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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 major French writers of the 19th century. As a young man, he found his way into the world of the Parisian aristocracy, where he became a fixture in the years that followed. However, he was soon ruined by various disastrous business ventures and his excessive lifestyle: literary writing, which he undertook passionately and diligently, became his only way of paying off his debts.

			He was an ambitious man and embarked on a monumental work, La Comédie Humaine (“The Human Comedy”), which features more than 90 novels and which aimed to draw a complete portrait of the society of his time, so vast that it could compete with the official records. The most famous 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.

		


		
			The Girl with the Golden Eyes 

			A typically Balzacian picture of values

			
					Genre: novella

					Reference edition: De Balzac, H. (2017). The Girl with the Golden Eyes. Trans. Marriage, E. CreateSpace Independent Publishing Platform.

					1st edition: 1834 

					Themes: plotting, passion, female power, dandyism 

			

			The novella The Girl with the Golden Eyes was written and published in 1834. It is the final book of History of the Thirteen trilogy, following the previous two works in the series La Duchesse de Langeais and Ferragus. Each of the three parts of the series presents one of the members of the secret society of the Thirteen, in an epic, yet also personal manner, as they come up against the resistance of a woman. The Girl with the Golden Eyes, like the two novellas that it follows, has been subjected to a great deal of criticism, some of it justified. It has been particularly criticised for its lack of internal coherence, as well as the weak link between the three texts provided by the often artificial backdrop of the secret society of the Thirteen. Nevertheless, The Girl with the Golden Eyes still contains some of Balzac’s most frequent themes: plotting, history and individual passions. 

		


		
			Summary

			The novella opens with a long tirade about Parisian values. Over 20 or so pages, in accordance with his project of developing a “science of manners” (p. 20), Balzac describes the behaviour and aspirations of the different classes of Parisian society, beginning with the poorest and most miserable, and ending with the richest and most influential. Paris is compared to hell and is made up of different circles, after the fashion of Dante’s hell: the first is the world of the workers, the second that of the petit bourgeoisie, the third that of the bourgeois businessmen, and finally comes the world of the artists and aristocracy. Balzac is very critical of his version of Paris, personifying it as an idol or a monster swallowing men whole in the relentless pursuit of money and pleasure. The capital is therefore presented as a “vast workshop of delights” (p. 6), where each class without exception submits to a “universal master” (p. 11), which is “pleasure or gold” (ibid.). This final expression is a recurring theme in Balzac’s writing. 

			Henri de Marsay is presented as an exception to the rule in the heart of the Parisian society. He appears to be a man of greater intelligence and beauty, capable of making himself the master of this society, which by contrast appears even more contemptible. 

			De Marsay meets his friend Paul de Manerville by chance in the Tuileries. Henri explains that he is waiting for a young woman who he saw several days ago, who Paul de Manerville names “the girl with the golden eyes”. She appears, accompanied by her duenna, and de Marsay is immediately infatuated with her. What is more, it seems that she is with him as well. This scene is the chance for the author to make a digression to explain the differences among dandies, between the “lions” and the idiots, in other words, between de Marsay and Paul, who is described as a “good dunce” (p. 36). 

			Through his manservant Laurent, his manservant, de Marsay discovers the link between the girl with the golden eyes, who is called Paquita Valdès, and the Marquis de San-Real. He now realises that he will have to overcome many obstacles if he wants to see her, as the young woman is very closely watched. De Marsay believes her to be the mistress of the Marquis de San-Real: “He was about to play in that eternal old comedy which will be always fresh, and the characters in which are an old man, a young girl, and a lover” (p. 36). However, these obstacles only increase de Marsay’s desire to win her: while “constant satiety had weakened in his heart the sentiment of love” (p. 35), “he needed like Lovelace, a Clarissa Harlowe” (ibid.).

			One day, while Paul and de Marsay are having breakfast, Balzac includes another speech on the life of a dandy. After having spent two and a half hours getting ready, de Marsay explains to Paul the necessity of being a “fop”: “The fop is love’s colonel” (p. 37). 

			In the end, Paquita is the one who manages to find a way to get Henri to come to her, sending him a horse-drawn carriage in which he is blindfolded. When the blindfold is removed, Henri finds himself in a dirty, sordid room, without really knowing how he got there. In the room he finds Paquita, her mother and an imposing mulatto. Paquita informs him of the mortal danger she has put herself in by meeting him.

			Proud and already passionately in love, de Marsay demands that she love only him under pain of death. The two kiss, and Paquita says enigmatically: “it is the same voice […] and the same ardour” (p. 48). 

			Two days later, de Marsay is taken like in a “dream” (p. 49) by carriage, just like the last time, to a boudoir in an unknown location. This boudoir provides a stunning background to their tryst: richly and delicately decorated, it calls to mind the boudoirs of the East, and is “opened to him as by a fairy’s magic wand” (p. 54). After she dresses de Marsay in a robe and a woman’s bonnet, the two lovers come together. De Marsay comments that “The girl of the golden eyes might be virgin, but innocent she was certainly not” (p. 56). She then once again mentions the risk she is taking, but de Marsay sees this ‘fear’ as feminine subterfuge. Moreover, he begins to become more violent and possessive about her. 

			One morning, during breakfast, de Marsay is enjoying a cigar (“That’s one thing a man will never tire of”, p. 58) while telling Paul that he has already forgotten about the girl with the golden eyes. It does not take him long to realise that he is not the only one with a hold on Paquita’s heart and that he was merely a substitute for this other person: he is “outraged in the most sensitive part of him” (p. 61). 

			He is once again taken to Paquita, blindfolded as usual. This time, he manages to figure out where they are: the Marquis de San-Real’s house. The fickle dandy finally completely succumbs to Paquita’s charm: “the hope of possessing at last the ideal being with whom the struggle could be constant and tireless ravished De Marsay, who, for the first time for long, opened his heart” (p. 66). However, in the throes of passion, Paquita unintentionally says the name “Margarita” (p. 68), proving to de Marsay that she not only has another lover, but that this other person is a woman. De Marsay then attempts to strangle Paquita, but he is stopped by the mulatto, who is actually her father. 

			One week later, he goes to Paquita’s house with two members of the society of the Thirteen to exact revenge. He finds her close to death, with her mistress, the Marquise de San-Real, standing nearby with a dagger in hand. De Marsay immediately recognises the Marquise as his sister. After discovering that Paquita had been cheating on her, she stabbed her to death. 

		


		
			Character study

			Henri de Marsay

			De Marsay is a 22-year-old man, the illegitimate son of Lord Dudley and the Marquise de Vordac. He does not know it, but he has a half-sister, Margarita Euphemia Porraberil, who is married to the Marquis de San-Real. This “Adonis” (p. 20) has all the traits of aristocratic nobility and elegance. He is tall and slim, with brown hair. His good looks and his charm have won him a string of lovers, who he has finally grown tired of. He has the appearance of a “fop”: he takes great pride in his image, particularly with women. The care he takes of his appearance completes the image we have of him as an ambitious Parisian dandy, who Balzac always compares with a “lion”. This extended metaphor continues throughout the novella. 

			He is a member of the secret society of the Thirteen. He stands out from others due to his cold, calculating intelligence and his cynicism, which places him above normal men: “he believed neither in man nor woman, God nor Devil” (p. 23). However, this proud confidence in his strength is put to the test by Paquita Valdès’ feminine charm. 

			De Marsay is also a symbol which should be considered together with the Paris depicted just before we are introduced to him. He signifies a kind of contempt for the masses, the working man, and the bourgeoisie. 

			This character can be found on numerous occasions throughout La Comédie Humaine. In Le Contrat de marriage (“A Marriage Contract”), he has become the President of the Council under the July Monarchy and once again meets Paul de Manerville. In Le Père Goriot (“Father Goriot”), Illusions perdues (“Lost Illusions”), César Birotteau, (“Caesar Birotteau”) and Le Lys dans la vallée (“The Lily of the Valley”), he is as above all a womaniser, a man who has a series of mistresses and is obsessed with furthering his political career. 

			Paquita Valdès

			Paquita is the mistress of the Marquise de San-Real, a virgin who is anything but innocent. Until she meets de Marsay, she sees men as “angels whom I have been taught to hate” (p. 64). However, she is truly in love with de Marsay, and she places “all her hope in him whom she loved as never human heart had loved on this earth before” (p. 70).

			Paquita is a “masterpiece of nature” (p. 43) and a “masterpiece of creation” (p. 54), a young woman who “seemed to have been created for love by a particular effort of nature” (p. 66). She responds “to that passion which is felt by all really great men for the infinite” (ibid.). She appears to be the pinnacle of femininity, a woman who promises endless delights. In this way, she is more a collection of images than a person, more a dreamlike mirage than something real and tangible. She symbolises the castrating female. After she meets de Marsay, she desires the happiness and totality of the union between opposite sexes. De Marsay himself appears to be ready to change his existence for her. 

			Paul de Manerville
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