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•          HONORÉ de BALZAC          •

EUGÉNIE GRANDET

 

Many people (among them Henry James) have considered Balzac to be the greatest of all novelists. EUGENIÉ GRANDET, his spare, classical story of a girl whose life is blighted by her father’s hysterical greed, goes a long way to justifying that opinion. One of the most magnificent of his tales of early nineteenth-century French provincial life, this novel is the work of a writer on whom nothing was lost, and who represents most fully the ability of the human animal to understand and illuminate its own condition.
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INTRODUCTION

 

Though Eugénie Grandet was Balzac’s greatest critical success in his own lifetime, it is now one of the few novels from his vast output to survive in popular esteem, while the critics have moved on to more rarefied works. This change in fashion would have caused mixed feelings in the author, who dismissed Eugénie as ‘a good little tale, easy to sell’. He believed that his ‘serious’ novels – mainly studies in occultism – were underrated, but the good little tale has outlived them, and it is easy to see why. A simple plot, vivid characters and superbly described provincial settings are rendered in brilliant, sinuous prose, peppered with a ceaseless flow of epigrams and exhilarating generalizations. The novel is uncluttered by the cod sociology and mysticism which mar so many of Balzac’s stories. Presented with a clarity and distance suggestive of Flaubert, the characters have an animal vitality which Balzac seems to recognize by constant analogies with the natural world: Grandet is a Bengal tiger or a boa constrictor, his wife an insect, their servant a dog. Probably a portrait of the author’s mistress, Marie du Fresnay, Eugénie is an especially attractive protagonist, with her conviction that she is ‘too ugly’ for love. There are no improbable heroes or languishing duchesses to try the reader’s patience, none of the melodramatic secrets, bizarre theories or endlessly postponed denouements to which Balzac is addicted – just a small group of people engaged in a quiet life which seems both impossibly remote and yet absolutely real. Above all, the action of the novel develops with an inexorable logic which make readers say to themselves: Yes, that is exactly how it would have been. This is the force of traditional realism – not photographic accuracy or even general fidelity to circumstance but the illusion of irresistible truth.

These are old-fashioned virtues – and this is an old-fashioned way of describing fiction – with little appeal for post-Barthesian celebrants of Balzac as semiological wizard, but they will probably always remain the best reasons for such popularity as he still has. Balzac’s contemporaries, who found his more esoteric novels hard to fathom while perversely deploring his obsession with the minutiae of ordinary life in others, were always urging him write a second Eugénie Grandet. They liked its simplicity, its charm, the quiet, formal perfection of the story. Such advice displays their own limitations, but their judgement that this was his most finished and accessible novel has stood the test of time. Some of Balzac’s gifts find greater scope in other, bigger books – his unrivalled fertility of invention, for example, his passionate intellectual curiosity, and his practical knowledge of how diverse lives actually work; he is the man to go to if you want to know what makes a cooper different from a cobbler, or a tramp from a tinker – but his greatest talent as a novelist is the simplest and yet the most important: the ability to tell a gripping tale. Eugénie Grandet contains the usual budgets of information about manners and customs, but they are perfectly integrated into the narrative – indeed, they constitute essential parts of it. What holds us is the story. Balzac is a king among story-tellers and Eugénie is his crown.

All his novels, even the weakest, are imbued with the hypnotic narrative power he shared with his English contemporary, Dickens, but the sheer quantity of his output means that he sometimes faltered. Such faltering is not unique to Balzac. Given the size and style of nineteenth-century novels – described by Henry James as fluid puddings or loose baggy monsters – it was inevitably common. Tolstoy and Dickens, Eliot and Dostoevsky: they all nod at times. But each great novelist nods in his or her own way, and Balzac’s way takes the form of logghorea: a sort of manic twittering as he scuttles off down a dark irrelevant alley in search of his current obsession while the story languishes. There are no such moments in Eugénie Grandet, so disciplined is the writing, so perfectly paced the narrative, and so beautifully proportioned to its subject. Such qualities owe something to the book’s brevity, but not much: a misshapen short novel can feel longer than War and Peace. What matters is the matching of material and treatment, the supreme mark of any writer’s artistry. As contemporary critics observed, there is an almost classical sense of form in this book which goes with its classical transparency of narrative. Balzac’s romantic passion for mysteries gives way here to his evident pleasure in working out a story in the most public and economical manner. We guess what is going to happen at the outset, but instead of diminishing our interest, this knowledge intensifies it. Knowing what will befall makes us want to see how it does so.

The plot, based on an age-old formula which can be summed up in a few words, concerns a rich father who forbids his only daughter to marry a poor man. This formula is given a new twist by the fact that the lovers are first cousins whose fathers are brothers: hers a millionaire miser, his a bankrupt suicide. From such thin material Balzac creates a rich fictional texture in which layers of meaning are suggested by the simplest effects such as describing the way in which meals are served, clothes worn or looks exchanged. Very little happens in the novel outside the daily round of domestic and commercial life, and little of that concerns Eugénie directly. Though the story takes her name, Père Grandet is the active character, not his daughter. Given Balzac’s often expressed view that women are born to suffer, this is hardly surprising. Until the arrival of her cousin Charles, Eugénie’s existence is like one of the sparsely furnished rooms in her father’s house, an empty space waiting for something to happen. For a while the space is filled by love. Then, in one of Balzac’s most powerful strokes, the emptiness returns in a new form at the novel’s close.

Eugénie’s transformation – we shall return to it in a moment – doesn’t happen in a vacuum. As always in Balzac, the milieu is crucial. Like the vines and poplars on which they depend, the Grandets are rooted in the soil of Touraine to such an extent that their house seems to grow out of the hillside: ‘Rain and frost had gnawed numerous irregular holes in the surface…Above the bas-relief there was a projecting ledge of masonry where some chance-sown plants had taken root…’ The building is weather-worn outside and crumbling within. In their dun-coloured clothes its inhabitants live on the edge of life, skimped even for heat and light by Père Grandet’s miserly ways. Every detail is noted, down to the servant’s warts. Balzac is a writer whose delight in appearances encompasses every mode from the interior decorator’s passion for glitzy surfaces to the philosopher’s interest in the hidden depths behind them. He loves grand theories, but he also loves lists, inventories, catalogues. He has an extraordinary grasp on the materiality of the world, the sensuous quality of objects. All his books are filled with things and Eugénie Grandet is no exception. Barrels, staves, bottles, carts, cobbles, knives, dishes, furniture, buildings, clothes, meals, animals, coins, shops and their meagre contents, luggage, playing-cards, letters, candles (both tallow and wax) – everything is lovingly described, from the rotting staircase in the Grandet house to the luxurious fittings of Charles’s travelling bag. Everything has its place in a complete vision of life at a particular time and place. The dramatic virtues of this method – its distance from mere description – become apparent at critical moments in the novel. When Eugénie falls in love with Charles, there is a passage Proust must have drawn on for his patch of yellow wall. She looks into the dank garden, shaded by the massive town-ramparts into which it is built, and sees how ‘The sunlight crept along the wall till it reached a maidenhair fern; the changing hues of a pigeon’s breast shone from the thick fronds and glossy stems, and all Eugénie’s future grew bright with radiant hopes. Henceforward, the bit of wall, its pale flowers, its blue harebells and bleached grasses, was a pleasant sight for her; it called up associations which had all the charm of the memories of childhood.’ Out of context, this description is charming but unremarkable; in context it hints at the opposite of what it seems to say.

The story is set in Saumur which, though a typical French provincial town, is nevertheless not quite like any other provincial town. ‘Here…the whole trade of the district depends upon an atmospherical depression.’ Within the geography of the region it has its own character, just as local speech inflects the national language in a distinctive way. And within the town its various classes are carefully distinguished. The secondary characters of the upper bourgeoisie – the Cruchots and the Grassins – are a particular triumph of this novel, their battle for Eugénie’s hand – or rather, her fortune – providing a context within which we can assess the excesses of the Grandet household. Compared with them, the otherwise baffling figure of Père Grandet becomes comprehensible. He represents the pathological development of normal middle-class behaviour in Saumur, where social life is a series of skirmishes and commercial life a permanent war. Everything comes down to a battle of wills in which Père Grandet always prevails. As Balzac remarked: ‘The life of a miser is a constant exercise of human power.’ Grandet’s boldness makes the Cruchots and the Grassins look pretentious and grubby – a point Balzac makes very neatly in his description of the snuff on Monsieur Cruchot’s soiled shirt frill. However base his motives, Grandet shares his creator’s magnificent energy, ambition and determination to conquer.

The town, or one part of it, is described in some detail before the action begins. This is more than scene-setting. Like Dickens, Balzac had a powerful sense of place. The modern writer who most resembles him is Simenon, whose claustrophobic provincial houses and fashionable Paris apartments owe more than a little to the older master: we can see in his approach to locale a stripped-down version of the Balzacian economy. Like Simenon, Balzac narrows his focus from a town in a region to one house in a particular street – and, in this case, to one room in that house where most of the action (or should one call it the non-action?) takes place. Here, the furniture is bleached by the sun, the curtains dusty and faded. When Charles Grandet arrives from Paris, he expects to find a chateau; instead, he walks into a hen-roost.

If geography is crucial to the novel, so is history. The story is set in the period of the Bourbon Restoration, but Balzac is careful to give us an account of old Grandet’s rise to fortune under the various regimes which followed the Revolution of 1789. The town is conservative: ‘There was little sympathy felt for the Revolution in Saumur.’ The historical perspective, like the geographical setting, operates in different ways, from the macro-level of national events to the micro-level of individual lives, and the account of Grandet’s career is a skilful way of linking the two. The same method is applied less minutely to his Parisian brother and nephew, and the cumulative effect is to place Eugénie’s quiet life at the crossroads of the great and complex events which affect her at many removes. If her father had not made astute political choices, she would not be an heiress. If her uncle had not fallen victim to the bust and boom economics of the 1820s, she might never have met and fallen in love with her cousin. If the French had not developed imperial pretensions in the West Indies, that cousin might have found fortune at home and remained faithful to her. But, as in Greek tragedy, these events happen out of sight, to be described by the author as chorus, leaving the stage free for actions directly involving Eugénie herself.

The action is set in train by Charles Grandet’s arrival from Paris – a reversal of the usual Balzac pattern, in which an ambitious provincial heads for the capital in search of fame and fortune. Charles might be his creator’s own sardonic comment on the dashing young heroes for whom he had such a weakness. He is everything that local men are not: elegant, refined, handsome, sensitive, aesthetic. To Eugénie, these qualities of breeding and sexual attractiveness irresistibly suggest their moral counterparts: goodness, love, honour. The illusion is confirmed by Charles’s grief at his father’s death, which implies a depth of feeling that surely guarantees his decency? In the marvellous birthday scene, his aristocratic clothes and manners show up the coarseness of Eugénie’s other suitors; and Balzac, always responsive to male beauty, contrasts his feminine delicacy amusingly with the masculine coarseness of the female servant Nanon. But the physical contrast underlines the moral difference. Where the sturdy Nanon is loyal, honest and self-sacrificing, Charles is weak and selfish. His charm is the outward expression of narcissism, polished and corrupted by Parisian life. Charles’s good feelings are real enough – he reveres his mother’s memory and the news of his father’s suicide prostrates him – but they are shallow. For all his fine sentiments, Charles is a creature of fashion; in fact, his sentiments are the most fashionable thing about him, couched in the trashy language of contemporary romantic fiction, as we see from the letter to his mistress. The juxtaposition with Eugénie’s simple language could not be more revealing. In a wonderfully ironic piece of writing, Balzac shows us how Charles’s good feelings are corrupted by vanity and false ideals. Within hours of hearing about his father’s suicide, his grief has transmuted into self-pity. When he writes to friends about the possibility of retrieving his own fortunes by marriage with Eugénie, it is not his concern for the future we deplore, but the artlessly egotistical style of it. He is truly a ‘creature’ of fashion.

As a result, Charles Grandet is not a bad man but just as much a slave to gold as his uncle, though the slavery takes a more graceful form. The novel’s deepest irony is that Eugénie herself, despite her indifference to money, eventually becomes, if not her fortune’s slave, then certainly its servant, and Balzac shows us exactly how this comes about. Though she may be passive, Eugénie is no victim. That role is reserved for her mother, one of those tragic middle-aged Balzac women who surrender to the tyranny of their husbands, finding relief only in the very piety which enforces their submission by equating religious obedience with domestic slavery. But Madame Grandet’s daughter is made of stronger stuff. Despite Balzac’s theory of female submission to fate, his own more spirited heroines – like some of the women in his elaborately amorous private life — assert their individuality within the narrow constraints of their lives. Eugénie is one of them. She is, after all, her father’s child and, in every sense, his heiress. Always alert to the transmission of family characteristics, not least to their reappearance in surprising forms over long periods of time (it was one of the themes he bequeathed to Proust), Balzac delights in following Eugénie’s faint but growing resemblance to Père Grandet as the years pass. Disappointment in love is the overt cause of this evolution, but Balzac also hints at a kind of genetic destiny for his heroine. Like Dickens, he was especially intrigued by the father-daughter relationship, but he sees deeper than his English contemporary whose sight was obscured by a sentimental view of young girls. Balzac, fascinated by family likenesses, observes that, as girls become women, they harden, however slightly, into images of their tribe. Eugénie will never become the monster her father was, but she is a kind of monster, all the same, set apart from the world by fabulous wealth and heredity.

Like every child, Eugénie has a double inheritance, from mother and from father, and in this case the inheritance embodies her creator’s belief in a doctrine of human nature according to which the outward man is subject to physical laws, while the inner being is controlled by quite distinct spiritual and psychological powers. In Eugénie’s life her father represents the first domain, her mother the second. So she submits to Père Grandet’s authority while reserving the right to bestow her affections as she chooses. He embodies the might – and the right – of the material world for his daughter, and indeed, for his neighbours in Saumur. The point is made frequently and explicitly. Grandet is presented as a force of nature, one of Balzac’s uncanny virtuosi who have privileged access to the secrets of the universe – in his case, the knack of making a vast fortune by manipulating the markets in wine, gold and timber. But he remains a peasant, and his gifts are the gifts of earth. Again and again Balzac emphasizes the miser’s corporeality, linking him with soil, casks, vines, trees, the cooper’s craft and, above all, the gold in which he takes such sensuous delight. It has been rightly said that, like so many of Balzac’s characters, Grandet is possessed by an idea, in his case the idea of wealth; but, unlike the rich bankers and lawyers who fawn upon him, he craves not the kudos that wealth can bring but the bodily contact with his riches, numbering his trees and counting his gold each day. He needs to satisfy his senses more than his imagination.

If Eugénie accepts her father’s authority, love awakens her to the knowledge that he cannot control – or even understand – her emotional life, any more than he understands her mother’s spiritual life. To him, they are just feminine quirks. Eugénie’s discovery is all the more compelling because, until the arrival of Charles opens her eyes to other possibilities, she has been content with her meagre existence, so completely does she identify with it. Not for her the absorbing dreams of an Emma Bovary. But once aroused, the animal placidity which has caused her to live so completely at one with her milieu, gives her the strength to preserve her love while accepting her lot. Nevertheless, the separation of emotional and imaginative life from social and moral duty which this entails inevitably gives rise to a conflict which wreaks its damage at first not on Eugénie herself but on her mother. Having subordinated her worldly existence absolutely to her husband and her otherworldly hopes absolutely to the church, Madame Grandet, with nowhere to hide from domestic conflict, even in the recesses of her heart, finds herself fatally torn between loyalty to her daughter and the obedience to her husband enjoined upon her by society and by God. Her agony when she is forced to tell a white lie shows how vulnerable she is to any kind of pressure. Unable to bear it, she falls ill, and though she dies from an organic disease, it is is clearly rooted in moral causes.

Eugénie survives the trouble which kills her mother because she is apparently able to separate her inner life from her filial duty, but in the end she too pays a price for the separation. As the story concludes we realize that heartbreak has condemned her to a kind of living death. In her, Grandet’s carnal joy in wealth becomes a despairing devotion to her inheritance. When Charles returns from exile in the Indies with a fortune, he has become the son-in-law Grandet might have welcomed: canny, harsh, self-serving. But the old miser has died and Charles has other ideas. With money of his own, he wants a wife who can help him to climb back into Parisian society, not an unsophisticated provincial girl, however rich. Disappointed in love after waiting so many years for its fulfilment, Eugénie falls back on the only other life she knows: filial duty. Once her father dies, the focus of this duty is his fortune. ‘The pale cold glint of gold was destined to suffuse that saintly life and lead a woman who was all feeling to look upon any show of affection with distrust.’ As a result she becomes simultaneously the guardian and the prisoner of Grandet’s hoard, like a dragon in a fairy tale.

The power of money is one of the great themes of mid-nineteenth-century fiction in ways late twentieth-century readers can easily relate to, given resemblances between the 1830s and the 1980s. It was Thiers, the guiding light of the Bourbon restoration, who encouraged his fellow countrymen to ‘Enrichissez vous!’ much as President Reagan and Mrs Thatcher exhorted their followers 150 years later. Balzac, who was, for all his aristocratic pretensions, at heart a bourgeois of the bourgeois, accepted this policy in practice, though deploring it theoretically from his standpoint as a conservative supporter of church and crown. He delighted in the flashier fruits of new wealth while energetically chronicling the corruptions to which its cult gave rise. With a passion for luxury which left him permanently in ruinous debt, he understood from experience the appetites money feeds and creates, but he also realized that the sheer quantity of money generated by revolutions in industry and commerce was a terrifying new power in human affairs, the power of capital, which swept all before it, destroying traditions, institutions and even whole communities as it went. Money had become a force in its own right penetrating every sphere of life: politics, manners, morals, relationships. Even individual self-consciousness could be formed by it.

Eugénie Grandet contrasts the new capitalism – operating only in Paris – with older attitudes to money which still prevail in the provinces. Financiers may be a rarity in Saumur, but everyone appreciates the value of their goods ‘to a barrel-stave’. Dependent on the climate to ripen their grapes, they speak of ‘golden weather’ and ‘in language which likewise is no mere figure of speech’, they say ‘It is raining gold louis.’ They all know ‘the exact value of sun or rain at the right moment’. This is Grandet. No modern capitalist, he nevertheless understands instinctively how to ride the business cycle. But for him, gold is an object of love and a source of self-esteem, before it is a means to power; it lacks the dynamic, invasive quality of capital as described by Balzac’s contemporary, Karl Marx. He worships it as an idol of himself, not as an alien god. He even takes erotic pleasure in it. ‘When Mme Grandet and Eugénie were fast asleep, the old cooper would come to be with his gold, and hug himself upon it, and toy with it, and fondle it…’ Though we are shown at the beginning of the novel how his avarice has affected him physically and emotionally – ‘Certain small indefinable habits, furtive movements, slightly mysterious promptings of greed did not escape the keen observation of fellow-worshippers. There is something vulpine about the eyes of a man who lends money at an exorbitant rate of interest; they gradually and surely contract’ – he is not in any sense neurotic. He believes himself to be in control of his fortune and his destiny.

Eugénie, by contrast, is profoundly troubled by her relationship to wealth once she discovers what it means. As an heiress, she is herself a traditional form of commodity, yet she is also a woman of her age with aspirations to individuality and self-expression. Traditionally, heiresses traded their gold for admission to the aristocracy and considered the deal well done. They still do; but in the nineteenth century women began to discover ideals of female emancipation and romantic love which conflicted with the demands of the marriage market. This new ideology also undermined the custom which had relieved the dynastic obligations of heiresses by allowing them to take lovers. The custom is still followed by Balzac’s aristocratic women, like Charles’s mistress, but it would never do for a high-minded, romantic girl like Eugénie who experiences a typical Balzacian discord between her dreams and the base realities of life. To the traditional predicament of an heiress, always liable to be forced into a loveless marriage, she adds the divided consciousness of a modern woman torn between duty and desire.

While Marx laboured in the British Museum, another German contemporary of Balzac translated the conflict between dreams and realities into a different medium, mythologizing gold as the nexus of love and power in a monumental sequence of operas, The Ring of the Nibelungs. Comparisons between Balzac and Wagner are unavoidable. Sharing a taste for the sort of life that goes with silk dressing-gowns, both had more than a touch of the charlatan about them, combined with a serious sense of purpose and indestructible self-confidence. While deeply mistrustful of the masses and attached to dubious notions of the Artist and His Role, they were acutely sensitive to new political and philosophical movements. Above all, they possessed the energy, vision and vulgarity necessary to create new forms of epic art in the nineteenth century. Both worked on the largest scale. Wagner’s Ring cycle is nothing less than a history of the universe, while Balzac’s Human Comedy sets out to be a complete account of the contemporary world in a panorama which embraces both natural and supernatural forces. They are perhaps the last great artists in their respective mediums to attempt such audacious completeness – and certainly the last to place humankind firmly at the apex of their vast cosmologies.

Like Wagner, Balzac only invented his great design once it was under way. Indeed, he only became the novelist we now know at the age of thirty when he published his first serious novel, Les Chouans, under his own name. Before that, he had earned a living supplying pseudonymous pot-boilers for a rapidly expanding market, while hoping to make his fortune as a printer. The printing business soon collapsed in financial chaos – the first of many such hopeless enterprises – and in 1829 Balzac began to concentrate on writing. The pressures on him were enormous. He was in direct competition with other, equally prolific novelists – notably Eugène Sue, and Dumas père (the collected works of Dumas alone occupy 286 volumes) – and the appetite for fiction was growing at a rate comparable to the appetite for television in the late twentieth century. In the mid-1830s the serial novel became fashionable in France and England, and Balzac responded to it (as Dickens did) with increasing productivity. He frequently claimed to be working sixteen or eighteen hours a day keeping his publishers happy – not an easy task, given his habit of promising books to different firms at the same time.

Under such burdens, it is all the more amazing that he had the artistic strength of purpose, the breadth of vision, and (not least) the time and stamina to do more than cater for the publishing conveyor belt. In addition to almost one hundred novels and stories completed by the time of his death in 1850, fifty-three further titles were planned or considered but never executed. On Balzac’s own account, the design of the Human Comedy was conceived in the year of Eugénie Grandet. In fact, his plan evolved over time and several incarnations. In 1833 it was to be called Studies in Nineteenth-Century Manners. What prompted the idea is hard to say. Balzac had the French taste for grands projets. He shared the cult of Napoleon and the passion for massiveness and completeness which distinguished contemporaries from Proudhon to Berlioz. But he also seems to have thought of the scheme as a marketing ploy, telling his Polish mistress, Eveline Hanska, that ‘I have the same scorn for money that you yourself possess. But money is indispensable and that is why I am going to work all out on the great and extraordinary enterprise that will burst onto the scene in January.’ Writing to Eveline again in the following year, however, he had evolved a grander and more elaborate plan, dividing the novels into different categories with different philosophical justifications. The studies in manners were now to be part of a far more complex structure in which novels would be arranged under general headings: causes and effects, sentiments and ideas, individuals and groups. He had even worked out how many volumes each category would require. The thinking is muddled – how, exactly, does one separate causes from effects in story-telling? – but the confidence is magnificent. So certain was he of success that he commissioned other writers to produce prefaces to the series before the books had been written. The extraordinary thing is that, not only were many of these novels actually produced but a good number of them are masterpieces.

Readers of Eugénie Grandet are bound to wonder if it makes any difference whether we read this particular novel on its own or in context. Perhaps there is no answer to the question, yet the emergence of Balzac’s grandiose plan at the very time he was writing the book compels us to ask it. The experience of reading a writer who owed much to Balzac is relevant here. Proust’s A la recherche du temps perdu is a single narrative arc, which might seem to make knowledge of all the parts necessary to understanding the whole, but that is not the case. Acquaintance with the closing pages of this enormous work is certainly essential to grasping its author’s grand design; but, as readers of Swann’s Way will know, many parts of A la recherche (which, like the Human Comedy, remained unfinished) can stand alone. Reading the whole of Proust sequentially is certainly a very different experience from reading the parts independently, but both are possible, and some would argue that there is more life in the parts than the whole. Proust’s Wagnerian attempt to trump Balzac by integrating all his characters into one narrative shows severe signs of strain in the later volumes, suggesting that the looser framework of the Human Comedy has its advantages. By appearing in his novels only as narrator, and not as subject, and by making his reflections on the meaning of Life and Art the background of his works and not their theme, Balzac also avoids the narcissism and portentousness which sometimes afflict Proust.

In consequence, Eugénie Grandet stands up as a near-perfect work of art – an achievement celebrated by the other great nineteenth-century novelist directly influenced by its author. In his magnificent essay, The Lesson of the Master, written at just the time Proust was embarking on A la recherche, Henry James, considering possible approaches to the criticism of fiction, rejects theory in favour of an appeal to ‘some great practitioner, some concrete instance of the art, some ample cloak under which we may gratefully crawl’. The practitioner he has in mind is Balzac. James, like Proust, had the loftiest aesthetic aims. Both men were also keenly alert to the craft of fiction, studying the work of other writers much as an apprentice joiner might study the chairs and cabinets of master carpenters. For James, Balzac was the greatest of novelists because he was the writer who most completely united technical skill with artistic vision and a sense of what the novel was for. Behind his predecessor’s lofty vapourings about the Human Comedy, James grasped the important point: Balzac had done what no other nineteenth-century novelist before him had done. He had given fiction a serious purpose, taking it beyond moralized entertainment and raising it to the traditional status of philosophy and history. And he had achieved this without in any way compromising its distinctive identity as fiction.

James returns to this theme several times in critical essays, but his most touching tribute to Balzac comes in more appropriate form as a story. Written just one year before his own first major novel, The Portrait of a Lady, which it forshadows in many respects, Washington Square is James’s equivalent to the apprentice’s masterpiece – the work with which a pupil pays tribute to his teacher and gives notice that he is now a complete and independent craftsman. His novella is a reworking of Eugénie Grandet in the setting of upper-middle-class New York, the world in which James himself grew up. The action is roughly contemporary with Balzac’s novel, the plot formula is identical, and the books of similar length. A wealthy doctor prevents his only daughter and heiress from marrying the handsome suitor to whom she has given her heart, thereby turning her into an old maid. Reading these two stories side by side tells us more about both of them than any amount of criticism ever can. Consider, for example, the handling of the suitors, Morris and Charles, or the treatment of the subsidiary characters. Consider, above all, the endings of the two stories, where Balzac has the edge in force and James in artistry yet both are equal in controlled emotion. James brings a lighter touch to the subject, Balzac a broader vision. James emphasizes the comedy, Balzac the pathos. One sees how much the later writer learnt from his predecessor, and how much light he casts on that predecessor, yet one also sees how very different they are. Their virtues are complementary, their vices largely out of sight. Read Washington Square, and you turn to Balzac with a renewed sense of prose fiction’s extraordinary ability to reinvent itself in each generation. Then read Eugénie Grandet and you cannot help agreeing with James’s verdict: in fathering the modern novel Balzac was the greatest writer of his time.

Peter Washington

PETER WASHINGTON is General Editor of Everyman’s Library and author of Literary Theory and the End of English and Madame Blavatksy’s Baboon.
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Much of the vast critical literature is listed in Robb’s biography. In addition to the James essay already mentioned there is a fine piece by Proust about Balzac and Sainte-Beuve reprinted in Against Sainte-Beuve, translated by John Sturrock (Penguin, 1988). Among later writers, Roland Barthes (in S/Z, Cape, 1975) and Georg Lukács (in Studies in European Realism, Merlin Press, 1972) offer idiosyncratic and sharply contrasted approaches to Balzac. Christopher Prendergast (Balzac: Fiction and melodrama, Edward Arnold, 1978) and Peter Brooks (The Melodramatic Imagination, Yale University Press, 1976) both provide re-interpretations of the whole oeuvre. More traditional studies can be found in F. W. J. Hemmings, An Interpretation of ‘La Comédie humaine’ (Random House, 1971) and H. J. Hunt, Balzac’s ‘Comédie humaine’ (Athlone Press, 1959).





CHRONOLOGY

 



Date: 1799

Author’s Life: Born in Tours, 20 May.

Literary Context: Death of Beaumarchais.

Historical Events: Coup d’état of the 18 Brumaire.

Date: 1800

Literary Context: Madame de Staël: De la littérature.

Historical Events: The Concordat.

Date: 1801

Date: 1802

Literary Context: Births of A. Dumas père and Victor Hugo. Chateaubriand: Le Génie du christianisme.

Date: 1803

Literary Context: Death of Laclos. Birth of Mérimée.

Date: 1804

Literary Context: Birth of George Sand and Sainte-Beuve.

Historical Events: Napoleon is crowned Emperor.

Date: 1805

Literary Context: Chateaubriand: René.

Date: 1807

Author’s Life: Enters the Collège des Oratoriens in Vendôme, where he remains a boarder for six years.

Date: 1808

Literary Context: Birth of G. de Nerval.

Date: 1810

Author’s Life: Birth of Musset. Madame de Staël: De l’Allemagne.

Date: 1811

Literary Context: Birth of Gautier.

Date: 1814

Author’s Life: Joins his family in Paris.

Literary Context: Death of the Marquis de Sade.

Historical Events: First abdication of Napoleon; first Restoration of the monarchy (Louis XVIII).

Date: 1815

Historical Events: The Hundred Days. The Battle of Waterloo. The Congress of Vienna. The second Restoration (Louis XVIII – 1815–24).

Date: 1816

Author’s Life: Registers with the Faculty of Law in Paris and takes post as a clerk in a solicitor’s office.

Literary Context: Constant: Adolphe.

Date: 1817

Literary Context: Death of Madame de Staël.

Date: 1818

Author’s Life: Goes to work for another solicitor.

Date: 1819

Author’s Life: Bachelor of Law. Forsakes a legal career for his literary ambitions. Cromwell, a tragedy, severely criticized by a family friend and left unpublished in his lifetime.

Literary Context: Chénier: Oeuvres complètes.

Date: 1820

Author’s Life: Begins two ambitious literary works of a philosophical nature (Falthurne and Sténie) which remain unfinished.

Literary Context: Lamartine: Méditations poétiques.

Date: 1821

Literary Context: Birth of Baudelaire and Flaubert.

Date: 1822

Author’s Life: Publishes (in collaboration) two pot-boilers, L’Héritière de Birague and Jean-Louis, and (single-handed) Clothilde de Lusignan under the anagrammatic pseudonym Lord R’Hoone. Two further novels (Le Centenaire and Le Vicaire des Ardennes) under the pseudonym Horace de Saint-Aubin.

Literary Context: Victor Hugo: Odes et Poésies diverses. Stendhal: De l’amour.

Historical Events: Villèle forms a government.

Date: 1823

Author’s Life: Horace de Saint-Aubin: La Dernière Fée.

Literary Context: Birth of Renan. Stendhal: Racine et Shakespeare.

Date: 1824

Author’s Life: Horace de Saint-Aubin: Annette et le criminel.

Historical Events: Charles X (1824–30).

Date: 1825

Author’s Life: Horace de Saint-Aubin: Wann-Chlore (the last of his youthful pot-boilers).

Date: 1826

Author’s Life: Establishes himself as a printer in Paris.

Literary Context: Vigny: Cinq-Mars.

Date: 1827

Literary Context: Victor Hugo: Préface de Cromwell.

Historical Events: Fall of Villèle.

Date: 1828

Author’s Life: Abandons his new career amid heavy debts and returns to writing.

Literary Context: Birth of Taine and Verne.

Date: 1829

Author’s Life: Honoré Balzac: Le Dernier Chouan ou la Bretagne en 1800 (later Les Chouans), the first of his novels to be incorporated in La Comédie humaine. ‘A Young Bachelor’: Physiologie du mariage.

Literary Context: Mérimée: Mateo Falcone. Victor Hugo: Les Orientales, and Le Dernier Jour d’un condamné. Musset: Contes d’Espagne et d’Italie.

Historical Events: Polignac becomes chief minister; takes repressive measures.

Date: 1830

Author’s Life: Prolific activity as a journalist and begins to sign his work Honoré de Balzac. Eight short stories, six of which are ‘scenes of private life’ and two, ‘philosophical tales’.

Literary Context: Death of Constant. Victor Hugo: Hernani. Stendhal: Le Rouge et le Noir.

Historical Events: The capture of Algiers. The July Revolution. Accession of Louis-Philippe (1830–48).

Date: 1831

Author’s Life: Le Peau de chagrin. Further short stories.

Literary Context: Victor Hugo: Notre-Dame de Paris and Les Feuilles d’automne.

Date: 1832

Author’s Life: Le Colonel Chabert, La Femme de trente ans, Le Curé de Tours, and the largely autobiographical Louis Lambert. Other short stories, including the first of his Contes drolatiques in the manner of Rabelais.

Literary Context: George Sand: Indiana.

Date: 1833

Author’s Life: The beginning of a long correspondence with a married Polishwoman living in the Ukraine, Madame Hanska (‘L’Etrangère’). Le Médecin de campagne, L’Illustre Gaudissart, Eugénie Grandet.

Date: 1834

Author’s Life: La Recherche de l’absolu. Histoire des Treize.

Literary Context: Musset: Lorenzaccio. Sainte-Beuve: Volupté.

Date: 1835

Author’s Life: His collected Scènes de la vie privée and Etudes philosophiques, with important prefaces written to the author’s order by Félix Davin. Le Père Goriot, Melmoth réconcilié, Séraphita.

Literary Context: Vigny: Servitude et grandeur militaires and Chatterton. Gautier: Mademoiselle de Maupin.

Historical Events: Fieschi’s assassination attempt on Louis-Philippe.

Date: 1836

Author’s Life: Travels to Turin. Le Lys dans la vallée, Facino Cane.

Literary Context: Musset: Confession d’un enfant du siècle.

Historical Events: Uprising attempt of Louis-Napoleon Bonaparte in Strasbourg.

Date: 1837

Author’s Life: New visit to Italy. La Vieille Fille, Illusions perdues (first part), César Birotteau.

Literary Context: Mérimée: La Vénus d’Ille.

Date: 1838

Author’s Life: Again travels to Italy (including Sardinia). Les Employés, La Maison Nucingen, La Torpille (part of Splendeurs et misères des courtisanes).

Date: 1839

Author’s Life: President of the Société des Gens de Lettres. Two plays, including Vautrin. Candidate for the French Academy, but steps down in favour of Victor Hugo, who is not elected. Le Cabinet des antiques, Gobseck, Une Fille d’Eve, Massimila Doni, Béatrix (first part), Les Secrets de la princesse de Cadignan, Illusions perdues (second part).

Literary Context: Stendhal: La Chartreuse de Parme.

Historical Events: Revolt in Algiers begins. Louis Blanc: L’Organisation du travail. Louis-Napoleon Bonaparte: Les Idées napoléoniennes.

Date: 1840

Author’s Life: First performance of Vautrin (banned by the authorities two days later). Founds the shortlived Revue parisienne and writes for it an important essay on Stendhal’s La Chartreuse de Parme. Moves to 47 rue Raynouard (now the home of a Balzac museum). Pierrette, Pierre Grassou, Z. Marcas, Un Prince de la Bohême.

Literary Context: Birth of Zola. Mérimée: Colomba.

Historical Events: Louis-Napoleon Bonaparte makes second failed coup. Government of Thiers (March). Mehemet Ali crisis (October). Government of Guizot (to 1848). Proudhon: Qu’est-ce que la propriété?

Date: 1841

Author’s Life: Le Curé de village. Contract for La Comédie humaine.

Date: 1842

Author’s Life: First performance of Les Ressources de Quinola. L’Auant-Propos de la Comédie humaine, Mémoires de deux jeunes mariées, Albert Savarus, La Fausse Maîtresse, Autre étude de femme, Ursule Mirouët, Un Début dans la vie, La Rabouilleuse.

Literary Context: Death of Stendhal. Birth of Mallarmé. Sue: Les Mystères de Paris (to 1843). George Sand: Consuelo.

Historical Events: Guizot’s railway law. Railway mania in France (to 1846).

Date: 1843

Author’s Life: Visits St Petersburg to stay with Madame Hanska (widowed in 1841). Returns via Germany. First performance of Paméla Giraud; Une Ténébreuse Affaire, La Muse du département, Honorine, Illusions perdues (final part).

Literary Context: Victor Hugo: Les Burgraves.

Date: 1844

Author’s Life: Modeste Mignon, Les Paysans (first part), Béatrix (second part).

Literary Context: Birth of A. France and Verlaine. A. Dumas père: Les Trois Mousquétaires.

Historical Events: France and Morocco at war.

Date: 1845

Author’s Life: Travels with Madame Hanska. Candidate for the French Academy (unsuccessful). Un Homme d’affaires, Les Comédiens sans le savoir.

Literary Context: A. Dumas père: Le Comte de Monte-Cristo. Mérimée: Carmen.

Historical Events: Anglo-French expedition against Madagascar.

Date: 1846

Author’s Life: Madame Hanska’s child stillborn. Petites misères de la vie conjugate, L’Envers de l’histoire contemporaine (first episode), La Cousine Bette.

Literary Context: George Sand: La Mare au diable.

Date: 1847

Author’s Life: Madame Hanska in Paris for three months. Balzac visits her in the Ukraine in the autumn. Le Cousin Pons, La Dernière Incarnation de Vautrin (final part of Splendeurs et misères des courtisanes).

Literary Context: Lamartine: Histoire des Girondins. Michelet: Histoire de la Révolution.

Historical Events: Economic crisis in France. Teste trial discredits government. Algerian revolt suppressed.

Date: 1848

Author’s Life: Witnesses the February Revolution in Paris. First performance of La Marâtre. Goes to the Ukraine in September, where he remains until spring of 1850. L’Envers de l’histoire contemporaine (second episode).

Literary Context: Death of Chateaubriand. Birth of Huysmans. George Sand: François le Champi and La Petite Fadette.

Historical Events: February Revolution. The fall of Louis-Philippe. June Days: workers’ uprising in Paris suppressed. Second Republic (1848–51). Year of Revolutions in Europe.

Date: 1849

Author’s Life: Fails twice more to secure election to the French Academy. Suffers several heart-attacks.

Literary Context: Sainte-Beuve: Causeries du lundi.

Historical Events: Election of Legislative Assembly. French restore Pius IX; fall of Roman republic.

Date: 1850

Author’s Life: In March marries Madame Hanska. They return to Paris in May. Balzac dies in August.

Literary Context: Birth of Maupassant.





EUGÉNIE GRANDET


To Maria

Your portrait is the fairest ornament of this book, and here it is fitting that your name should be set, like the branch of box taken from some unknown garden to lie for a while in the holy water, and afterwards set by pious hands above the threshold, where the green spray, ever renewed, is a sacred talisman to ward off all evil from the house.



IN some country towns there are houses more depressing to the sight than the dimmest cloister, the most melancholy ruins, or the dreariest stretch of sandy waste. Perhaps such houses as these combine the characteristics of all the three, and to the dumb silence of the monastery they unite the gauntness and grimness of the ruin, and the arid desolation of the waste. So little sign is there of life or of movement about them, that a stranger might take them for uninhabited dwellings; but the sound of an unfamiliar footstep brings someone to the window, a passive face suddenly appears above the sill, and the traveller receives a listless and indifferent glance – it is almost as if a monk leaned out to look for a moment on the world.

There is one particular house front in Saumur which possesses all these melancholy characteristics; the house is still standing at the end of the steep street which leads to the castle, at the upper end of the town. The street is very quiet nowadays; it is hot in summer and cold in
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