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    HONORÉ DE BALZAC


    FRENCH WRITER


    
      	Born in Tours in 1799.


      	Died in Paris in 1850.


      	
        Notable works:

        
          	The Chouans (1829), novel


          	Eugénie Grandet (1833), novel


          	Father Goriot (1835), novel

        

      

    


    Honoré de Balzac was one of the most significant French writers of the 19th century. He carved out a place for himself in the world of the Parisian aristocracy as a young man, and quickly became a fixture of its social scene. However, he was soon ruined by a series of disastrous business ventures and his decadent lifestyle, and was only able to pay off the enormous debts he had racked up by becoming a writer, a vocation which he pursued with great enthusiasm and diligence.


    His lofty literary ambitions led him to begin a monumental work known as La Comédie Humaine (“The Human Comedy”), which consists of more than 90 novels and novellas and aimed to paint a comprehensive portrait of 19th-century French society with a level of detail to rival even the official civil records. The best-known novels in the series include Eugénie Grandet (1833) and Father Goriot (1835).


    Balzac is considered to be one of the founding fathers of the modern realist novel.

  


  
    LOST ILLUSIONS


    BALZACIAN REALISM AT ITS FINEST


    
      	Genre: novel


      	Reference edition: Balzac, H. (2004) Lost Illusions. Trans. Marriage, E. [Online]. Urbana: Project Gutenberg. [Accessed 27July 2018]. Available from: <http://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/13159>


      	1st edition: 1837-1843


      	Themes: literary salons, love, journalism, revenge, invention

    


    The novels of La Comédie Humaine are divided into three major categories: the Études de mœurs (“Studies of manners”), Études philosophiques (“Philosophical studies”) and Études analytiques (“Analytical studies”).


    Lost Illusions falls into the category of Études de mœurs, and more specifically the sub-category of Scènes de la vie de province (“Scenes from country life”). This novel, which was written between 1836 and 1843, is one of the longest works Balzac ever wrote, and is a coming-of-age story that incorporates many autobiographical elements. It tells the story of two young intellectuals, one of whom dreams of finding success as an author, while the other hopes to revolutionise the printing industry in his hometown of Angoulême.


    The novel was followed by a sequel, Splendeurs et misères des courtisanes (translated variously as “The Splendors and Miseries of Courtesans” or “A Harlot High and Low”), which was published serially between 1838 and 1847. Some of the secondary characters in Lost Illusions also take centre stage in other novels in La Comédie Humaine, including Mlle. des Touches in Béatrix (1839).

  


  
    SUMMARY


    PART1: TWO POETS


    Lucien Chardon and his childhood friend David Sechard work together at a printing press. Following the death of his father, who was the town pharmacist, Lucien has had to adapt to a more modest lifestyle and live on the earnings of his mother, a former aristocrat who has lost her fortune, and his sister Eve. Lucien spends his spare time writing poetry and trying to gain a foothold in Angoulême high society. He is eventually admitted to the salon hosted by Mme.Louise de Bargeton, where he is invited to read his work. Lucien soon becomes the object of a great deal of jealousy from the other members of the salon, both because of his good looks and because of the increasingly flagrant attention lavished upon him by Mme. de Bargeton. In particular, this draws the ire of Baron Sixte du Chatelet, who wants to make Mme. de Bargeton his mistress. Chatelet therefore turns the high society of Angoulême against Lucien and tries to discredit him by highlighting his low social standing.


    In the meantime, David marries Lucien’s sister, Eve.


    Rumours begin to spread about the relationship between Lucien and Louise, who asks her husband to challenge one of the men behind this rumour to a duel. This results in M.de Bargeton being injured, forcing him to retire to his country house to convalesce. Louise takes advantage of this opportunity to flee to Paris with Lucien, where she hopes to introduce him to Parisian high society and help him find true success in the literary world.


    PART2: A DISTINGUISHED PROVINCIAL AT PARIS


    After arriving in Paris, the two lovers’ affection for one another begins to wane, as they each start comparing the other to the men and women of Parisian high society and finding them lacking in comparison. When Louise begins spending time with her cousin Mme. d’Espard, she realises that she will never be taken seriously while she remains with Lucien, which leads the two to split up.


    Lucien is also left disappointed by the realisation that becoming a successful poet in Paris is going to be much more difficult than he thought. He falls in with a group of intellectuals from a variety of different fields and becomes part of their social circle, which provides him with a source of motivation for his work. Later, he meets Etienne Lousteau, a young journalist who decides to take Lucien under his wing and help him get a foothold in the world of journalism. However, Lucien’s other friends warn him against pursuing this career and they gradually drift apart.


    Lucien’s career as a journalist is initially very successful, as Etienne gets him a position as a theatre and literary critic and introduces him to the world of publishing and the theatre. He also helps Lucien to publish a collection of his own poetry, as well as his first novel. When he learns of Lucien’s former relationship with Louise de Bargeton, Etienne suggests that Lucien should get revenge by publishing satirical articles about Mme. d’Espard and her friends.


    Shortly afterwards, Lucien meets a young actress called Coralie, who is the mistress of a wealthy merchant named M.Camusot. Lucien soon embarks on an affair with Coralie, which marks the beginning of a period of great personal and professional success for him. Unfortunately, his good fortune soon goes to his head, and his attempts to advance further in Parisian society lead him to rack up enormous debts. His colleagues also grow increasingly jealous of his success and fed up with his brilliant but acerbic articles, and trick him into making some poor professional choices, such as taking a job at a rival newspaper to the one his former friends work at. This destroys his relationship with them for good, and their higher social standing enables them to completely ruin his reputation and leave him utterly cut off from society. He can no longer find anyone willing to publish his articles, he is no longer given special treatment at the theatre, and sales of his books fall dramatically, leaving him unable to pay off his debts. His attempt to exact revenge upon Mme. de Bargeton also comes back to haunt him, as he has burned his bridges with the nobility and can find no support from that quarter. He is so desperate that he eventually takes out multiple loans in David’s name.


    Coralie falls ill and dies suddenly, so Lucien uses some of the borrowed money to pay for her funeral. Realising that he has no friends, no money and no prospects, he decides to return to his hometown.


    PART 3: EVE AND DAVID


    When he returns, Lucien discovers that his actions have plunged Eve and David into financial ruin, as they have been hounded by debt collectors who are demanding that David pay back the money that Lucien borrowed.


    Since Lucien left, David’s interest in the printing business has waned somewhat, as he has thrown himself wholeheartedly into researching new methods of manufacturing paper. However, Eve began working at the printing press full time when she noticed that the business was starting to fail, and she has managed to turn the company completely around. However, this has drawn the attention of the Cointet brothers, who own the largest printing press in the region and are David’s only business rivals. They are perturbed by the realisation that the Sechard press is rapidly becoming more successful thanks to Eve’s business acumen, and decide to resort to underhanded tactics to sabotage it by buying off one of David’s employees in an attempt to discover what he is trying to invent.


    The Cointet brothers come into possession of the promissory notes forged by Lucien and begin demanding that the Sechards pay off the debt. With the help of a solicitor, they even manage to have David put in debtor’s prison, after which they offer to purchase the Sechard printing press and the patent for his invention. This would cancel out his debts and give him the financial means to survive.


    Lucien tries to help his friend and his sister, but is unable to be of any use. After David is arrested he decides to flee once again, and leaves behind a suicide note for his sister to find. However, when he sets out he has a chance encounter with a Jesuit priest named Abbe Carlos Herrera, who offers to take Lucien to Paris as his personal secretary. Lucien is intrigued, and walks some way with him before eventually agreeing to the priest’s suggestion, at which point the priest promises to send money to Eve. However, in the sequel A Harlot High and Low it is revealed that this “priest” is not who he says he is: his true identity is Vautrin, a criminal mastermind who also appears in a number of Balzac’s other works, including Father Goriot.


    Eve and David accept the Cointets’ offer and move to the land owned by David’s father, where they buy a small house with a vineyard. They also inherit the land after the death of David’s father, which gives them sufficient means to live comfortably. Meanwhile, the Cointet brothers make a fortune from David’s invention, which revolutionises the printing industry, but David is unable to benefit from the fruits of his labour because of his decision to sell the patent.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    LUCIEN CHARDON


    Lucien is one of the book’s two protagonists. He was born in the poor district of Angoulême, and at the start of the novel he is a young poet who longs to become a famous writer. After being coddled by his mother and sister and constantly complimented by his best friend his whole life, Lucien has become extremely egocentric. His good looks open many doors for him, but the fact that he relies solely on his attractiveness to get by in the world often ends up turning people against him. His desire for recognition drives him to adopt his mother’s aristocratic maiden name, “de Rubempre”, and his fascination with the extravagance of the Parisian parties he is invited to leads him to rack up enormous debts in an attempt to copy his friends’ decadent lifestyles. He is a dreamer and rather lazy, and chooses the easy route to success by becoming a journalist instead of continuing to work on his poetry and his novel.


    DAVID SECHARD


    Davis is the novel’s other central character. This idealistic young inventor ends up in debt after purchasing his father’s printing press, and is determined to invent a new method of manufacturing paper that would revolutionise the printing industry. He is hopelessly in love with Eve and completely loyal to Lucien; he even agrees to finance his friend’s exploits in Paris, which eventually lands him in serious financial difficulty. After marrying Eve, he gradually leaves the day-to-day management of the printing press to her so that he can devote more time to his research on paper production. He is fundamentally honest and kind, and is well liked by his employees. Money does not interest him, and he decides to give up the rights to his invention in order to build a stable life for his family.


    EVE CHARDON


    Eve is Lucien’s sister, and embodies both strength and gentleness. At the start of the novel she devotes her entire life to ensuring Lucien’s success and happiness, but her priorities change after Lucien leaves for Paris and she gets married. From that point on, she pours her heart and soul into ensuring the success of the family business, all while trying to balance her responsibilities as a mother and her duties as the manager of the printing press. Thanks to her shrewdness and intelligence, she is able to shore up the company’s finances, but her business rivals nevertheless manage to outfox her.


    D’ARTHEZ


    Daniel d’Arthez is a young intellectual, and belongs to a circle of young thinkers known as the cenacle. He is Lucien’s first friend in Paris, and warns him against the world of journalism and the temptations of life in the capital while also encouraging him to keep writing; in fact, he correctly predicts that if Lucien becomes a journalist, it will lead to his downfall. He also opens Eve’s eyes to her brother’s true nature, but he remains loyal to Lucien even after he betrays him by becoming a journalist.


    ETIENNE LOUSTEAU


    Etienne is a sly, cynical individual who represents the world of journalism and embodies the rampant hypocrisy within it. When he realises that Lucien could help his own career, he immediately begins introducing him to his journalist friends and superiors. However, he does not hesitate to betray Lucien when he realises that his success could damage his own prospects, and is partially responsible for Lucien’s downfall.


    MME. DE BARGETON


    Louise de Bargeton is the undisputed queen of high society in Angoulême, and becomes both Lucien’s patron and his first love early in the novel. When life in Angoulême starts to bore her, she decides to travel to Paris to see her cousin, Mme.d’Espard, and suggests that Lucien accompany her so that she can introduce him to Parisian high society and help him become a successful poet. However, the magic quickly fades once they arrive in the French capital, as she realises that conducting an affair with a penniless young poet from the country makes her seem like a fool. Her vanity eventually drives her to put an end to her relationship with Lucien to protect her own social standing.


    CORALIE


    Coralie is the second love of Lucien’s life. She is a 16-year-old actress who is the mistress of a rich merchant, but she ends her affair with him because of her passionate love for Lucien. However, she dies a few months later, crushed under the weight of the debts racked up by the


    BARON SIXTE DU CHATELET
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