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    This volume gathers the complete cycle known as History of the Thirteen: Ferragus, The Duchesse de Langeais, and The Girl with the Golden Eyes. Each is a short novel by Honoré de Balzac and together they form a deliberately linked sequence within La Comédie humaine, specifically among the Scenes of Parisian Life. Bringing them together restores the design Balzac intended: three autonomous narratives that illuminate one another through recurring figures and motifs. The purpose of this collection is to present the trilogy as a coherent whole, enabling readers to trace the arc of a clandestine brotherhood while observing how its presence shapes destinies across social strata.

Composed in the early 1830s and subsequently integrated into the grand architecture of La Comédie humaine, these works arise from Balzac’s ambition to portray the forces governing modern society. The History of the Thirteen posits a secret confederation operating behind the visible institutions of post-Napoleonic Paris. Its members—drawn from varied ranks—embody solidarity, will, and discretion. Their shadowy interventions highlight the tension between public order and private power. Read together, the three novels reveal a method of composition that is both panoramic and precise, situating individual passions against the pressures of a vast, intricately organized urban world.

The texts gathered here are works of fiction—short novels rather than plays, poems, or essays. Yet within the novelistic form Balzac ranges widely: social study, psychological portrait, melodrama, and urban chronicle meet in an elastic narrative mode. Each story stands as a concentrated episode, with a compact cast and tightly arranged scenes, while contributing to a larger tapestry. Readers encounter the analytic patience of realism alongside accelerations of intrigue. The cycle thus demonstrates the novel’s capacity to be at once a register of everyday manners and a vehicle for extreme situations, without abandoning plausibility or the observation of concrete detail.

The unifying idea is the existence of the Thirteen, a clandestine brotherhood whose members pledge unwavering mutual support. They appear not as mere villains or benefactors, but as an emblem of organized will in a society ruled by money, rank, and influence. Their clandestinity sharpens Balzac’s persistent questions: Who truly governs? By what means does power circulate? What alliances—official and unofficial—bind a city together? Through hints, encounters, and consequences rather than open proclamations, Balzac shows how invisible networks touch the lives of lovers, aristocrats, soldiers, and speculators, exposing the fragile membrane between personal freedom and social control.

Stylistically, Balzac’s signatures are evident: an omniscient narrator who weighs motives and outcomes; a sure sense of Parisian topography; and an exacting attention to professions, habits, and domestic spaces. Characters reappear from one tale to another, a hallmark of La Comédie humaine that lends continuity and depth. Dialogue is often a testing ground for power, with politeness serving as armor and rumor as a weapon. Description does not pause the story so much as load it with consequence; rooms, streets, carriages, and salons all bear the imprint of character and class. The resulting texture is thick with social meaning.

Ferragus frames the cycle with a Parisian marriage unsettled by secrecy and surveillance. A young aristocrat’s curiosity about a respectable woman’s unexplained movements entangles him in the orbit of a mysterious figure linked to the Thirteen. Balzac sets the drama in the midst of polite society, where reputations are made and unmade in a glance, and where a hidden affiliation can tip the balance between safety and ruin. The premise is simple—an enigma observed from a carriage window—yet its repercussions disclose the reach of clandestine commitments and the costs of prying into lives that depend upon silence.

The Duchesse de Langeais, also known in French as Ne touchez pas la hache, turns from espionage to the ritualized warfare of the salon. An accomplished aristocrat and a celebrated general engage in a contest of attraction and pride, within the codified etiquette of Restoration high society. Vows, delays, and reversals become instruments of power. Around this duel, the silent mechanisms of the Thirteen signal how private desire intersects with networks that operate beyond law and gossip. The initial premise is a flirtation given the gravity of a campaign; the novel follows the consequences when calculated gestures collide with irrepressible feeling.

The Girl with the Golden Eyes begins with an intoxicated attraction in the streets of Paris. A brilliant young man of fashion becomes fascinated by an enigmatic beauty and pursues access to her carefully guarded world. The story traces his passage from public glare into hidden apartments and forbidden arrangements, mapping the thresholds by which Paris conceals and reveals itself. The connection to the Thirteen lies in the protagonist’s affiliations and the hints of disciplined solidarity behind his nonchalance. The premise is the dizzying promise of possession; the narrative explores what must be negotiated, or sacrificed, to achieve it.

Across the three novels, Paris itself emerges as a leading character—a labyrinth of quartiers, boulevards, convents, salons, and backstage rooms. Balzac’s direction is geographic as well as moral, moving from bright façades to shadowed corridors where secrets are kept and bargains struck. The city’s surfaces—fashions, addresses, equipages—record status and intention; its interiors encode rituals of privacy and control. By plotting crossings between neighborhoods and classes, Balzac shows how desire, debt, and information travel, and how a hidden alliance can turn the circulation of people and rumors into an organized instrument.

These works focus not only on the thrill of conspiracy but also on the economies of love and rank. The Restoration reorders social life without abolishing ambition or vanity; careers, marriages, and reputations depend on calculation as much as sentiment. Balzac studies how individuals translate longing into strategy, and how strategy hardens into destiny. Women and men alike face the demands of visibility—the price of being seen, known, and discussed. The Thirteen intensify this pressure by making loyalty absolute. In that light, the novels weigh the limits of free will when one’s desires are entangled with obligations to a group.

The cycle stands at the convergence of Romantic intensity and the emerging discipline of realism. It delivers duels of feeling, sudden recognitions, and secret vows, yet remains anchored in the social mechanics of money, title, and place. This fusion proved influential for later traditions of urban fiction, the psychology of passion, and narratives of organized power. Balzac’s design demonstrates how a novelist can create a living social organism, in which a rumor, a staircase, or a calling card can bear immense narrative weight. The History of the Thirteen endures because it makes systems legible without diminishing the mystery of human motive.

Presented together, these short novels offer both a unified vision and three distinct experiences. They can be read independently for their premises of curiosity, seduction, and pursuit, or sequentially to appreciate Balzac’s orchestration of recurring characters and themes. The purpose of this collection is to restore that orchestration and to provide a clear entry into La Comédie humaine through a compact, representative suite. History of the Thirteen is not a manual of conspiracy but a portrait of how hidden solidarities inhabit a great city. It invites readers to watch closely, then to consider what cannot be seen.





Author Biography




Table of Contents




    Honoré de Balzac (1799–1850) stands as a foundational figure of the modern realist novel. Writing in the decades after the French Revolution, across the Restoration and the July Monarchy, he assembled La Comedie humaine, an interlinked panorama of French society. His Paris studies include the sequence Histoire des Treize, to which Ferragus, The Duchesse de Langeais, and The Girl with the Golden Eyes belong. These works exemplify his method: precise social observation, recurring characters, and an intense interest in money, power, and desire. Balzac sought not only to tell stories but to map the mechanisms of society, turning the city into a living, knowable organism.

Balzac received a classical education and later studied law in Paris, working as a clerk before deciding to write. In the early 1820s he produced apprentice fiction and theater pieces, much of it anonymous or under pseudonyms, while learning the book trade. He admired the expansive historical novels of Walter Scott and adapted that breadth to contemporary life, pursuing a quasi-scientific catalog of social types, professions, and milieus. Keen observation of Parisian streets, salons, and offices informed his descriptive power. From these early efforts emerged a disciplined ambition: to render the pressures of class, wealth, and ambition as forces shaping character and fate.

Balzac's career developed amid financial strain and relentless labor. Brief ventures into printing and publishing left heavy debts, and he answered them with extraordinary productivity, writing at night, revising obsessively, and coordinating with publishers to reach a wide readership. By the early 1830s he clarified the architecture of La Comedie humaine, grouping narratives under Etudes de moeurs, including the Scenes de la vie parisienne where the Histoire des Treize sits. His practice of reusing characters across books created a dynamic social web, letting readers watch careers ascend or collapse. Critical recognition grew with his audacious scope, detailed settings, and analytic narrative voice.

Ferragus introduces the clandestine association known as the Thirteen and places Balzac's social x-ray over the boulevards and alleyways of Restoration Paris. The novella studies surveillance, rumor, and urban labyrinths, as observers misread appearances and reputations are made or unmade. Balzac uses architectural and street-level detail to show how the city disciplines conduct and conceals secrets. Through the enigmatic figure of Ferragus and the curiosity he provokes, the story probes the reach of clandestine power into domestic life and polite society. It inaugurates a trilogy that fuses melodramatic intensity with a documentary feel for neighborhoods, thresholds, and codes of respectability.

The Duchesse de Langeais shifts to the aristocratic salons where Balzac examines pride, etiquette, and the economics of attention. A celebrated duchess and a determined admirer act within a rigid social theater that magnifies every gesture. Without disclosing the plot's turns, the work studies the collision of passion with the protocols of rank, and the costs of making feeling a spectacle. Balzac anatomizes conversation as power, tracing how timing, gossip, and reputation shape destiny. The novella's compressed scenes reveal his gift for staging moral confrontations against opulent interiors, showing how the remnants of an old order strain under modern desire.

The Girl with the Golden Eyes completes the triptych with a swift, incisive portrait of desire and domination in a cosmopolitan Paris. It follows an ambitious man navigating salons and secret chambers, and treats exoticism, wealth, and possession as mirrors for the city's appetites. Balzac links erotic fascination to broader mechanisms of control, noting how class and colonial fortunes structure intimacy. Recurring figures tie this novella to the wider Comedie, reinforcing the sense that private passions and public forces interlock. The result is both a critique of Parisian spectacle and a study of how fantasy can become an instrument of power.

Balzac continued expanding, linking, and revising La Comedie humaine until his death in 1850. He married Ewelina Hanska shortly before he died, a relationship long sustained by correspondence, and was eulogized in Paris by Victor Hugo. His legacy rests on the scale and coherence of his social vision, the density of observed detail, and his pioneering use of recurring characters. Later novelists and critics—from realists and naturalists to modernists—found in his work a model for depicting systems as well as souls. The three novellas in this collection remain vital for their acute mapping of passion, secrecy, and urban modernity.
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    Honoré de Balzac (1799–1850) conceived La Comédie humaine as a vast, interlinked panorama of post-Revolutionary France. Within it, History of the Thirteen—Ferragus, The Duchesse de Langeais, and The Girl with the Golden Eyes—was written and published between roughly 1833 and 1835. These tales draw on the Bourbon Restoration (1814–1830) and the early July Monarchy (1830–1848), decades when France alternated between royalist retrenchment and liberal bourgeois consolidation. Balzac’s project was historical as well as fictional: he sought to anatomize institutions, manners, and power relations formed by the Revolution and Empire, then altered by successive regimes. The trilogy compresses that broad ambition into concentrated episodes set chiefly in Paris.

Paris, the principal stage of these works, was a dense, pre-Haussmann city whose medieval streets, courts, and private hôtels channeled movement and social contact. The population climbed rapidly in the early nineteenth century, bringing crowding, visible inequality, and new forms of sociability. Gas lighting began to spread in the 1820s, transforming nocturnal life and surveillance. Covered passages—glass-roofed arcades combining shops and promenades—multiplied from the 1820s, intensifying encounters between classes and commodities. Balzac’s Paris depends on porters, concierges, carriage routes, and ambiguous thresholds; these physical constraints enable clandestine meetings, rumor, and observation, providing the practical scaffolding for secret alliances and hidden desires that structure the trilogy.

Politically, the period pivots from Napoleonic centralization to Restoration monarchy and then to the July Monarchy after the 1830 “Trois Glorieuses.” Each shift reordered hierarchies. The old nobility recovered titles and influence under the Bourbons; meanwhile, financiers and industrialists advanced, especially under Louis-Philippe’s more liberal but cautious regime. Balzac repeatedly stages confrontations between the faubourg Saint‑Germain (aristocratic power) and ascendant bourgeois interests. Across the three texts, the friction between inherited prestige and liquid capital surfaces in salons, ministerial corridors, and private contracts. The result is a dramatic map of France’s competing elites, rendered not as abstract classes but as circles, clienteles, and covert networks.

Secret societies and political conspiracies were a pronounced feature of the age. Europe saw the Carbonari and other clandestine groups in the 1810s–1820s; France faced plots and prosecutions under the Restoration and July Monarchy. Freemasonry—legal yet often suspected—provided a template for ritual and fraternity. Police attentiveness to associations sharpened after 1815 and intensified in the 1830s. Balzac’s Thirteen recasts this climate: a compact, extralegal brotherhood operating across professions and ranks. Without mirroring a single historical entity, the Thirteen synthesize contemporary anxieties about invisible coordination—part criminal, part political, part romanticized solidarity—testing how unofficial power can equal, subvert, or outpace official institutions.

The Napoleonic legacy suffuses the trilogy. Officers forged during Revolutionary and Imperial campaigns returned to a society that alternately feted and sidelined them. Many veterans saw their careers stalled under the Bourbons, only partly rehabilitated later. National memory was split between imperial glory and royalist legitimacy, with anniversaries, memoirs, and salons keeping debates alive. Balzac uses characters marked by the campaigns—hardened, strategic, accustomed to command—to show how imperial habits of discipline and allegiance migrate into Restoration and July Monarchy society. The Thirteen’s methods—surveillance, coordinated action, absolute loyalty—echo military esprit de corps repurposed for civilian intrigue.

The Duchesse de Langeais centers on the Restoration aristocracy, especially the faubourg Saint‑Germain’s salons where conversation signaled allegiance and influence. After 1814, many nobles reclaimed properties, revived genealogies, and reaffirmed Catholic rituals. The period saw a religious resurgence, with renewed monastic vocations and high-profile conversions; figures like Chateaubriand had already reframed Catholicism as culturally prestigious. Balzac sets aristocratic etiquette—visiting hours, calling cards, rigid precedence—against newer forms of ambition. The duchess’s world exemplifies a political culture that values appearances and lineage while navigating post‑Napoleonic uncertainties, allowing the novel to probe how social codes enforce power without overt coercion.

Gender and law also shape these narratives. Under the Napoleonic Civil Code (from 1804), married women faced significant legal subordination to husbands; paternal authority and property regimes constrained women’s autonomy. France abolished divorce in 1816 (not reestablished until 1884), leaving only legal separation for most of the nineteenth century. For aristocratic and bourgeois families, marriage served as a diplomatic instrument linking fortunes and factions. These norms form the backdrop to The Duchesse de Langeais, where chaperonage, reputation, and confession carry material consequences. Balzac’s drama of desire thus registers the period’s legal and moral frameworks, not merely personal caprice.

Ferragus turns toward Paris’s underworld and crafts associations at the margins of respectability. The Sûreté, founded in 1812 by Eugène-François Vidocq, professionalized crime detection and popularized the image of the master informant; his memoirs (1828–1829) intensified fascination with surveillance. Balzac’s story uses this atmosphere of dossiers, disguises, and shadowy trails. He also invokes compagnonnage, centuries‑old worker fraternities whose rivalries and rites were well known; “Dévorants” was a name used within certain building trades. The novel explores how stigmas attached to convicts and clandestine networks coexist with the bourgeois ideal of transparency, exposing a city where identities can be both public and unstable.

The July Monarchy placed financiers and administrators at the center of governance, a “juste milieu” that prized order and growth. Paris’s Bourse expanded in importance; families such as the Rothschilds symbolized transnational capital in the city by the 1820s. Credit, speculation, and privatized infrastructure projects created fortunes and failures. Balzac’s characters move through salons where parliamentary deputies, bankers, and grandees bargain for influence. In this environment, unofficial coalitions—like the Thirteen—find leverage precisely because institutions are permeable. The trilogy’s intrigues measure how fluid wealth and reputational capital can trump principle, and how political moderation still produces extreme disparities of power.

Consumer culture and fashion are crucial contexts, especially for The Girl with the Golden Eyes. Early nineteenth‑century Paris celebrated the dandy, shaped by English models like Beau Brummell, whose ideals of restraint and immaculate tailoring became a social language. The city’s arcades and luxury shops displayed new commodities, while periodicals circulated fashion plates and etiquette. Balzac’s recurring figure Henri de Marsay exemplifies this urban mastery of style and timing. Dandyism, in his pages, functions less as frivolity than as a technology of self‑presentation—an instrument for conquest in drawing rooms and ministries—reflecting a world where surface and strategy are inseparable.

French orientalism and colonial entanglements help frame The Girl with the Golden Eyes. Napoleon’s Egyptian campaign (1798–1801) and, later, the French conquest of Algiers in 1830 intensified metropolitan fantasies about the “Orient.” Painters such as Ingres and Delacroix popularized harem and odalisque imagery in the 1820s–1830s, fusing eroticism with exoticism. At the same time, Spain’s Caribbean and transatlantic networks remained active; Parisian elites encountered colonial wealth and people through trade and travel. Balzac channels these currents in a story that uses foreignness—linguistic, racialized, and cultural—as an index of desire and domination, while revealing how exoticism masks contemporary structures of power.

Public order crises etched themselves into Parisian memory during the years Balzac wrote the trilogy. The July Revolution of 1830 rearranged institutions; worker unrest, including the Lyon canut uprisings of 1831 and 1834, signaled social strain. The 1832 cholera epidemic killed thousands in Paris, provoking fear, scapegoating, and intensified policing of movement. The state responded with stricter legislation: the 1834 law on associations curtailed collective organization, and the September Laws of 1835 narrowed press freedoms after an assassination attempt on the king. These measures fed a climate in which clandestine groups, rumor, and surveillance remained central to political and everyday life.

Balzac is also attentive to Paris’s topography of rank. The faubourg Saint‑Germain represented Legitimist aristocracy; the Chaussée‑d’Antin and right‑bank boulevards housed bankers and fashionable bourgeois; the Marais preserved older noble residences in altered fortunes. Porters at gateways filtered access, while carriage protocol and visiting hours enforced hierarchy. Private hôtel particuliers, rented apartments, and discreet maisons reflected graded intimacy and secrecy. The trilogy uses such spatial codes to structure action: a door left ajar, a misdelivered card, a carriage route at dusk. Geography becomes a social grammar through which characters negotiate the city’s visible and invisible frontiers.

Print culture and publishing practices shape how these stories reached readers. The 1820s–1830s saw rapid expansion of periodicals, lending libraries, and book publishers, aided by cheaper paper and lithography. Balzac frequently published in installments or issued revised editions, embedding cross‑references that knit his fiction into a system of recurring characters. Political shifts affected the press: after 1830, a relative opening encouraged lively journals; after 1835, restrictions tightened. This environment favored narratives with arresting scenes and serial momentum. The trilogy’s pacing—alternating revelation with concealment—matched a reading public trained to track dossiers, scandals, and the faint clues of metropolitan rumor.

Contemporary intellectual currents also inflect the trilogy. While often identified with realism, Balzac wrote amid romanticism’s ascendancy in France—publicly marked by events like the 1830 premiere of Hugo’s Hernani. He absorbed romantic intensity while grounding it in social analysis. Popular “sciences” such as physiognomy (Lavater) and phrenology (Gall) informed period attempts to read character from appearances; police and medical discourses borrowed such taxonomies. Mesmerism and magnetism fascinated salons. Balzac deploys these frameworks not as endorsements but as sign systems by which characters judge each other, revealing how pseudo-rational classifications bolster prejudice and power.

Ferragus, The Duchesse de Langeais, and The Girl with the Golden Eyes collectively map paths of influence that bypass formal authority. The Thirteen’s oath dramatizes how loyalty and information can reorder society more efficiently than decrees. Ferragus probes the porous boundary between criminality and respectability; The Duchesse de Langeais tests aristocratic honor against personal feeling; The Girl with the Golden Eyes links erotic pursuit to the city’s economies of spectacle and possession. All three expose a polity in which visibility is currency, secrets are weapons, and the modern capital’s energies outstrip the capacity of law and tradition to regulate them.

Balzac wrote as industry and infrastructure modestly accelerated. Canals like Saint‑Martin (opened mid‑1820s) altered circulation of goods; the earliest French railways appeared in the 1830s, with a first passenger line near Paris in 1837. Though rail scarcely figures in these tales, the sensation of speed—faster news, proliferating boutiques, quickly-made fortunes—pervades them. The city’s time discipline, marked by regulated visits and punctuality, becomes a moral and strategic resource. The works chart how new tempos unsettle old courtesies, enabling those who command timing and information—like the Thirteen’s members—to dominate those who rely on inherited privilege or unguarded feeling.」「Balzac’s trilogy also registers the fragility of reputations in an expanding public sphere. Gossip, press snippets, and salon talk can validate or ruin, reflecting institutions of credit—both financial and social. Figures such as bankers, lawyers, and ministers operate at the intersection of secrecy and publicity. The Thirteen exploit this juncture, turning knowledge into leverage. In this sense the trilogy doubles as a study of early modern public relations: letters, calling cards, and staged appearances constitute campaigns, while private devotions and confessions become liabilities. The novels’ intricate etiquette is thus not decorative detail but infrastructure for modern power plays.」「Historically, the collection has been read as a diagnosis of Paris on the eve of deeper transformation. Later in the century, Baron Haussmann’s renovations (1853–1870) would remake the city, but Balzac preserves the intimacy and opacity of pre‑Haussmann Paris. Twentieth‑century commentators, including Walter Benjamin, turned to Balzac for insights into arcades, commodities, and the choreography of urban life. Postcolonial readings have scrutinized The Girl with the Golden Eyes for its orientalizing gaze, while feminist critics revisit The Duchesse de Langeais to examine consent, agency, and devotional politics under Restoration law.」「As historical commentary, History of the Thirteen distills decades of upheaval into concentrated urban dramas. It shows how revolutionary legacies, religious revivals, financial modernization, and colonial imaginaries cross one another in the everyday. Balzac’s fascination with clandestine bonds does not simply thrill; it models how modern societies work—through credit, reputation, and networks as much as through statutes. For later readers, the trilogy offers both a documentary feel for Restoration and July Monarchy manners and a toolkit for analyzing power’s informal channels. Its portraits of secrecy, style, and surveillance remain legible in subsequent cities and regimes, sustaining its relevance well beyond its time.
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    History of the Thirteen (Cycle Overview)
These three linked tales trace the reach of a clandestine brotherhood known as the Thirteen as it intersects with love, ambition, and surveillance in Restoration Paris. Each novella spotlights a different register—investigative intrigue, aristocratic courtship, and voluptuous obsession—while sharing an undercurrent of hidden power and urban modernity. Balzac’s blend of precise social anatomy and escalating melodrama portrays a city where private passions are inseparable from secret alliances.
Ferragus
A young aristocrat’s suspicion about a respectable woman’s clandestine meetings draws him into the orbit of Ferragus, a figure rumored to command a formidable secret society. As he follows clues through salons, streets, and slums, curiosity turns perilous and exposes the machinery of reputation and retaliation. The tone is tense and forensic, probing how surveillance, rumor, and loyalty can deform both love and justice.
The Duchesse de Langeais
An irresistible duchess and a battle-hardened general enter a duel of desire in which flirtation becomes strategy and honor a weapon. Their escalating contest unfolds amid rigid social codes, where the slightest misstep can ruin a life yet passion refuses to yield to protocol. Elegant and pitiless, the narrative studies pride, performative power, and the costs of turning feeling into a game.
The Girl with the Golden Eyes
A worldly libertine becomes obsessed with a mysterious young woman whose beauty opens a door into a hidden sphere of possession and control. The pursuit reveals the city’s lush surfaces and brutal undercurrents, entangling erotic fantasy with money, exoticism, and force. Sultry and disquieting, it turns Paris into a fevered stage where desire becomes a test of domination and secrecy.
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Thirteen men were banded together in Paris under the Empire, all imbued with one and the same sentiment, all gifted with sufficient energy to be faithful to the same thought, with sufficient honor among themselves never to betray one another even if their interests clashed; and sufficiently wily and politic to conceal the sacred ties that united them, sufficiently strong to maintain themselves above the law, bold enough to undertake all things, and fortunate enough to succeed, nearly always, in their undertakings; having run the greatest dangers, but keeping silence if defeated; inaccessible to fear; trembling neither before princes, nor executioners, not even before innocence; accepting each other for such as they were, without social prejudices,—criminals, no doubt, but certainly remarkable through certain of the qualities that make great men, and recruiting their number only among men of mark. That nothing might be lacking to the sombre and mysterious poesy of their history, these Thirteen men have remained to this day unknown; though all have realized the most chimerical ideas that the fantastic power falsely attributed to the Manfreds, the Fausts, and the Melmoths can suggest to the imagination. To-day, they are broken up, or, at least, dispersed; they have peaceably put their necks once more under the yoke of civil law, just as Morgan, that Achilles among pirates, transformed himself from a buccaneering scourge to a quiet colonist, and spent, without remorse, around his domestic hearth the millions gathered in blood by the lurid light of flames and slaughter.

Since the death of Napoleon, circumstances, about which the author must keep silence, have still farther dissolved the original bond of this secret society, always extraordinary, sometimes sinister, as though it lived in the blackest pages of Mrs. Radcliffe. A somewhat strange permission to relate in his own way a few of the adventures of these men (while respecting certain susceptibilities) has only recently been given to him by one of those anonymous heroes to whom all society was once occultly subjected. In this permission the writer fancied he detected a vague desire for personal celebrity.

This man, apparently still young, with fair hair and blue eyes, whose sweet, clear voice seemed to denote a feminine soul, was pale of face and mysterious in manner; he conversed affably, declared himself not more than forty years of age, and apparently belonged to the very highest social classes. The name which he assumed must have been fictitious; his person was unknown in society. Who was he? That, no one has ever known.

Perhaps, in confiding to the author the extraordinary matters which he related to him, this mysterious person may have wished to see them in a manner reproduced, and thus enjoy the emotions they were certain to bring to the hearts of the masses,—a feeling analogous to that of Macpherson when the name of his creation Ossian was transcribed into all languages. That was certainly, for the Scotch lawyer, one of the keenest, or at any rate the rarest, sensations a man could give himself. Is it not the incognito of genius? To write the “Itinerary from Paris to Jerusalem” is to take a share in the human glory of a single epoch; but to endow his native land with another Homer, was not that usurping the work of God?

The author knows too well the laws of narration to be ignorant of the pledges this short preface is contracting for him; but he also knows enough of the history of the Thirteen to be certain that his present tale will never be thought below the interest inspired by this programme. Dramas steeped in blood, comedies filled with terror, romantic tales through which rolled heads mysteriously decapitated, have been confided to him. If readers were not surfeited with horrors served up to them of late in cold blood, he might reveal the calm atrocities, the surpassing tragedies concealed under family life. But he chooses in preference gentler events,—those where scenes of purity succeed the tempests of passion; where woman is radiant with virtue and beauty. To the honor of the Thirteen be it said that there are such scenes in their history, which may have the honor of being some day published as a foil of tales to listeners,—that race apart from others, so curiously energetic, and so interesting in spite of its crimes.

An author ought to be above converting his tale, when the tale is true, into a species of surprise-game, and of taking his readers, as certain novellists do, through many volumes and from cellar to cellar, to show them the dry bones of a dead body, and tell them, by way of conclusion, that that is what has frightened them behind doors, hidden in the arras, or in cellars where the dead man was buried and forgotten. In spite of his aversion for prefaces, the author feels bound to place the following statement at the head of this narrative. Ferragus is a first episode which clings by invisible links to the “History of the Thirteen,” whose power, naturally acquired, can alone explain certain acts and agencies which would otherwise seem supernatural. Although it is permissible in tellers of tales to have a sort of literary coquetry in becoming historians, they ought to renounce the benefit that may accrue from an odd or fantastic title—on which certain slight successes have been won in the present day. Consequently, the author will now explain, succinctly, the reasons that obliged him to select a title to his book which seems at first sight unnatural.

Ferragus is, according to ancient custom, a name taken by the chief or Grand Master of the Devorants. On the day of their election these chiefs continue whichever of the dynasties of their Order they are most in sympathy with, precisely as the Popes do, on their accession, in connection with pontifical dynasties. Thus the Devorants have “Trempe-la Soupe IX.,” “Ferragus XXII.,” “Tutanus XIII.,” “Masche-Fer IV.,” just as the Church has Clement XIV., Gregory VII., Julius II., Alexander VI., etc.

Now, then, who are the Devorants? “Devorant” is the name of one of those tribes of “Companions” that issued in ancient times from the great mystical association formed among the workers of Christianity to rebuild the temple at Jerusalem. Companionism (to coin a word) still exists in France among the people. Its traditions, powerful over minds that are not enlightened, and over men not educated enough to cast aside an oath, might serve the ends of formidable enterprises if some rough-hewn genius were to seize hold of these diverse associations. All the instruments of this Companionism are well-nigh blind. From town to town there has existed from time immemorial, for the use of Companions, an “Obade,”—a sort of halting-place, kept by a “Mother,” an old woman, half-gypsy, with nothing to lose, knowing everything that happens in her neighborhood, and devoted, either from fear or habit, to the tribe, whose straggling members she feeds and lodges. This people, ever moving and changing, though controlled by immutable customs, has its eyes everywhere, executes, without judging it, a WILL,—for the oldest Companion still belongs to an era when men had faith. Moreover, the whole body professes doctrines that are sufficiently true and sufficiently mysterious to electrify into a sort of tribal loyalty all adepts whenever they obtain even a slight development. The attachment of the Companions to their laws is so passionate that the diverse tribes will fight sanguinary battles with each other in defence of some question of principle.

Happily for our present public safety, when a Devorant is ambitious, he builds houses, lays by his money, and leaves the Order. There is many a curious thing to tell about the “Compagnons du Devoir” [Companions of the Duty], the rivals of the Devorants, and about the different sects of working-men, their usages, their fraternity, and the bond existing between them and the free-masons. But such details would be out of place here. The author must, however, add that under the old monarchy it was not an unknown thing to find a “Trempe-la-Soupe” enslaved to the king sentenced for a hundred and one years to the galleys, but ruling his tribe from there, religiously consulted by it, and when he escaped from his galley, certain of help, succor, and respect, wherever he might be. To see its grand master at the galleys is, to the faithful tribe, only one of those misfortunes for which providence is responsible, and which does not release the Devorants from obeying a power created by them to be above them. It is but the passing exile of their legitimate king, always a king for them. Thus we see the romantic prestige attaching to the name of Ferragus and to that of the Devorants completely dissipated.

As for the Thirteen, they were all men of the stamp of Trelawney, Lord Byron’s friend, who was, they say, the original of his “Corsair.” They were all fatalists, men of nerve and poesy, weary of leading flat and empty lives, driven toward Asiatic enjoyments by forces all the more excessive because, long dormant, they awoke furious. One of them, after re-reading “Venice Preserved,” and admiring the sublime union of Pierre and Jaffier, began to reflect on the virtues shown by men who are outlawed by society, on the honesty of galley-slaves, the faithfulness of thieves among each other, the privileges of exorbitant power which such men know how to win by concentrating all ideas into a single will. He saw that Man is greater than men. He concluded that society ought to belong wholly to those distinguished beings who, to natural intelligence, acquired wisdom, and fortune, add a fanaticism hot enough to fuse into one casting these different forces. That done, their occult power, vast in action and in intensity, against which the social order would be helpless, would cast down all obstacles, blast all other wills, and give to each the devilish power of all. This world apart within the world, hostile to the world, admitting none of the world’s ideas, not recognizing any law, not submitting to any conscience but that of necessity, obedient to a devotion only, acting with every faculty for a single associate when one of their number asked for the assistance of all,—this life of filibusters in lemon kid gloves and cabriolets; this intimate union of superior beings, cold and sarcastic, smiling and cursing in the midst of a false and puerile society; this certainty of forcing all things to serve an end, of plotting a vengeance that could not fail of living in thirteen hearts; this happiness of nurturing a secret hatred in the face of men, and of being always in arms against this; this ability to withdraw to the sanctuary of self with one idea more than even the most remarkable of men could have,—this religion of pleasure and egotism cast so strong a spell over Thirteen men that they revived the society of Jesuits to the profit of the devil.

It was horrible and stupendous; but the compact was made, and it lasted precisely because it appeared to be so impossible.

There was, therefore, in Paris a brotherhood of Thirteen, who belonged to each other absolutely, but ignored themselves as absolutely before the world. At night they met, like conspirators, hiding no thought, disposing each and all of a common fortune, like that of the Old Man of the Mountain; having their feet in all salons, their hands in all money-boxes, and making all things serve their purpose or their fancy without scruple. No chief commanded them; no one member could arrogate to himself that power. The most eager passion, the most exacting circumstance, alone had the right to pass first. They were Thirteen unknown kings,—but true kings, more than ordinary kings and judges and executioners,—men who, having made themselves wings to roam through society from depth to height, disdained to be anything in the social sphere because they could be all. If the present writer ever learns the reasons of their abdication of this power, he will take occasion to tell them.1

Now, with this brief explanation, he may be allowed to begin the tale of certain episodes in the history of the Thirteen, which have more particularly attracted him by the Parisian flavor of their details and the whimsicality of their contrasts.

CHAPTER I.

  MADAME JULES
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Certain streets in Paris are as degraded as a man covered with infamy; also, there are noble streets, streets simply respectable, young streets on the morality of which the public has not yet formed an opinion; also cut-throat streets, streets older than the age of the oldest dowagers, estimable streets, streets always clean, streets always dirty, working, laboring, and mercantile streets. In short, the streets of Paris have every human quality, and impress us, by what we must call their physiognomy, with certain ideas against which we are defenceless. There are, for instance, streets of a bad neighborhood in which you could not be induced to live, and streets where you would willingly take up your abode. Some streets, like the rue Montmartre, have a charming head, and end in a fish’s tail. The rue de la Paix is a wide street, a fine street, yet it wakens none of those gracefully noble thoughts which come to an impressible mind in the middle of the rue Royale, and it certainly lacks the majesty which reigns in the Place Vendome.

If you walk the streets of the Ile Saint-Louis, do not seek the reason of the nervous sadness that lays hold upon you save in the solitude of the spot, the gloomy look of the houses, and the great deserted mansions. This island, the ghost of fermiers-generaux, is the Venice of Paris. The Place de la Bourse is voluble, busy, degraded; it is never fine except by moonlight at two in the morning. By day it is Paris epitomized; by night it is a dream of Greece[2q]. The rue Traversiere-Saint-Honore—is not that a villainous street? Look at the wretched little houses with two windows on a floor, where vice, crime, and misery abound. The narrow streets exposed to the north, where the sun never comes more than three or four times a year, are the cut-throat streets which murder with impunity; the authorities of the present day do not meddle with them; but in former times the Parliament might perhaps have summoned the lieutenant of police and reprimanded him for the state of things; and it would, at least, have issued some decree against such streets, as it once did against the wigs of the Chapter of Beauvais. And yet Monsieur Benoiston de Chateauneuf has proved that the mortality of these streets is double that of others! To sum up such theories by a single example: is not the rue Fromentin both murderous and profligate!

These observations, incomprehensible out of Paris, will doubtless be understood by musing men of thought and poesy and pleasure, who know, while rambling about Paris, how to harvest the mass of floating interests which may be gathered at all hours within her walls; to them Paris is the most delightful and varied of monsters: here, a pretty woman; farther on, a haggard pauper; here, new as the coinage of a new reign; there, in this corner, elegant as a fashionable woman. A monster, moreover, complete! Its garrets, as it were, a head full of knowledge and genius; its first storeys stomachs repleted; its shops, actual feet, where the busy ambulating crowds are moving. Ah! what an ever-active life the monster leads! Hardly has the last vibration of the last carriage coming from a ball ceased at its heart before its arms are moving at the barriers and it shakes itself slowly into motion. Doors open; turning on their hinges like the membrane of some huge lobster, invisibly manipulated by thirty thousand men or women, of whom each individual occupies a space of six square feet, but has a kitchen, a workshop, a bed, children, a garden, little light to see by, but must see all. Imperceptibly, the articulations begin to crack; motion communicates itself; the street speaks. By mid-day, all is alive; the chimneys smoke, the monster eats; then he roars, and his thousand paws begin to ramp. Splendid spectacle! But, O Paris! he who has not admired your gloomy passages, your gleams and flashes of light, your deep and silent cul-de-sacs, who has not listened to your murmurings between midnight and two in the morning, knows nothing as yet of your true poesy, nor of your broad and fantastic contrasts.

There are a few amateurs who never go their way heedlessly; who savor their Paris, so to speak; who know its physiognomy so well that they see every wart, and pimple, and redness. To others, Paris is always that monstrous marvel, that amazing assemblage of activities, of schemes, of thoughts; the city of a hundred thousand tales, the head of the universe. But to those few, Paris is sad or gay, ugly or beautiful, living or dead; to them Paris is a creature; every man, every fraction of a house is a lobe of the cellular tissue of that great courtesan whose head and heart and fantastic customs they know so well. These men are lovers of Paris; they lift their noses at such or such a corner of a street, certain that they can see the face of a clock; they tell a friend whose tobacco-pouch is empty, “Go down that passage and turn to the left; there’s a tobacconist next door to a confectioner, where there’s a pretty girl.” Rambling about Paris is, to these poets, a costly luxury. How can they help spending precious minutes before the dramas, disasters, faces, and picturesque events which meet us everywhere amid this heaving queen of cities, clothed in posters,—who has, nevertheless, not a single clean corner, so complying is she to the vices of the French nation! Who has not chanced to leave his home early in the morning, intending to go to some extremity of Paris, and found himself unable to get away from the centre of it by the dinner-hour? Such a man will know how to excuse this vagabondizing start upon our tale; which, however, we here sum up in an observation both useful and novel, as far as any observation can be novel in Paris, where there is nothing new,—not even the statue erected yesterday, on which some young gamin has already scribbled his name.

Well, then! there are streets, or ends of streets, there are houses, unknown for the most part to persons of social distinction, to which a woman of that class cannot go without causing cruel and very wounding things to be thought of her. Whether the woman be rich and has a carriage, whether she is on foot, or is disguised, if she enters one of these Parisian defiles at any hour of the day, she compromises her reputation as a virtuous woman. If, by chance, she is there at nine in the evening the conjectures that an observer permits himself to make upon her may prove fearful in their consequences. But if the woman is young and pretty, if she enters a house in one of those streets, if the house has a long, dark, damp, and evil-smelling passage-way, at the end of which flickers the pallid gleam of an oil lamp, and if beneath that gleam appears the horrid face of a withered old woman with fleshless fingers, ah, then! and we say it in the interests of young and pretty women, that woman is lost. She is at the mercy of the first man of her acquaintance who sees her in that Parisian slough. There is more than one street in Paris where such a meeting may lead to a frightful drama, a bloody drama of death and love, a drama of the modern school.

Unhappily, this scene, this modern drama itself, will be comprehended by only a small number of persons; and it is a pity to tell the tale to a public which cannot enter into its local merit. But who can flatter himself that he will ever be understood? We all die unknown—‘tis the saying of women and of authors[1q].

At half-past eight o’clock one evening, in the rue Pagevin, in the days when that street had no wall which did not echo some infamous word, and was, in the direction of the rue Soly, the narrowest and most impassable street in Paris (not excepting the least frequented corner of the most deserted street),—at the beginning of the month of February about thirteen years ago, a young man, by one of those chances which come but once in life, turned the corner of the rue Pagevin to enter the rue des Vieux-Augustins, close to the rue Soly. There, this young man, who lived himself in the rue de Bourbon, saw in a woman near whom he had been unconsciously walking, a vague resemblance to the prettiest woman in Paris; a chaste and delightful person, with whom he was secretly and passionately in love,—a love without hope; she was married. In a moment his heart leaped, an intolerable heat surged from his centre and flowed through all his veins; his back turned cold, the skin of his head crept. He loved, he was young, he knew Paris; and his knowledge did not permit him to be ignorant of all there was of possible infamy in an elegant, rich, young, and beautiful woman walking there, alone, with a furtively criminal step. She in that mud! at that hour!

The love that this young man felt for that woman may seem romantic, and all the more so because he was an officer in the Royal Guard. If he had been in the infantry, the affair might have seemed more likely; but, as an officer of rank in the cavalry, he belonged to that French arm which demands rapidity in its conquests and derives as much vanity from its amorous exploits as from its dashing uniform. But the passion of this officer was a true love, and many young hearts will think it noble. He loved this woman because she was virtuous; he loved her virtue, her modest grace, her imposing saintliness, as the dearest treasures of his hidden passion. This woman was indeed worthy to inspire one of those platonic loves which are found, like flowers amid bloody ruins, in the history of the middle-ages; worthy to be the hidden principle of all the actions of a young man’s life; a love as high, as pure as the skies when blue; a love without hope and to which men bind themselves because it can never deceive; a love that is prodigal of unchecked enjoyment, especially at an age when the heart is ardent, the imagination keen, and the eyes of a man see very clearly.

Strange, weird, inconceivable effects may be met with at night in Paris. Only those who have amused themselves by watching those effects have any idea how fantastic a woman may appear there at dusk. At times the creature whom you are following, by accident or design, seems to you light and slender; the stockings, if they are white, make you fancy that the legs must be slim and elegant; the figure though wrapped in a shawl, or concealed by a pelisse, defines itself gracefully and seductively among the shadows; anon, the uncertain gleam thrown from a shop-window or a street lamp bestows a fleeting lustre, nearly always deceptive, on the unknown woman, and fires the imagination, carrying it far beyond the truth. The senses then bestir themselves; everything takes color and animation; the woman appears in an altogether novel aspect; her person becomes beautiful. Behold! she is not a woman, she is a demon, a siren, who is drawing you by magnetic attraction to some respectable house, where the worthy bourgeoise, frightened by your threatening step and the clack of your boots, shuts the door in your face without looking at you.

A vacillating gleam, thrown from the shop-window of a shoemaker, suddenly illuminated from the waist down the figure of the woman who was before the young man. Ah! surely, she alone had that swaying figure; she alone knew the secret of that chaste gait which innocently set into relief the many beauties of that attractive form. Yes, that was the shawl, and that the velvet bonnet which she wore in the mornings. On her gray silk stockings not a spot, on her shoes not a splash. The shawl held tightly round the bust disclosed, vaguely, its charming lines; and the young man, who had often seen those shoulders at a ball, knew well the treasures that the shawl concealed. By the way a Parisian woman wraps a shawl around her, and the way she lifts her feet in the street, a man of intelligence in such studies can divine the secret of her mysterious errand. There is something, I know not what, of quivering buoyancy in the person, in the gait; the woman seems to weigh less; she steps, or rather, she glides like a star, and floats onward led by a thought which exhales from the folds and motion of her dress. The young man hastened his step, passed the woman, and then turned back to look at her. Pst! she had disappeared into a passage-way, the grated door of which and its bell still rattled and sounded. The young man walked back to the alley and saw the woman reach the farther end, where she began to mount—not without receiving the obsequious bow of an old portress—a winding staircase, the lower steps of which were strongly lighted; she went up buoyantly, eagerly, as though impatient.

“Impatient for what?” said the young man to himself, drawing back to lean against a wooden railing on the other side of the street. He gazed, unhappy man, at the different storeys of the house, with the keen attention of a detective searching for a conspirator.

It was one of those houses of which there are thousands in Paris, ignoble, vulgar, narrow, yellowish in tone, with four storeys and three windows on each floor. The outer blinds of the first floor were closed. Where was she going? The young man fancied he heard the tinkle of a bell on the second floor. As if in answer to it, a light began to move in a room with two windows strongly illuminated, which presently lit up the third window, evidently that of a first room, either the salon or the dining-room of the apartment. Instantly the outline of a woman’s bonnet showed vaguely on the window, and a door between the two rooms must have closed, for the first was dark again, while the two other windows resumed their ruddy glow. At this moment a voice said, “Hi, there!” and the young man was conscious of a blow on his shoulder.

“Why don’t you pay attention?” said the rough voice of a workman, carrying a plank on his shoulder. The man passed on. He was the voice of Providence saying to the watcher: “What are you meddling with? Think of your own duty; and leave these Parisians to their own affairs.”

The young man crossed his arms; then, as no one beheld him, he suffered tears of rage to flow down his cheeks unchecked. At last the sight of the shadows moving behind the lighted windows gave him such pain that he looked elsewhere and noticed a hackney-coach, standing against a wall in the upper part of the rue des Vieux-Augustins, at a place where there was neither the door of a house, nor the light of a shop-window.

Was it she? Was it not she? Life or death to a lover! This lover waited. He stood there during a century of twenty minutes. After that the woman came down, and he then recognized her as the one whom he secretly loved. Nevertheless, he wanted still to doubt. She went to the hackney-coach, and got into it.

“The house will always be there and I can search it later,” thought the young man, following the carriage at a run, to solve his last doubts; and soon he did so.

The carriage stopped in the rue de Richelieu before a shop for artificial flowers, close to the rue de Menars. The lady got out, entered the shop, sent out the money to pay the coachman, and presently left the shop herself, on foot, after buying a bunch of marabouts. Marabouts for her black hair! The officer beheld her, through the window-panes, placing the feathers to her head to see the effect, and he fancied he could hear the conversation between herself and the shop-woman.

“Oh! madame, nothing is more suitable for brunettes: brunettes have something a little too strongly marked in their lines, and marabouts give them just that flow which they lack. Madame la Duchesse de Langeais says they give a woman something vague, Ossianic, and very high-bred.”

“Very good; send them to me at once.”

Then the lady turned quickly toward the rue de Menars, and entered her own house. When the door closed on her, the young lover, having lost his hopes, and worse, far worse, his dearest beliefs, walked through the streets like a drunken man, and presently found himself in his own room without knowing how he came there. He flung himself into an arm-chair, put his head in his hands and his feet on the andirons, drying his boots until he burned them. It was an awful moment,—one of those moments in human life when the character is moulded, and the future conduct of the best of men depends on the good or evil fortune of his first action. Providence or fatality?—choose which you will.

This young man belonged to a good family, whose nobility was not very ancient; but there are so few really old families in these days, that all men of rank are ancient without dispute. His grandfather had bought the office of counsellor to the Parliament of Paris, where he afterwards became president. His sons, each provided with a handsome fortune, entered the army, and through their marriages became attached to the court. The Revolution swept the family away; but one old dowager, too obstinate to emigrate, was left; she was put in prison, threatened with death, but was saved by the 9th Thermidor and recovered her property. When the proper time came, about the year 1804, she recalled her grandson to France. Auguste de Maulincour, the only scion of the Carbonnon de Maulincour, was brought up by the good dowager with the triple care of a mother, a woman of rank, and an obstinate dowager. When the Restoration came, the young man, then eighteen years of age, entered the Maison-Rouge, followed the princes to Ghent, was made an officer in the body-guard, left it to serve in the line, but was recalled later to the Royal Guard, where, at twenty-three years of age, he found himself major of a cavalry regiment,—a splendid position, due to his grandmother, who had played her cards well to obtain it, in spite of his youth. This double biography is a compendium of the general and special history, barring variations, of all the noble families who emigrated having debts and property, dowagers and tact.

Madame la Baronne de Maulincour had a friend in the old Vidame de Pamiers, formerly a commander of the Knights of Malta. This was one of those undying friendships founded on sexagenary ties which nothing can weaken, because at the bottom of such intimacies there are certain secrets of the human heart, delightful to guess at when we have the time, insipid to explain in twenty words, and which might make the text of a work in four volumes as amusing as the Doyen de Killerine,—a work about which young men talk and judge without having read it.

Auguste de Maulincour belonged therefore to the faubourg Saint-Germain through his grandmother and the vidame, and it sufficed him to date back two centuries to take the tone and opinions of those who assume to go back to Clovis. This young man, pale, slender, and delicate in appearance, a man of honor and true courage, who would fight a duel for a yes or a no, had never yet fought upon a battle-field, though he wore in his button-hole the cross of the Legion of honor. He was, as you perceive, one of the blunders of the Restoration, perhaps the most excusable of them. The youth of those days was the youth of no epoch. It came between the memories of the Empire and those of the Emigration, between the old traditions of the court and the conscientious education of the bourgeoisie; between religion and fancy-balls; between two political faiths, between Louis XVIII., who saw only the present, and Charles X., who looked too far into the future; it was moreover bound to accept the will of the king, though the king was deceiving and tricking it. This unfortunate youth, blind and yet clear-sighted, was counted as nothing by old men jealously keeping the reins of the State in their feeble hands, while the monarchy could have been saved by their retirement and the accession of this Young France, which the old doctrinaires, the emigres of the Restoration, still speak of slightingly. Auguste de Maulincour was a victim to the ideas which weighed in those days upon French youth, and we must here explain why.

The Vidame de Pamiers was still, at sixty-seven years of age, a very brilliant man, having seen much and lived much; a good talker, a man of honor and a gallant man, but who held as to women the most detestable opinions; he loved them, and he despised them. Their honor! their feelings! Ta-ra-ra, rubbish and shams! When he was with them, he believed in them, the ci-devant “monstre”; he never contradicted them, and he made them shine. But among his male friends, when the topic of the sex came up, he laid down the principle that to deceive women, and to carry on several intrigues at once, should be the occupation of those young men who were so misguided as to wish to meddle in the affairs of the State. It is sad to have to sketch so hackneyed a portrait, for has it not figured everywhere and become, literally, as threadbare as that of a grenadier of the Empire? But the vidame had an influence on Monsieur de Maulincour’s destiny which obliges us to preserve his portrait; he lectured the young man after his fashion, and did his best to convert him to the doctrines of the great age of gallantry.

The dowager, a tender-hearted, pious woman, sitting between God and her vidame, a model of grace and sweetness, but gifted with that well-bred persistency which triumphs in the long run, had longed to preserve for her grandson the beautiful illusions of life, and had therefore brought him up in the highest principles; she instilled into him her own delicacy of feeling and made him, to outward appearance, a timid man, if not a fool. The sensibilities of the young fellow, preserved pure, were not worn by contact without; he remained so chaste, so scrupulous, that he was keenly offended by actions and maxims to which the world attached no consequence. Ashamed of this susceptibility, he forced himself to conceal it under a false hardihood; but he suffered in secret, all the while scoffing with others at the things he reverenced.

It came to pass that he was deceived; because, in accordance with a not uncommon whim of destiny, he, a man of gentle melancholy, and spiritual in love, encountered in the object of his first passion a woman who held in horror all German sentimentalism. The young man, in consequence, distrusted himself, became dreamy, absorbed in his griefs, complaining of not being understood. Then, as we desire all the more violently the things we find difficult to obtain, he continued to adore women with that ingenuous tenderness and feline delicacy the secret of which belongs to women themselves, who may, perhaps, prefer to keep the monopoly of it. In point of fact, though women of the world complain of the way men love them, they have little liking themselves for those whose soul is half feminine. Their own superiority consists in making men believe they are their inferiors in love; therefore they will readily leave a lover if he is inexperienced enough to rob them of those fears with which they seek to deck themselves, those delightful tortures of feigned jealousy, those troubles of hope betrayed, those futile expectations,—in short, the whole procession of their feminine miseries. They hold Sir Charles Grandison in horror. What can be more contrary to their nature than a tranquil, perfect love? They want emotions; happiness without storms is not happiness to them. Women with souls that are strong enough to bring infinitude into love are angelic exceptions; they are among women what noble geniuses are among men. Their great passions are rare as masterpieces. Below the level of such love come compromises, conventions, passing and contemptible irritations, as in all things petty and perishable.

Amid the hidden disasters of his heart, and while he was still seeking the woman who could comprehend him (a search which, let us remark in passing, is one of the amorous follies of our epoch), Auguste met, in the rank of society that was farthest from his own, in the secondary sphere of money, where banking holds the first place, a perfect being, one of those women who have I know not what about them that is saintly and sacred,—women who inspire such reverence that love has need of the help of a long familiarity to declare itself.

Auguste then gave himself up wholly to the delights of the deepest and most moving of passions, to a love that was purely adoring. Innumerable repressed desires there were, shadows of passion so vague yet so profound, so fugitive and yet so actual, that one scarcely knows to what we may compare them. They are like perfumes, or clouds, or rays of the sun, or shadows, or whatever there is in nature that shines for a moment and disappears, that springs to life and dies, leaving in the heart long echoes of emotion. When the soul is young enough to nurture melancholy and far-off hope, to find in woman more than a woman, is it not the greatest happiness that can befall a man when he loves enough to feel more joy in touching a gloved hand, or a lock of hair, in listening to a word, in casting a single look, than in all the ardor of possession given by happy love? Thus it is that rejected persons, those rebuffed by fate, the ugly and unfortunate, lovers unrevealed, women and timid men, alone know the treasures contained in the voice of the beloved. Taking their source and their element from the soul itself, the vibrations of the air, charged with passion, put our hearts so powerfully into communion, carrying thought between them so lucidly, and being, above all, so incapable of falsehood, that a single inflection of a voice is often a revelation. What enchantments the intonations of a tender voice can bestow upon the heart of a poet! What ideas they awaken! What freshness they shed there! Love is in the voice before the glance avows it. Auguste, poet after the manner of lovers (there are poets who feel, and poets who express; the first are the happiest), Auguste had tasted all these early joys, so vast, so fecund. SHE possessed the most winning organ that the most artful woman of the world could have desired in order to deceive at her ease; she had that silvery voice which is soft to the ear, and ringing only for the heart which it stirs and troubles, caresses and subjugates.

And this woman went by night to the rue Soly through the rue Pagevin! and her furtive apparition in an infamous house had just destroyed the grandest of passions! The vidame’s logic triumphed.

“If she is betraying her husband we will avenge ourselves,” said Auguste.

There was still faith in that “if.” The philosophic doubt of Descartes is a politeness with which we should always honor virtue. Ten o’clock sounded. The Baron de Maulincour remembered that this woman was going to a ball that evening at a house to which he had access. He dressed, went there, and searched for her through all the salons. The mistress of the house, Madame de Nucingen, seeing him thus occupied, said:—

“You are looking for Madame Jules; but she has not yet come.”

“Good evening, dear,” said a voice.

Auguste and Madame de Nucingen turned round. Madame Jules had arrived, dressed in white, looking simple and noble, wearing in her hair the marabouts the young baron had seen her choose in the flower-shop. That voice of love now pierced his heart. Had he won the slightest right to be jealous of her he would have petrified her then and there by saying the words, “Rue Soly!” But if he, an alien to her life, had said those words in her ear a thousand times, Madame Jules would have asked him in astonishment what he meant. He looked at her stupidly.

For those sarcastic persons who scoff at all things it may be a great amusement to detect the secret of a woman, to know that her chastity is a lie, that her calm face hides some anxious thought, that under that pure brow is a dreadful drama. But there are other souls to whom the sight is saddening; and many of those who laugh in public, when withdrawn into themselves and alone with their conscience, curse the world while they despise the woman. Such was the case with Auguste de Maulincour, as he stood there in presence of Madame Jules. Singular situation! There was no other relation between them than that which social life establishes between persons who exchange a few words seven or eight times in the course of a winter, and yet he was calling her to account on behalf of a happiness unknown to her; he was judging her, without letting her know of his accusation.

Many young men find themselves thus in despair at having broken forever with a woman adored in secret, condemned and despised in secret. There are many hidden monologues told to the walls of some solitary lodging; storms roused and calmed without ever leaving the depths of hearts; amazing scenes of the moral world, for which a painter is wanted. Madame Jules sat down, leaving her husband to make a turn around the salon. After she was seated she seemed uneasy, and, while talking with her neighbor, she kept a furtive eye on Monsieur Jules Desmarets, her husband, a broker chiefly employed by the Baron de Nucingen. The following is the history of their home life.

Monsieur Desmarets was, five years before his marriage, in a broker’s office, with no other means than the meagre salary of a clerk. But he was a man to whom misfortune had early taught the truths of life, and he followed the strait path with the tenacity of an insect making for its nest; he was one of those dogged young men who feign death before an obstacle and wear out everybody’s patience with their own beetle-like perseverance. Thus, young as he was, he had all the republican virtue of poor peoples; he was sober, saving of his time, an enemy to pleasure. He waited. Nature had given him the immense advantage of an agreeable exterior. His calm, pure brow, the shape of his placid, but expressive face, his simple manners,—all revealed in him a laborious and resigned existence, that lofty personal dignity which is imposing to others, and the secret nobility of heart which can meet all events. His modesty inspired a sort of respect in those who knew him. Solitary in the midst of Paris, he knew the social world only by glimpses during the brief moments which he spent in his patron’s salon on holidays.

There were passions in this young man, as in most of the men who live in that way, of amazing profundity,—passions too vast to be drawn into petty incidents. His want of means compelled him to lead an ascetic life, and he conquered his fancies by hard work. After paling all day over figures, he found his recreation in striving obstinately to acquire that wide general knowledge so necessary in
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