c i ,  cette  crSature . . .  sera . . .  vine grande danseuse ou 

une marcheuse.... Elle tra v a ille  depuis VSge de huit ans ' . 2 In other 

respects Balzac's defin ition  is  identical with G autier's. He holds 

tha t lib e rtin es  school the 'r a t '  -for vice and infamy and th a t a ‘vat' 

incapable of making i t  to the top w ill become a 'm a r c h e u s e 'G a u t ie r  

less ex p lic itly  says that a ' r a t 's '  private l i f e  is  d if f ic u lt  to  describe 

'dans un recueil pudibond' because i t  is  licentious.® L6on de Lora 

remarks on the ' r a t ' s '  lack of freshness and innocence: ' . . .  une pe tite

f i l l e  svelte e t mince dont les yeux bord&s de e lls  noirs n 'avaient plus

1. S&M, vol. XV, p. 15.

2 . ib id . ,  p. 16.

3. CSS p. 305.

4. CSS p. 307.

5. Gautier, op. c i t* , p. 255,



d'innocence, dont le  ,teint annonfait une grande fatigue, mals dont 1e
i

v isag i, d'une jo l ie  coupe, fita it fra is  en deux mots un f ru i t  v e rt1.

Again Gautier is  more economical of words, complaining th a t a 1r a t 1 loses 

the naive grace of youth in the a r t i f ic ia l  indoors l i f e  she leads and 

'sa  m6re lui denne des lemons d 'oeiliades e t de jeu de prunellas, comme 

on apprend aux enfants ordinal res la  geographic e t  le catSchisme'.

Balzac alludes to the way mothers se ll th e ir  daughters. He declares th a t 

only extreme poverty could induce a child to submit to the physical

demands of b a lle t and to  1rester sage jusqu'5 seize ou dix-huit ans,
* 3

uniquement par speculation, e t de se flanquer d'une horrible v le i l le '.

The substance of a ll th is  is  in Gautier's a r t ic le . He too qualifies a

'ra t 's *  chaperone as 'une horrible v i e i l l e 'a n d  describes how a • r a t 's 1

mother realises th a t her daughter is  a saleable commodity and th a t a

so-called virgin of sixteen is more profitable than a lib e rtin e  of

thirteen.®

The case-h istories of the various 'r a t s '  in the Com§die humaine are 

so sim ilar th a t Marceau's assertion tha t Balzac modelled them a ll one 

one particu la r ' r a t '  is  ju s tif ie d . Florentine and Coralie are both 

'w ld ' by th e ir  mothers. When the former was th irteen  her mother manoeuvred 

Cardot into in s ta llin g  her in a f l a t  with her daughter. When the la t te r  

was fif teen  her mother 'so ld ' her to De Marsay for six ty  thousand francs.

'Les cinq doigts de la  main', Coralie, Florine, Florentine, Tullla and 

Mariette® a ll begin as 'r a t s '  and a ll have more or less meteoric careers.

CSS pp. 304 - 305,

2. Gautier, op. c i t . , p. 251.

3. CSS p. 305.

4. Gautier, op. c i t . , p. 252.



Their common background and lim ited prospects are simply and p ith ily  

recapitulated in the words o f an Ita lian  'immigrant1 apropos of Atala 

Juriici: 'Si au meins ce vieux l ib e r tin , qu i, d it-on , auralt achetfi la 

pe tite  5 sa mfire pour quinze cents francs, 6pousait ce tte  jeunesse . . .  

la  pauvre enfant . . .  Schapperait . . .  8 la  misSre, qui la  pervertira . . .

11 a quitt§  le  quartier des Judici . . .  pour sauver cette  enfant des g riffes 

de sa mSre. La mdre fita it jalouse de sa f i l l e ,  e t  peut-6tre  rfivait-elle  

de t i r e r  parti de cette b e a u ts ....  Vie fois mariee, la  pe tite  sera lib re , 

e lle  6chapperait par ce moyen 8 sa m8re , qui . . .  voudrait, pour t i r e r  parti 

d 'e l le ,  l a  voir au theatre c*j reussir dans Vaffreuse carrifire 

ofl e lle  l 'a  lanc^e ' . 1 Such is  the prototype of a ' r a t 's '  career.

There is  a ring of accuracy about Balzac's depiction of ' r a t s ' , so 

close is i t  to G autier's. One feels that i t  is  sound, i f  not profound.

Here he is  comfortably in the trad ition  of the 1830 novel which gave the

courtesan the excuse of a poor education of lack of maternal care. A 

frequent theme in these 'so c ia l ' novels was a daughter sold by a depraved, 

impecunious mother. 2 Balzac diverges from th is  trad itio n  in his rejection 

of the p ro stitu te  as a symbolic victim and martyr, but he diverges as a 

reactionary. His a ttribu tion  of an anarchic potential to  her is  in line 

with the Ultra view that controlled poverty is  necessary to  the equilibrium 

and s ta b il i ty  of the social system; '11 e s t une pauvretfi qui e st mis&re 

anarchique, qui offre  au regard un spectacle insupportable, celui-lS : 

spectacle effrayant des adolescents engages tfit dans les sentiers du 

vice . . . ' .^

1. Be pp 485 - 486.

2. Dr. W.H. van der Gun. la  lourtisane romantigue e t  son rflle dans
la CM d: Balzac, p. 24.

3. r ,  Deniel. Une Image de la fam ine e t de la society sous la
la  Restaurarion, p. 55.



The ' r a t 1 Is undoubtedly one of the most objective types In Balzac's 

categories of children. However, had he developed the 'gamin' i t  might 

have surpassed the ' r a t '  in o rig in a lity .

Conclusion

Balzac's approach to types of children is  d is tinc tly  p a r tia l ,  ranging 

from the detached to the prejudiced. He does not have preconceptions 

about only children merely because they have no sib lings, y e t he conforms 

to contemporary social prejudice about illeg itim ate  children because of 

his a ttitu d e  to Henry. Here experience and social climate coincide 

and his presentation of sp o ilt and illeg itim ate  children gives the reader 

a deeper Insight into his mentality. One is  ju s tif ie d  in feeling 

disappointment a t his detachment from live issues of his time, such as 

the question of foundlings, and his lack of o rig inality  in the depiction 

of lite ra ry  types, although some s lig h t exception must be made for the 

embryonic 'gamin'.

Nevertheless, these criticism s should not obscure the fac t th a t the 

breadth of his in te re s t in types of children is  indubitable. The 

categories of these in the Comddie humaine are many and varied, ranging 

from the sociological to the lite ra ry . Some of his insights are 

extraordinarily  perceptive, such as his exploration of the adopted child 

who then had minimal medical and legal s ta tu s , and his in tu ition  of 

psychosomaticism as i t  appears in the child prodigy. The comprehensive 

nature of the range of types of children who appear in the Comldie humaine, 

unequal though the atten tion  Balzac devotes to  them may be, serves to 

underline his o rig in a lity  in presenting them t  a ll a t a point in history 

'oti 11 n 'f ita it permiF d 'ex is te r  qu'& T&ge de la majority 16ga1eO 

unless one were unfortunate enough to be illeg itim ate  or abandoned.

1, R, Pernoud. H istoire de la bourgeoisie en France, p. 396.



CHAPTER IV

THE YOUNG MAN (MALE ADOLESCENT)

The basic concept of adolescence has not changed much since the

nineteenth century, except tha t the terms 'adolescence' and 'youth'

were often used interchangeboly then, especially In the early y ea rsJ

This is true in the ComSdie humaine. Besides th is difference,then as now,

adolescence may be deemed to fa ll  between the onset of puberty and i ts
o

termination, roughly between the ages of fifteen  and twenty-five. Balzac 

appears to  accept th is  approximate demarcation. He said of a twenty-two-  

year-old friend , 'I I  e s t ce que j ' 6ta is  a son Age, cet enfant. ' 3 Vautrin 

says much the same to  the twenty-one-year-old Rastignac: ' . . .  dans ce 

temps-18 j'& ta is  un enfant, j 'a v a ls  votre 8g e .'* Moreover, in the ComSdie 

humaine Balzac habitually refers to  most o f his young men as 'T e n fa n t ', 

for example S6bastien de la Roche, Victumien d'Esgrignon and Calyste du 

Gu§nic.®

So much fo r the lim its of adolescence. At a ll epochs i t s  dominant 

characteristics have been twofold: the physical c r is is  of puberty and a 

sp iritu a l awakening. The Romeo and Ju lie t story epitomises the trad itional 

romanticism about adolescence, which is  a social rather than biological 

phenomenon. Medical opinion in Balzac's time did not under-rate e ith e r 

charac te ris tic  of th is  phenomenon. A rticles in DSM and DM make th is 

quite c lear . 6 DSM defines puberty as destined to 'parer 1'homme de tous

1. DSM Age, p. 594.

2. Mark Abrahams. The Teenage Consumer, quoted in Mays, op c i t , p. 48;
DSM Age. p. 178; ib id . ,  Accroissement, p. 105.

3 . Corres. I I ,  p. 718.

4. PG p. 328.

5. e.g. F p. 70 'ce pauvre en fan t'; CA p. 53 'c e t e n fa n t'; B p. 224
'ce t en fan t'.

6 . DSM Jeunesse, vol. XXVI; Pubertfi, vol. XLVT; Adolescence, vol. I ;m rm ~6\ . i . - - - - - - - -



ses a ttrib u te  physiques e t  moraux' , 1 and a ttribu tes  youth's t r a i t s ,  

chiefly  i ts  impetuosity and fiery  passions, to the'growth of energy in 

a ll organs of the body' and the rapidity  of circulation. DM 

corroborates th is  by qualifying the young man as 'b o u illan t' and youth 

as the time of Texuberance du sang dans 1 'ensemble de la circulation 

gfin6ra le  e t c a p il la ire ' . 3

As for the moral aspect of youth both dictionaries define i t  in 

sim ilar terms. DSM eulogises 'c e t Sge b r il l  ant e t heureux qua Ton 

a justement compare au printemps e t  au m atin ', and continues with the 

following ly rica l encomium: 'La jeunesse . . .  e s t toute volontaire, ennemie

de la  dissimulation e t  du mensonge, magnanime, extreme dans le bien 

coinme dans le mal . . .  r 'b e l le  a toute soumission...•  Le jeune horome pr6f6re 

de beaucoup ses passions 5 son in te r# t . . .  ne consulteque son 1mp6tuosite  

e t  son courage' . 4 The tenor of DM is  much the same: 'Cette 6poque, qui

e s t  surtout celle  de la grace e t de la beaute, est aussi 1'Sge des illusions 

de la v ie ' . 5 Although both emphasise the idealism of youth's illusions 

DM is  less laudatory, remarking on the young man's tendency to be carried 

away by his vehement feelings and consequently to be prec ip ita te  and reckless. 

In view of the fa ir ly  modern concept of adolescence evinced by early 

nineteenth century doctors, i t  is a l i t t l e  surprising tha t w riters only 

become prop.erly aware of adolescence as a subject in the closing years 

o f the century. True, Rousseau's Confessions had introduced the f i r s t  

adolescent in French l i te ra tu re , and there is  no lack of memorable young 

men in the Com§die humalne. However, Balzac is  most interested in the

L  £ubert6 , p. 33.

2. cf. Adolescence, p. 159; Jeunesse, p. 386; C irculation, p. 250.

3. Age, pp. 577 - 578.

4. Jeunesse, p. 384.



young man, not th/i teenager. He may re fe r to his young heroes as 

children, but he does so with affectionate condescension - 1(les) 

grands enfants de vingt-cinq a n s 'J  Rastignac, Rubemprfr, Raphael de 

Valentin and F61ix de Vandenesse do not provide much data for case-histories 

of nineteenth century adolescents, in contrast w^'" many of the young 

g ir ls  in the Comidie humaine like Hortense Hu' Hodeste Mignon. A 

reason for th is  may be th a t contemporary medical opinion thought tha t 

puberty was more stormy for women than men because of the d iff icu ltie s  

with the onset of menstruation. 2 However, i t  seems more like ly  that 

Balzac was simply content to  draw on his own experience fo r his analysis 

of young men. He concentrates on three general aspects of youth, 

which I shall examine separately: i t s  abstract t r a i t s  - and here he Is 

very tra d itio n a l; i ts  f i r s t  'sentimental education'; and i t s  h is to rica l 

actua lity . He seldom mentions an adolescent's physical awakening. His 

Introspective, rather than empathetic, exploration of adolescence and 

youth is  disappointingly conservative and rather lacks vigour and realism, 

s u e  fo r the th ird  aspect mentioned above.

In the Com§die humaine Balzac fa ith fu lly  reproduces DSM's and DM's 

moral p o rtra it of ’’escents, which I have summarised above. He accepts 

uncritica lly  thuu young people almost Inevitably possess extreme idealism, 

in trep id ity , impatience of authority and impetuosity. He espoused these 

' 1d6es revues' probably because he regarded youth with w istful unreal ism.

He hated the idea of growing old, and his correspondence with Mme Hanska 

is  fu ll of reassurances about his perennial youthfulness of heart. He 

claimed that despite his forty  years and greying hair he always remained 

a ch ild , or a t most a youth of twenty. 4

1. FA p. 279.

2. OSM Age, v o l.I , p. 178.

3 . Lettres & Mme H.I, p. 551. 4. jM d * , H» P- 70, p. 105, p. 122
-------------------------------------    p. 202.



Like DSM and DM, Balzac re flec ts  on young people's grace and gaiety.

He approves of th e ir  Indulgence in the 'd e lig h tfu l ' a c tiv itie s  suggested 

by th e ir  vam aV  n a tu re J  F61ix de Vandenesse bewails the fact that 

his 'verdant' youth was v i t i a t e d /  and describes his v i r i l i ty  as burgeoning 

l a t e /  Gaston de Nueil is  presented as ' l e  jeune honrne en sa f le u r '/  

These images indicate the banality of Balzac's a ttitude  to adolescence, 

trad itio n a lly  the springtime of l i f e .  Balzac often alludes to  youth's 

in tr in s ic  charm, but cannot re s is t  pedantically observing th a t i t  covers - 

temporarily - a multitude of sins. The inconsistent Charles Grandet, 

for Instance, displays an affab le , laughing exterior which, according to 

Balzac, becomes youth so w e l l /  Lucien de RubemprS a ttrib u tes  a 

talismanic power to his youth, for i t  endows him with the amenity which 

enables him to pose as an a ris to c ra t. His career demonstrates that his 

youthful beauty and charm are merely 'ce fa ta l privilege (qui) perd plus 

de jeunes gens q u 'il n'en sauve' . 5 Lousteau pompously re flec ts  tha t what 

can be dismissed as charming and easily  excusable a t twenty-two is 

considered dishonourable in a forty-year-old.® The irony of th is 

observation is  th a t i t  is rea lly  true of Lousteau himself, although he is  

using i t  as an excuse to rid himself of Dinah.

Balzac is less sententious about youth's capacity for gaiety. He 

describes i t  in the abstract and gives specific examples of youthful

1. Lys p» 16.

2 . Lys p. 8 .

3. FA p. 278.

4 . EG p. 349 ' . . .  cet a ir  affable e t r ia n t qui sled si bien I  la jeu n esse '.



high s p ir i ts .  He lauds i t  in a number of somewhat hyperbolic 

generalisations: young people are live ly ; the ir je s tin g  has an infectious 

g raced  th e ir  gaiety is  exuberant and consists in 'le s  innocentes
O

joyeusetSs qui vont si bien a la  jeunesse aimante'. There are many

concrete examples: the japes of the a rt students in Chaudet's studio in

La Rabouilleuse; the -rama puns of Mme Vauquer's lodgers in Le P6ra

Goriot; the repartee of the clerks in Le Colonel Chabert; the endearing

nonchalance of the two students in Z. Marcas; and, in Un DSbut dans 1&

v ie , the hoaxes of the young trave lle rs  in the 'coucou' and M istigris '

not always successful d is to rtion  of puns. 4

Youth's grace and gaiety is not an inevitable clichS in the CoroSdie

humaine. Balzac refuses i t  to  those he intends to  be thorough-going

v illa in s . For instance,in  Ursule Hirouet Desire Minoret has a certain
5

attraction  as the well-dressed tyrant and 'boute-en-train1 of Nemours, 

but the s in is te r  Goupil was guilty  in his youth of 'une conduite presque 

crapuleuse ' , 6 of having drunk of l i f e  to i t s  dregs too young. Similarly 

Petit-Claud has no redeeming q u a litie s . Spurned in childhood by his 

classmates, he appears to have 'une certaine portion de fie ! extravasfie 

dans le  sang'

Balzac wholeheartedly endorses the notion of youth's idealism. He 

lauds the energy and purity of young people who have not yet compromised

1. Be p. 41 'un entrain de jeunesse'.

2 . ZM p. 416 'La jeunesse a dans sa p laisanterie  une grSce si
communicative e t  si enfantine*.

3. RA p. 252.

4. e if Dlv p. 387: 'VoilS ce qui s 'appelle  fa ire  plus de f r u i t  guejte
uesogne' . 'Chacun p6che pour son s e r in '.
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with vice , 1 and whose be lie fs  are therefore ' f e a r l e s s a n d  1deligh tfu l1?
3He considers young people unyielding because they are ignorant o f baseness,

and in to leran t because they assume th a t th e ir  magnificent beliefs are

universally held . 4 Hontauran, for instance, is  flabbergasted when he

discovers how tepid  and self-seeking most of the Royalist leaders are ,

because his own devotion to  the Royalist cause is s t i l l  aureoled by h is

youthful idealism . 5 Exaltation and se lf-sac rifice  come easily  to  the

best of the young men in the ComSdie humaine, like Louis Lambert, Emmanuel

de Solis and Jacques Brigaut. Balthazar Claes, as a very young man, Is

typical of a ll young people because he follows the d icta tes of glory and

science rather than vanity . 6 Athanase Granson's reprehensible (we are

given to understand) republican tendencies are explained by his twenty-

three years, a time when, Balzac remarks pompously, a young man is  ready

to sacrifice  a ll to lib e rty , be i t  never so ill-defined  or misunderstood. 7

For me Balzac's confidence in  the idealism and energy of young people

is  epitomised in one of h is inflated  images: young people measure th e ir

future with an imaginary compass, and they alone determine the extent

of th e ir  ultimate achievement by the size of the angle they venture to  
8measure.

1. MC p. 198.

2 . LL p. 104.

3. Be p. 300.

4. IP, vol. XI, p. 249.

5. Ch p. 284.

6 . RA p. 132.

7. VF p. 340.

8 . Dr p. 286.
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This confidence is  not without moralising overtones. Benassis 

acknowledges ruefully the hesitancy and m alleability of youth. A young 

man wavers between inner scruples and the temptations of bad examples; 1 

his unsullied conscience indicates the s t r a i t  gate to  him, but he postpones 

going through i t . 2 Young men like Rubemprfi and Rastignac demonstrate 

admittedly shaky virtue succumbing to vice, and the d'Arthez cenacle is  

too exemplary to be wholly credible. The transiency of youth's best 

qualities is  emphasised by the miser Gosbeck who, sourly and evocatively, 

says th a t before the age of th ir ty  probity and ta le n t are s t i l l  'des 

espfices d'hypothfiques1 but thereafter a man can no longer be trusted.

Gaston de Nueil is  a textbook illu s tra tio n  of th is  remark. Mme de 

Beaus§ant t r ie s  to console herself with the thought th a t she w ill have 

been the only woman to  have enjoyed in Gaston eV 6tre  jeune e t pudiqua, 

toute grSce, toute beaute, toute delicatesse . . .  I 1admirable cort&ge qui 

su it 1 ' amour adolescent1, because now that he is  a man (tha t i s ,  th ir ty )  

he will follow his destiny and be c a lc u la tin g / After such high-flown 

language i t  is  something of a re lie f  to find Benassis acknowledging the 

lack of confidence and dejection which can overtake an adolescent who 

perceives the d iff ic u ltie s  and complexities of l i f e :  " . . .  A cet aspect

le courage parfois s 'a f fa is s e , encore neufs au m&tier de la  vie sociale 

nous restons en proie 5 une sorte de n ia ise n e , a un sentiment de stupeur, 

come si nous Stions sans secours dans un pays Stranger' . 5

Or. a lig h te r note Balzac follows DSM and OM when pointing out th a t 

a drawback of youthful idealism is  th a t i t  can be impetuous and 

irresponsible, resulting  in e ith e r heroism or crime. 5 In adolescence.



Balzac te l l s  us, young people are fanatical unto death, and the loyalty 

of the fifteen-year-old  Gothard and nineteen-year-old Catherine amply 

demonstrates th is . Ba, ;ac is  also aware th a t th is  courage is  hot 

necessarily of such an exalted nature: i t  is  often mere foolhardiness, 

a gamble which can pay off. As he wryly remarks: young people are
2often both sk ilfu l and fortunate when they hurl themselves into an abyss. 

Calyste manages to  rescue Bbatrix from the edge of the c l i f f  because he 

uses the supernatural a g ility  which Balzac believes common to young men in 

danger.^ Rastignac resolves to  triumph over Maxime de T ra ille s , his 

'r iv a l ' for Mme de Restaud, with the juvenile audacity 'qui f a i t  commettre 

de grandes so ttisas  ou obtenir de grands succSs1.* He cummits the former, 

whereas Gaston de Nueil obtains the la t te r  in his pursuit of Mme de Beausfiant. 

Savinien de Portendu&re's foolishness has greater consequences than 

Rastignac's, and his heedless irresponsib ility  brings him to  a debtor's 

prison. His mother recognises the cter-confidence peculiar to youth and 

declares h e rse lf ready to f  give him i f  his debts are the product only 

of ' 1 'entrafnement de la  jeunesse1, and not of dishonesty.

Balzac picturesquely rephrases DSM's description 'leb e lle  5 toutc 

soumission1 v ' th  the metaphor 'on oppose le p is to le t B un vefus ' . 6 There 

are several examples of th is  youthful rebelliousness. Most of the young 

men in love in the ComSdie humaine are peremptory and spurred on by 

opposition. Benassis revelled in his freedom from his f i r s t  mistress

1. TA p. 80.

2. CA p. 74.

3. B p. 217.

4. PG p. 280.

5. UM p. 141.

6 . IP, vol. XI, p. 237.
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because she represented an obligation, a lbe it s l ig h tJ  George Marest's 

boastful yam-spinning about imaginary adventures is  merely l reaction
2

of someone who has recently acquired independence of paternal d iscip line.

Host of the general characteristics of youth which Balzac mentions 

have the authority - even i f  unconsciously - of DSM and DM. Balzac 

mentions three of his own. He s ta te s , ju s tly , tha t young pjople t  

exaltation' may be mere effervescence^ or moodiness,for Benassis recalls  

'le s  mi l ie  f§1ic it§ s  e t  les mi l ie  desesp§ranees qui se rencontrent plus ou 

moins actives dans toutes les jeunesses1 and which lead young people to 

o sc illa te  wildly between over- and under-estimating th e ir  capab ilities .^

A textbook illu s tra tio n  of these tendencies i s ,  o f course, Lucien. He 

enters the world of .journalism in-a mood of capricious exalta tion , 

determined to  prove to the Clnacle tha t he alone w ill be able to  remain 

morally unsullied while profiting from the material advantages to  be 

found in h is chosen career. He over-estimates himself as a man of ^e 

world and under-estimates his potential for producing great li te ra tu re  

by abandoning i t .  The second t r a i t  Balzac mentions is  young w o p V s  

g u llib il i ty . They are a ttracted  to someone like  the infernal Bette 

Fischer because of her particu la r brand of 'patelinage'^the prudhommesque 

T hu illie r with 'c e tte  apparence de succds qui trompe la  jeunesse e t  

l ' 6tourd it su rl'av en ir ' 6 or the lavishly spending Desir§ Minoret. 7 This 

t r a i t  is  less general than Balzac would appear to th ink, and i t  seems th a t 

only the incorrigibly gu llib le  of any age would be deceived about 

Thuillier and D§sir§.



A th ird  peculiarity  of the young men in the Com§die humaine is  th e ir  

lurked femininity; one only has to  mentic.i the names of Lucien de 

Rubempr§, Etienne d'Hferouville, Raphael de Valentin and 'Mademoiselle1 

F611x de Vandenesse. Effeminacy represents d ifferen t things in d ifferen t 

people - weakness in Lucien and Victurnien d'Escrignon, chastity  in F611x, 

angelicism in Etienne and Louis Lambert, or quite simply extreme delicacy 

of feeling as in Gaston de Nueil who, a t twenty-three, is  'doming par un 

sentiment de modestie; les tim id it§s, les troubles de la  Jeune f i l l e  

V a g ite n tO

There seems to be no satisfactory  explanation for the effeminacy 

of most of Balzac's young male heroes. Inevitably there has been 

speculation as to whether Balzac himself was homosexual. P. Barb&ris
o

concludes positively! whereas P. Citron finds the evidence insuffic ien t
q

for a defin itive  conclusion e ith e r way. P. Citron advances a ten ta tive 

hypothesis. After noting 'la  prise de conscience, vers 1831, de ce 

"complexe du frdre" . . .  avec, comme co ro lla ire , la  r 6v6?at1on probable 

de la trahison de la mSre, e t,p lus hypoth§tique, la montfie 5 la surface de 

tendances sexuelles qui,  jusque-1 A, ou bien avaient §t6 refoul§es dans 

1 'inconscient, ou bien se seraient s a tis fa ite s  dans un sentiment de 

cu lpabilit#  ou du moins sans s'exprimer l i t t e r a i r e m e n t ' h e  makes the 

supposition; ’Si Balzac dScouvre en 1833 la coherence de son uni vers 

a r tis tiq u e , n 'est-ce  pas aussi parcequ'il a decouvert, peu auparavant, la 

coherence de son Sire . . .  la capacite . . .  d'assumer ses obsessions e t de 

s 'en  d61ivrer par la cr§ation?l5 Thus C itron's hypothesis

1. FA p. 285.

2. P. Barb&rls. Balzac e t le nml du s ig c le > p. 193.

3. P. Citron. Psychologie de Balzac, AB 1967.



is  th a t between 1830 and 1836 Balzac was coming to terms with his complex 

about Henry and his ambiguous feelings towards certain  collaborators like  

Sandeau, and worked these out in the creation of feminine young men in his 

image, most of whom were conceived before 1836 with the oustanding 

exception of Lucien. This hypothesis is  feasib le , but I would take i t  

fu rrie r  and suggest th a t through his effeminate voung men Balzac was 

sublimating his resentment against his mother by a ttribu ting  to mothers, 

the epitome of womanhood, an angelic nature. All his young heroes are 

searching for the key to l i f e .  For th is  they need in tu itio n , acuity and 

perception, which qualities a t th e ir  best constitu te 1cette  patiente 

resignation qui , chez les m§res e t  chez les femmes aimantes, surpasse, dans 

ses e f fe ts , 1 'Gnergie humaine e t r 6v§le peut-Stre dans le coeur des femmes 

1 'existence de certaines cordes que Dieu a refusfies S 1 'hommeV

Amateur psycho-analysis can never en tire ly  explain the reason for a 

charac te ris tic  peculiar to one author. Moreover, i t  seems as i f  the 

question of Balzac's homosexual tendencies is  insoluble d of very l i t t l e  

academic in te re s t , except insofar as i t  may have contributed to his 

presentation of the psychology of Vautrin, Paquita Valdds and possibly 

Bette Fischer. There are two other explanations of the femininity of many 

of the young males in the Comedie humaine. One is  that i t  is  an 

expression of Balzac's my aology, As V.A. Ohayon suggests, femininity 

and bi-sexuality  (as in S§raphftus-SeraphTta) represent Balzac's 

aspiration to the ideal of pi atonic love and his concept of angelicism,

and he le may have been led to endow several of his characters 'de
2

v irtu a lit§ s  ang§liques en les fem inisant'. Her suggestion is  confirmed by 

several assertions in the Comedie humaine. Balzac claims 'Les grands hommes

1. MCP p. 70.

2. V.A. ohayon. Les jeunes F illes dans la CH, mythe ou r§ a lit§ , p. 200.



1
ont Instlnctivement des dfilicatesses presque fAminines', w!,4ch are a t th e ir  

most sublime in virgin natures thanks to the purity of th e ir nervous systems 

However l i t t l e  one may sympathise with Balzac's system of myths, th is  may 

be a viable explanation of male effeminacy in young men attempting to 

•dAnlcher un symbole . t r i e r  des mythes1. 3 The second possible 

explanation is  the b e lie f that effeminate beings are the most passionate.

As Rousseau-declared: 'Toutes les passions sexuelles logent dans des

corps effSmin&s'.*

The pseudo-fraternal relationships which ex ist between many young 

men in the ComSdie humaine are sometimes cited  as evidence of 

Balzac's homosexual tendencies. This is  supposed to  be corroborated 

by Balzac's fraternal affection for men like  Sandeau, the l a t te r  writing 

to him in 1836: 'Vous avez toujours Ate pour moi le  meilleur des

frAres1. 5 In the ComAdie humaine i t s e l f  most of the pseudo-fraternal 

relationships are above reproach. Louis Lambert and the narrator are 

brothers in misfortune. 6 David Sechard is  Lucien's brother, father 

and friend . 7 The same d isin terested  protectiveness imbues

d'Arthez's CAnacle, and a measure of Lucien's corruption is  th a t,
8P eter-like , he denies d'Arthez, 'son frAre du Cenacle'.

1. LLp. 52

2. E p. 91.

3 . VF p. 269.

4. Emile, p. 24.

5. C o rre s .Ill, p. 41.



Moreover, pseudo-fraternity is  not confined to  young men o r even to  members 

of the same sex. Dr Minoret finds in  his four friends a so rt of 'fra tem itfe  

d 'arriS re-sa ison ' . 1 Balzac seems to  emphasise the unambiguous nature of 

pseudo-fraternity when he speaks of Mme <?e Dey and her son being bound by 

■de fra te rn a lles  sympathies... ce tte  ami t ie  rare  d'homme i  hornne1. 2 The 

notion of sp iritu a l fra te rn ity  was coronon a t the time. George Sand often

signed herself 'f ra te rn a lly  y o u rs ', and then,as now,the brotherhood o f man
3was a rhetorical clich6 .

Thus rather than suspecting Balzac of la ten t homosexuality, i t  seems

to me th a t we should give him cred it for having noted the tendency of 

adolescents to move in groups, gangs even, as we have seen with regard 

to the Chevaliers de la  Desoeuvrance. 4 His fluctuation between realism 

and wishful thinking is apparent in his a ttitude  to  'am ities de co llege '.

On the one hand he endows these with a so rt of sentimental mystique. In 

L'Auberoe rouge T a ille fe r 's  in iquity  is  in tensified  by the fac t tha t i t  is  

a childhood friend whom > betrays and sends to  the gallows. Monsieur 

Alain ruins himself for h is friend Mongenod because the fac t th a t they 

were a t school together has created an unbreakable bond between them. '

On the other hand, Balzac gives several examples of old schoolfriends who 

l e t  each other down in la te r  l i f e .  Godefroid5 and Dr Poulain6 are 

snobbishly shunned by th e ir  contemporaries. The schoolboy friendship 

between Lucien and David does not seem to  have been very strong a t the time 

fo r i t  is  only when Lucien is  on the verge of penury th a t ' l e  hasard f i t  

rencontrer les deux camarades de college' 7 a,id th e ir  ensuing friendship

1 . UM p. 38. 2. R6q p. 180.

m rh r t 6 . CP p. 181.



is  ra th e r 'une de ces passions qui ne naissent qu*au so r tir  de 1 'adolescence' 

Ironically  Lucien provokes David's downfall when he betrays his hiding- 

place to  Petit-Claud on the fallacious premise th a t 'en f a i t  d'amis, 11 

n'y a que les amis de college ' . 2 Thus,in this rather mi^or matter Balzac 

o sc illa te s  between rea lity  and fic tio n .

Happily his powers of concrete description dc not wholly desert him

in his analysis of youth. His delineation of l i t t l e  Oscar shows how

delightfu lly  he could depict adolescence i f  he wished. Oscar's voice
3is breaking and resembles th a t of a hoarse cockerel. He is  a t that 

stage where 'de p e tite s  choses font de grandes jo ies  ou de grandes m isSres', 

and where f r iv o li t ie s  like clothes are the focal points of a young man's 

vanity . 4 The older Gaston de Nueil is  convinced tha t his success with 

Mme de Beaus6ant depends on his arrangement of a lock of hair.® There 

is an even more picturesque example in the Oeuvres de Jeunesse where 

Balzac amusingly describes adolescents smoking cigars because i t  provides 

'tm ton prematur§ , un moyen de se donner 1 'a i r  homme' and like  a modern 

parent he advises them to give up smoking for health and aesthetic reasons: 

i t  damages the lungs and is  'un pauvre genre U  ou e lle  n 'e s t pas d 'u sag e '.

These rare examples of Balzac's realism concerning young people make 

i t  c lea r that his approach to  the young man was not c lin ic a l. Contrary 

to DSM and DM he concentrates almost en tirely  on the in te llectual 

development of the adolescent, to  the detriment of the physical. In the 

Cotn§die humaine there are only a few rare pseudo-medical explanations of 

youthful t r a i t s .  For instance Balzac explains th a t young people are prone 

to dangerous, even fa ta l ,  exaltations because of the simultaneous

1. IP, vol. XI, p. 194 (my underlining).

2 . i b i d . ,  vol. XII, p. 497. 3, Dlv p. 381.

4. ib id . , p. 341. 5. FA p. 270.

6 . Physiologie du cigare, OD 11, p. 440.



fermentation of th e ir  powersJ Benassls believes tha t Idleness weighs 

most heavily on young people because a t tha t age 'l a  vie . . .  e s t alors 

pleine de s6ve perdue et dt sans rS su lta t1. This vaguely, but

very vaguely, reca lls  DSM and DM's assertions, quoted above, tha t 

youth is  the time o f pat s ons because circulation is  then a t i t s  most 

vigorous.

Balzac's presentation of adolescence is  conventional and tends to be

nebulous, veering between the laudatory and the moralising. A definition

of youth by both the young Gaston de Nueil and the mature Benassis exactly

sums up the s p ir i t  of DSM and DM's analysis of young people's moral

characteris tics. Gaston pleads with Mme de Beauseant that a t his age

T a rd e u r , 1 'irr§ flex io n , un v if  besoin de bonheur $ont . . .  des qualit§s

e t des defauts ' . 3 Benassis declares tha t a young man's qualities  of

hesitancy, generosity and 'pudeur' do him a d i-service. Balzac would

probably ha ; been in agreement with those nineteenth century moralists

who believed tha t youth is  the age of passions, f ir e  and im pressionability,
5 »

and therefore young people should be early moulded and broken in . His

rose-tin ted , often moralising presentation of adolescence and youth is

unsatisfactory and unworthy of the realism of the author of the ComSdie

humaine.

Balzac is  less in terested  in studying adolescent love 'per se ' than 

in considering i t  as the 'education sentimentale' of an already 

essen tia lly  adult young man. Many of the novels deal with the love of a 

young man for an older woman, a love which brings him to maturity. Such 

young men are Rastignac, F61ix de Vandenesse, Lucien de Rubemprfi, Calyste 

du Guenic and Gaston de Nueil. B.N. Schilling has already given an 

example in his The Hero as Failure of how a detailed study of a work like  

the Rubempr6 cycle reveals th a t i t  is  basically  a 'bildungsroman .

1, EHC p. 437. 2. MC p. 198. 3. FA p. 278. 4. MC p. 199.

5. R. Deni e l. Une Image de la fam ine e t de la soci§t§ sous la
R e ta lia tio n , pp. 275 - 276.
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I shall not here study the sentimental education of these young men, 

whom Balzac considers as adults ra ther than adolescents,for th a t could be 

the s tu ff  of a number of separate thesej . The recurrence of the theme 

shows, however, how Balzac's own experience with 'l a  D ilecta' must have 

coloured his whole a ttitu d e  to young love.

These po rtra its  are not the only form in which Balzac expresses his 

concept of the nature of adolescent love. He depicts i t  sporadically in 

the Comedie humaino, paying lip -serv ice  to conventional morality by 

extolling the purity of adolescent love and yet covertly alluding to  i t s  

sensual nature, He is  able to laugh a t the absurdities in calf-love.

He is  not as frank as one might have expected about the physical side of 

adolescent love and y e t does not view i t  as a fa ll from grace, as

H. Holland's poem Le jeune Homme in  Les Francais peints par eux-mSmes

suggests i t  might be.

DSM and DM both indicate the in tensity  and yet transiency of youth's 

passion. Balzac endorses the former quality , terming the age of fifteen  

as: 'c e t Sge . . .  souvent dejS le vestibule de toutes les p a ss io n s 'J

In his le tte rs  to Eve he frequently compares himself to a fourteen-or 

fifteen-year-o ld , hoping thereby to  communicate the candour, force and 

abandon of his ardour. 2 In the ComSdie humaine he occasionally exalts 

youthful love, going so far as to claim that young men are most passi* *te 

a t twenty. 2 He nostalg ically  regards youthful love as ecs ta tic  and 

sem i-religious, fo r, he says, a young man aspires to merit a woman's 

moral as well as physical love,4 Felix du Vandenesse betrays himself

1, OD I I , p. 287.

2 . Lettres i  tone H .I{ p. 196; II,pp . 105, 396; III,pp . 593, 621.



when he repudiates his mystic bond with Mroe de Mortsauf. The love of

Balzac's most virtuous young male characters like Louis Lambert,

Etienne d'HSrcuville or Emmanuel de Solis is  imbued with a certain

re lig io s ity . However- «  early  as 1830 Balzac had some reservations about

the durab ility  and value of youthful passion. In Une double Famille

he observes tha t in  love young men are gourmands rather than gourmets.

As his relationship with Mme Kanska progressed he naturally  insisted

increasingly on the worth of an older man's love. He asserted th a t where
2

a young man fa lls  in love casually a man of forty is  discriminating.

The thirty-seven-year-old Claude Vignon c r itic is e s  Calyste for behaving 

like  a ll young men in love and metaphorically fa lling  on f r u i t .  From 

his experience Benassis regrets th a t a t twenty-two one cannot yet 

distinguish between love and passion, and one's only yardstick is  physical
4

pleasure.

OSM and DM are completely open about the physical demands of incipient 

v i r i l i ty  and the consequent 'dangers' of masturbation. Balzac does not 

ignore these fac to rs , but underplays them. Adrien G6nestas is  the only 

example in the Com&die humaine of a masturbating adolescent. From his 

fatigue and pallo r Benassis concludes rapidly tha t the only thing wrong 

with him is  th a t ' i l  e st dans un mauvais moment, voilS to u t' because of 

the bad habits he has acquired a t school. This speedy diagnosis is  made 

a fte r two loaded questions: did his 'proviseur' read his breviary a t 

n ight, and, a f te r  an affirm ative reply, did the child therefore not fa ll



fa l l  asleep Immediately.^

In the CotnSdie humaine there are other less 'reprehensible' references 

to  la ten t sensuality . Balzac knew that school children of e ither se). are 

obsessed with love.2 Already in La derniere F§e Abel bestows on his fa ther 

the kiss of an ignorant adolescent, a kiss fu ll of 'the  secret f ire  which 

torments him '.3 Balzac believes that Calyste is  typical of most young 

men who fa ll  in love with the f i r s t  woman to  appear in the'burning d esert' 

of th e ir  desires,*  because schoolboys hanker a f te r  'le s  parages dSfendi® 

de Tocean des p la is i r s 1. 5 Balzac conveys th is  more vividly in the 

picture of a schoolboy s tirre d  by the sight of a streetwalker 'aux chairs 

nues e t aux bas b la n cs '.6 This image recurs more chastely in some of 

the le tte rs  to Mme Hanska. For instance,Balzac describes himself as 

happy as ' (le) lyceen qui c ro it avec del ices S 1 'amour d'une femme'.

These examples show th a t Balzac did not en tire ly  ignore adolescent 

sensuality . His extreme discretion in th is  regard - fa r greater than 

with the young g irl, as we shall see -  is exemplified in Le tys dans la  .y a llje , 

which, as M. Le Yaouanc has observed, depicts the torments of FAlix's 

se n s ib ility  and sensuality. His daring to kiss H enrietta's bare shoulders 

is  prompted by youthful ardour and his physical in fid e lity  with Arabella 

Dudley can be explained by the increased demands of his v i r i l i ty .  1 

agree with Le Yaouanc's assumption th a t Balzac draws on the theories o f

1. MC pp. 248 - 249. 4. B p. 125.

2. Lys p. 14. 5. Phy p. 82.

3. Ch. I l l ,p .  57. 6- IP» vo1‘ x n * P* 195,

7. Lettres & Mme H. I , p. 196.

8. Lys, ed. Gamier, p. Ixxiv.



the eighteenth cintury 8ideologues' and also heralds modern psychoanalysis 

by h is suggestion tha t phyriology determines psychology. Notwithstanding, 

in th is  novel Balzac never happily reconciles his 'Psychoanaly tic1 

understanding of the process of growing up with a b ea tific  idealisation 

of Romantic love.

Fortunately Balzac's sense of humour does not always desert him as 

thoroughly as i t  did in Le Lys dans la vallee . He knows tha t calf-love 

can easily  be fatuous and does not hesita te  to qualify i t  as ' (un) temps 

de deiicieuse n ia ise rie '^  because an adolescent in love is  naTvely 

admiring and very touchy.2 In his pursuit of Mme de Beaus6ant Gaston de 

Nueil suffers agonies le s t  he be mocked by his unwitting go-between, the 

Marquis de Champignelles, or disdained by the lady herself. Benassis, 

supposedly the voice of experience, twice uses the term 'n ia is ' in 

describing a young man's f i r s t  reaction to l i f e  and love. I have already 

quoted the passage in which he speaks of young people being prone to 'une 

so rte  de n ia ise r ie 1 on f i r s t  entering socie ty .3 He a ttribu tes  the dilemma 

of any young man to his being impelled forward by his desires and 

■restrained by 'sa  n ia iserie  sentim entale '.3 When d'Arthez fa lls  in love 

for the f i r s t  time he adopts 'un p e tit  a ir  fa t  digne d'un f ic o l ie r '/  and 

In his conversation with Diane de Maufrigneuse, he displays the Impetuous 

eloquence of a schooltoy.3 I t  is  th is  so rt of eloquence, no doubt, 

which Balzac had in mi id when he observed th a t everyone writes sentimental 

verse on leaving school.®

1. Th&orie de la Demarche, OD I I ,  p. 619.



Although these manifestations of calf-love are indeed fatuous,

Balzac analyses sympathetically the very real insecurity and diffidence

experienced by adolescents. Sometimes he conveys these emotions in

in fla ted  generalisations which, super"icially , detract from their

relevance. He ta lk s , fo r example, of 'le s  belles tim idit§s de la jeunesse'I

or the 'm llle pudeurs qui font du jeune homme un e tre  S pert dont le  coeur

abonde en . . .  poesies, en esperances vierges . . .  profondes . Garten

de Nueil, typical of most young men of twen'"'-three according to

Balzac, is dominated by a feeling of modesty; like  a young g irl ic  is

timid and anxious, and over-estimates the size of the obstacles to his love.

Balzac gives several concrete examples of th is  feeling of inadequacy.

F61ix de Vandenesse is  humiliated by his lack of self-composure a t his f i r s t

lia ll, and is  so overcome th a t he commits the unpardonable gaffe of kissing

a strange lady. The villa.nous Don Juan acts like a young boy whu

shakes when opening conversation with his partner at a ball with the

Inevitable question 'do you like dancing?'4 When he fin a lly  succeeds in

gaining access to Mme de Beausfiant's house Gaston cannot help trembling,
5

despite his audacity.

Although most of Balzac's presentation Of adolescent love in general

is  credible, i t  is one-sided because i t  is not objective. Neither is  i t

very novel. The re la tive  significance of his healthy ( i f  understated)

acceptance of adolescent sensuality and his ab ility  to  see the humorous

side of growing up is  b e tte r  appreciated i f  we examine another contemporary

view of the adolescent. This appears in the poem published in Les Frangais



points par eux-mSmes, referred to above. This was composed by Henri 

Rolland who wrote the delightfully rea l is t ic  sketch of the schoolboy referred 

to in a previous chapter. Holland describes the innocent young man whose 

calf-love stimulates seraphic dreams and mystical exaltation* but whose 

subsequent over-indulgence in 'fecund pleasures' results in the 

squandering of his 'treasures of modesty'. Parts of the Comfidie humaine. 

are reminiscent of this* but on the whole Balzac's a tti tude  is not as 

unrealistic  o r  pseudo-pious, and his depiction of male adolescents fa lls  

unexcitingly somewhere between the medical and the nostalgically Romantic.

Balzac's resentation of adolescents and youths is obviously not 

strik ingly  original. We are therefore obliged to seek elsewhere for a 

quality which d ifferen tia tes  them from,say, the heroes of the novels oF 

self-disclosure. We shall find th is  quality in the ir  historical 

significance. Balzac gives an accurate picture of young mem under the

Restoration and July Monarchy.
The Revolutionary and Napoleonic eras had been the work of comparatively

young men. Napoleon himself had provided an example of how much a single 

youth was capable of accomplishing. The officer cadre of his armies 

provided able and ambitious youths with a quick path to advancement, 

regardless of the ir  social class. Restoration regimes were quite 

d ifferent: both those of Louis XVIII and Charles X were gerontocracies.

Louis XVIII was personally something of an anachronism: he clung to the 

notion of kingship by divine right and refused to consider himself the 

king of a crowned revolution. His courtiers were mainly ageing 6m1gr6s 

and his chief m inisters,like FouchS and Talleyrand, wily foxes approaching 

sixty who had been fortunate in possessing an enormous capacity for survival. 

Educated young men outside the aristocracy found themselves without 

employment, as 'ancien regime' families joined in t t ^p e ti t io n  for



even the humblest administrative jobs and th e ir  ancestry and loyalty to

the crown gave them certain unbeatable advantages. This situation

continues under the July Monarchy, on1y in bourgeois guise. Louis-

Philippe was already ageing when he became king. His rfigime quickly

became one of vested in terests  and he himself swiftly sett led  into an

a ttitude  of s to lid  s e l f  satisfac tion . When we meet the two students in

Z. Marcas they have already given up running in the 'r a t - ra c e 1, for they

realise  that fortune, intrigue and luck, not ab il i ty ,  promote one in the
1

overcrowded legal and medical professions. Despite the change in 

electoral laws -  the age of e l ig ib i l i ty  as a deputy was lowered from 

forty to th ir ty  - the status quo seems to havo remained, for in 1837 

Marcas c r i t ic ise s  the fact that there are not as yet any deputies of 

th i r ty .2 The short story, Z. Marcas, gives an o ra to rica l, yet basically 

true , panorama of tha attempted elimination of youth from the po litica l 

l i f e  of the f i r s t  ha lf  of the nineteenth century, and the ir  consequently 

mounting grievances. Although the story is mainly an indictment of 

the July Monarchy i t  is  not kind to the Restoration governments. There 

is l i t t l e  praise in the ambiguous remark 'Quel 61oge de la  cour de
$

Charles X, que la cour actuelle , s i  tant e s t  que ce so it  une co u r '/  

and Marcas c r i t ic is e s  both governments for looking to the past, the 

Restoration to the'Grand Sidele'and the July Monarchy to the Empire.4 

This is  true: Louis XVIII clung to the notion of kingship by divine right 

and Charles X pursued an 'ancien r§gime' colonial policy; in 1833 Louis- 

Philippe arranged for the statue of Napoleon I to be placed on the Vendfime 

column and in 1840 his remains were brought back to Paris for a s ta te

1. ZM pp. 406 - 407.

2. ib id . , p. 426.

3. ib id . , p. 408.

4. ib id . ,  p. 428.



funeral in the Inyalides. Marcas is  also correct in reproaching the 

Orleanist government for i t s  neglect of the young people who had 

contributed to bringing about the July Revolution. He prophesies a 

resurgence of republican feeling and yet another revolutionJ Here Balzac 

displays those powers of political foresight which were to be evident 

agat/i a f te r  the 1848 Revolution. He then prophesied tha t the Republic 

would only la s t  three y e a r s a n d  would be succeeded by ‘la  parodie de 

VEmpire'.3

Z. Marcas is  not the only work in which Balzac emphasises the neglect 

of young people as a major cause of the inefficiency of government in the 

f i r s t  ha lf  of the nineteenth century. Already in Hann-Chlore Landon
4and Mme d'Arneuse discuss the merits of pre- and post-Revo!utionary youth.

In Les Employes,which concerns the Restoration,Balzac complains that Louis 
1 c

XVIII's Ministers lack youthful ness, both l i te ra l ly  and metaphorically.

In Ferragus he blames the ir  jealous conservation of power and contempt of

young men as the indirect cause of the fa ll  of the Bourbons.® Even tha t

conservative monarchist,Mme de Mortsauf, accepts that they did not give

the young an opportunity to te s t  th e ir  mettle.^ A product of this  is the

fatuous Canalis, apropos of whom Balzac says tha t a ris tocra tic  youth has

dispensed with the duties of power because i t  has been le f t  with only the

shadow thereof.® In Un Prince de la  Boherne, se t in 1834* Ba.zac compares

1. ZM p. 426. 2. le t t re s  8 Mme H. IV, p. 223.

3. ib id . . p. 320. 4. pp. '270 - 1271.

5. E p. 161. 6. F p. 23.

7. Lys p. 154, aujourd'hui la jeunesse possfide une science de serre 
chaude . . .  e l le  tranche avec le f i l  d'une lame qui n a pas encore 
serv i1.



the sluggishness of nineteenth century France to the dynamism of the

country under Napoleon who, like Charlemagne, cultivated the young as his

'missi dominici' J  The 'nouvelle' i t s e l f  describes the emergence of

a l ib e r t in e ,  indisciplined grouping of young 'Bohemians' and a ttributes

vheir existence to the fa ilu re  of the Orleanist regime to a t t ra c t  and use

youthful ta len t. The theme of the government's neglect of youth and

the l a t t e r 1s consequent moral deterioration is one which often reappears.

Gaston de Nueil's suicide has poetic ju s t ic e ,  but Balzac emphasises that
2 • *

i t  is  wholly contrary to the habits of ' l a  jeune France'. Balzac's 

pessimism is endorsed by two characters from opposite ends of the social 

scale, In 1823 the Due de Chaulieu comments dismissively 'Oh! i l  n'y a

plus de jeunesse . . .  en la issant echapper rn geste d'homme d 'E ta t ' .  The

seamstress Mme Gruget says more picturesquely in 1819 'que jeunesse 

incohfcrentequecelle que nous avons f a i te ,  e 'e s t  pas notre plus be! 61oge'.4

Not only do characters in the Com§die humaine comment on the seriousness 

of the generation gap and the 'helotism'® of young people, but two of them 

personify the effects of gerontocracy or middle-aged plutocracy on young 

people. The despicable Auguste de Maulincour attempts to dishonour the 

virtuous CISmence Desmarets and so causes her death. Balzac declares him 

to  be typical of a young man moulded by the Restoration, vacillating and 

twisted y the prejudices of old and feeble men, notably the prejudice that 

women and not poVtics should be the preoccupation of young men.6 When 

we f i r s t  see Victonn Hulot Balzac te l l s  us in no uncertain terms that



he Is ' l e  jeune howne te l  que T a  fabriqu6 la  Revolution de 1830 . . .  (im) 

des cercueils ambulants qui qontiennent un Fran^ais d 'au tre fo is '.

His fau lts  are grave: he is  opportunist, arrogant, covetous and ingratiating. 

His mental Inertness shows that Balzac, like soma modem psychiatrists , 

believed that adolescent rebellion is  essential for social health. The 

words of Professor Kays, written over one hundred years la te r ,a re  almost 

a paraphrase of Balzac's: " . . .  in default of religion and p o li t ic s ,  there

is  nothing le f t  to give the educational process i t s  dynamic other than 

egotism.... There is in fact no other dynamism to keep the institu tion  

going '.4 The Hulot family c r is is  forces Victorin to r i s e ,  phoenix-like, 

and seize on the la t te r  dynamism to become one of the leading deputies 

for the Centre-Left and thus escape the political anaemia of his time.

Balzac's awareness of the serious problems arising from the generation 

gap is  greatly to his c red it ,  although he does not always assign the right 

causes to i t .  He was convinced, for instance, that the abolition of the 

•Droit d 'ainesse1 had destroyed youthful incentive,5 whereas i t  is  more 

likely that there were simply too many people for too few jobs. In the 

early nineteenth century the French nation was younger than i t  was to be 

in the twentieth, owing to the high birth and death ra te . At the 

beginning of the century the under-forties accounted for sixty-seven 

per cent of the population, whereas a hundred years la te r  i t  was for 

fifty-seven per cent.6 However Balzac does not simply dismiss youthful

1. Be pp. 63 - 64.

2. ib id .

3. J .B . Mays. The Young Pretenders z a Study of Adolescence
in Contemporary Society, p. 160. ~

4. ib id .,  p. 174.

5. E i Droit d 'a inesse , OD I.

6. G. de Bertier de Sauvigny. La Restauration, p. 237.
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