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    This collection gathers the letters Honoré de Balzac addressed to Madame Hanska between 1833 and 1846, a sustained exchange that binds personal feeling to the daily labor of one of the nineteenth century’s most ambitious writers. Born Countess Rzewuska and, in time, Madame Honoré de Balzac, the recipient stands at the center of a correspondence that is at once intimate record and working notebook. The purpose of assembling these texts is to present the documentary core of a relationship that shaped Balzac’s life and schedule, and to offer readers a contemporaneous view of an author composing, negotiating, and persevering in real time.

Balzac and Madame Hanska wrote across long distances and shifting circumstances, maintaining contact through letters when travel and politics placed obstacles before meeting. The address, tone, and rhythm of these messages reveal a partnership grounded in mutual attention and candid counsel. Without dramatization or retrospective gloss, the pages preserve the immediacy of thought, the urgency of planning, and the tenderness and restraint appropriate to a private exchange. The letters here are not fiction; they are living testimony to the constraints and possibilities of nineteenth‑century epistolary life, where paper carried sentiments, instructions, and hopes with a patience that only time could fulfill.

As documents, these letters entered print after Balzac’s lifetime and have been transmitted through successive editions. They belong to the genre of personal correspondence, a text type distinct from his novels and tales, yet deeply informative about them. Readers will find dates, places, and names that anchor each message in its historical moment. Spelling, idiom, and protocol reflect the etiquette of their era. The present gathering aims to preserve that integrity while offering a clear reading sequence so that the continuity of the relationship—and the cadence of work it sustained—can be perceived without speculation or invention.

Although Balzac is best known for the vast cycle commonly called La Comédie humaine—novels and stories that map the institutions and passions of his time—he also wrote plays, prefaces, and critical pieces. These letters belong to a different register. They complement his published oeuvre by exposing the workshop of production: the discipline behind a chapter, the negotiation behind a contract, the calculation behind a deadline. In the aggregate, the correspondence forms a parallel narrative to his printed books, tracing how love, obligation, and ambition intersected with the creation of fiction that would leave a lasting mark on European literature.

The unifying themes of the correspondence are constant devotion, relentless labor, and the minute management of a writer’s existence. Affectionate assurances coexist with schedules, budgets, and travel plans. Balzac records the pressures of printers and publishers, the contingencies of health, and the interruptions that come with distance. These pages also register the social world that his fiction anatomizes: conversations in salons, reports on public events, and observations of manners and fortunes. The letters become a ledger of promises—to others and to himself—kept in the face of fatigue, financial strain, and the never‑ending demands of composition.

Stylistically, the letters bear the signature of Balzac’s prose: energetic, exacting, and comprehensive. He moves from the tender to the practical with unforced speed, composes summaries of days and weeks, and itemizes tasks with a manager’s precision. He is capable of sudden enlargement from a mundane detail to a general reflection. The diction is vivid but unornamented when urgency requires it, expansive when he pauses to explain a plan or reassure his correspondent. Readers will recognize the same appetite for detail that fills his fiction, here redirected to the logistics that make writing possible.

Chronologically, the collection spans thirteen years of correspondence, from 1833 through 1846, a period that coincides with some of Balzac’s most intense creative activity. The sequence allows one to witness shifts in circumstance and tone: early intentions becoming long‑term commitments, provisional arrangements hardening into routines, and occasional discouragement yielding to renewed resolve. The letters chart routes taken and deferred, times of silence followed by rapid volleys, and the seasonal tempo of work and recovery. They stop before the marriage that would formalize the bond they had sustained by letter over many years.

These letters also map the material infrastructure behind a celebrated name. They track dealings with booksellers, printers, and collaborators; the timing of proofs; the movement of manuscripts; and the practicalities of travel and accommodation. Money concerns recur not as confession, but as a calculus of feasibility that shapes every plan. Such entries illuminate the economy of authorship in the nineteenth century, where success depended on speed, reliability, and negotiation as much as inspiration. By attending to these details, the correspondence restores the context in which aesthetic ambition had to be made operational.

The relationship between life and art emerges here without plot summary or retrospective myth. Instead, one sees how observation accumulates into insight: how a character type glimpsed in society might become a resource, how a legal case or business practice sharpens a motif, how a phrase tested in a letter foreshadows an approach in prose. The letters do not explain the novels; they demonstrate the conditions that produced them. They display a writer who treated time as capital, who organized days by the page and the post, and who made of routine an instrument for sustaining creation.

Reading private correspondence raises questions of privacy and self‑presentation. These letters are a single voice addressed to a single person, written with trust and the expectation of discretion. They should be approached as partial and situated documents: they record what Balzac chose to share at given moments, shaped by propriety, distance, and the limits of paper. Yet precisely because they are occasional and practical, they cut through legend. The result is neither autobiography nor fiction, but a sequence of moments that, taken together, clarify the ethic of constancy that underwrote both his life and his art.

For scholars, the letters supply primary evidence for dating projects, tracing networks, and understanding working methods. For general readers, they humanize the figure often framed only by his monumental titles. The pages convey fatigue, exhilaration, impatience, gratitude, and a durable faith in the worth of the undertaking. They also open a window onto the broader culture of correspondence that sustained European intellectual life in the period, revealing how ideas and affections moved along the same routes as proofs and contracts, and how writing itself depended on a choreography of messages exchanged and answered.

Taken together, Letters to Madame Hanska, born Countess Rzewuska, afterwards Madame Honoré de Balzac, 1833–1846, stands as an indispensable companion to the author’s published work. It preserves the record of a partnership that endured through distance and delay, and of a discipline that transformed observation into literature. The correspondence concludes before the marriage that later united the correspondents, but the volume already contains the elements of that union: patience, respect, and perseverance. In presenting these letters as letters, this collection offers readers the clearest path to the living center of Balzac’s art and life.
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    Honoré de Balzac (1799–1850) stands as a central architect of the modern realist novel. Writing in post-Revolutionary France during the Restoration and July Monarchy, he conceived La Comédie humaine, an ambitious panorama of society that sought to map the forces of money, law, ambition, and desire shaping everyday life. Through a dense network of recurring characters and interlinked narratives, he pursued an almost documentary fidelity to social types and institutions while preserving dramatic momentum. His prose, energetic and capacious, balances minute description with moral inquiry, making him a foundational figure for later novelists and social observers who saw fiction as a tool for understanding history in motion.

Balzac received schooling in provincial France before moving to Paris, where he studied law and worked as a clerk, experiences that acquainted him with legal procedure, notaries, and the mechanics of property—materials he later transformed into fiction. His early reading ranged widely, from Enlightenment thought to Romantic poetry, but the historical novels of Walter Scott proved a decisive model for constructing large canvases. Journalism, theater, and emergent social sciences also shaped his method of cataloging professions and milieus. Paris itself, with its courts, markets, salons, and boarding houses, provided the laboratory in which he tested a narrative approach combining observation, classification, and melodramatic tension.

In the 1820s, Balzac wrote quickly under pseudonyms, producing commercial tales that taught him technique but brought little renown. Ventures in publishing and printing ended in debt, intensifying his drive to produce books at scale and to control every phase of composition and revision. By the early 1830s he had embraced a signature project, later grouped as La Comédie humaine, where characters reappear across books to register the circulation of power and reputation. La Peau de chagrin, an early success from this period, fused a fantastical premise with exact social observation, signaling his capacity to make allegory serve as an x-ray of modern desires.

Balzac’s social novels examine how money and status reorder intimacy. In Le Père Goriot, set partly in a Paris boarding house, generational conflict and the price of social ascent unfold with forensic detail. Eugénie Grandet portrays provincial avarice and the constriction of feeling under inheritance regimes. Through recurring figures—lawyers, financiers, journalists, courtesans, ambitious provincials—he tracks the long arcs of compromise and self-fashioning. Portraits harden into types yet remain individualized, producing a living registry of classes and professions. The result is an anatomy of the nineteenth-century city and its provinces, where love, credit, and reputation form a single economy of calculation.

Several interlinked narratives form the backbone of his panorama. Illusions perdues follows the ordeals of talent amid the literary marketplace, exposing the mechanisms of the press, advertising, and patronage. Its sequel in spirit, Splendeurs et misères des courtisanes, extends the inquiry to police, finance, and the politics of scandal. Shorter works like Le Colonel Chabert compress legal and ethical dilemmas into stark dramas of identity and restitution. Balzac experimented with theater and engaged journalism, but the novel remained his strongest instrument. Across forms, he insisted that institutions—courts, banks, newspapers—shape private destinies as powerfully as passion or virtue.

Politically and spiritually, Balzac leaned toward Catholic and monarchist convictions, yet his fiction accommodates competing worldviews, observing how material forces override ideology. He cultivated an almost scientific rhetoric—preludes classify, case histories unfold—while retaining the heightened emotions of Romantic drama. His working methods were legendary: prodigious nocturnal labor, copious coffee, and relentless revision to expand proofs into densely cross-referenced scenes. Over years he corresponded with a Polish aristocrat, later his wife, a relationship that intersected with his European travels and broadened his transnational readership. These habits and commitments underwrote a body of work at once encyclopedic and theatrically vivid.

Balzac’s later years combined acclaim with financial strain and declining health, even as he pushed to complete the architecture of La Comédie humaine. He married shortly before his death in 1850; his funeral oration was delivered by Victor Hugo, signaling recognition from a leading contemporary. Posthumously, his reputation grew steadily. Realists and naturalists—including Flaubert and Zola—found in him a method for scrutinizing social causality; novelists such as Henry James, Marcel Proust, and Fyodor Dostoevsky acknowledged debts to his character systems. Thinkers in history and sociology drew on his taxonomies. Today he remains a touchstone for narratives that map how institutions govern intimate life.
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    The letters written by Honoré de Balzac to Madame Hanska between 1833 and 1846 unfold against the central decades of his career and of the July Monarchy in France. During these years Balzac was shaping and consolidating La Comédie humaine, his vast cycle depicting post‑revolutionary society. France, ruled by Louis‑Philippe after the 1830 Revolution, pursued an avowedly bourgeois constitutional order. Across Europe, industrialization accelerated, finance expanded, and new media transformed public life. The correspondence belongs to this turbulent milieu: it records a writer’s ambitions and compromises while the continent negotiated the legacies of the French Revolution, the pressures of modernization, and persistent conflicts over class, religion, and political legitimacy.

The epistolary bond itself emerged from contemporary reading cultures. In 1832 a letter signed “L’Étrangère” reached Balzac, responding to La Peau de chagrin (1831); the author proved to be Ewelina Hańska, née Rzewuska, a Polish countess living in Volhynia under the Russian Empire. They first met in Switzerland in 1833, and thereafter maintained an intense, often logistically complicated correspondence. These letters reveal how transnational exchange—carried by couriers, diplomatic routes, and evolving postal systems—enabled intimate literary communities. They also show how a novelist’s public renown could be refracted through private critique, encouragement, and negotiation with a discerning reader of aristocratic background.

The July Monarchy’s political arrangements provide crucial context. After 1830, the Charter was revised to broaden (though not democratize) participation, while the king styled himself “roi citoyen.” The regime prized order and economic growth, but it faced recurrent unrest and ideological contestation from republicans, Bonapartists, and Legitimists. Balzac inclined to monarchist and Catholic positions, often skeptical of liberal bourgeois triumphalism. His letters from the 1830s and 1840s register attention to parliamentary struggles, press laws, and ministerial instability, echoing themes developed in his fiction: the moral ambiguities of representative government, the power of money, and the fragility of honor in a competitive society.

Equally decisive is the Polish and Russian backdrop. After the partitions of the late eighteenth century, and especially following the November Uprising of 1830–1831, Polish political life was constrained by imperial authorities. A “Great Emigration” of Polish elites gravitated toward Paris, shaping French debates on liberty and nationhood. Madame Hanska, however, resided on her family’s estate in Volhynia, within the Russian Empire. Balzac’s letters chart the practical difficulties of sustaining a relationship across borders marked by different legal systems, bureaucracies, and political sensitivities. They also show his growing awareness of Polish aristocratic culture and its obligations, rituals, and vulnerabilities under imperial rule.

Nicholas I’s reign (1825–1855) framed the eastern side of this correspondence. Travel required passports, letters might face scrutiny, and the administration regulated the movement and legal affairs of subjects, including widows managing property. Balzac’s journeys in the 1840s to visit Madame Hanska—both to her estate and, at times, into imperial urban centers—had to navigate these controls. The complexities of foreign marriage, inheritance, and guardianship in an autocratic polity delayed plans and demanded careful documentation. In the letters, legal and logistical hurdles become part of the narrative of attachment, illustrating how private commitments were shaped by state structures.

France, meanwhile, confronted the “social question.” Rapid urbanization, demographic growth, and uneven industrial development strained older solidarities. The cholera epidemic of 1832 underscored vulnerabilities in the capital. Workers’ unrest—the Canut revolts in Lyon in 1831 and 1834, among others—sharpened attention to poverty and class conflict. Balzac’s novels of the period probe these tensions; the letters trace his observations, anxieties, and polemics as a conservative-leaning observer who nonetheless mapped social suffering with forensic intensity. They show an author testing how to render new urban realities without yielding to partisan orthodoxy or sentimental illusion.

Transformations in publishing decisively affected Balzac’s daily life and strategies. The 1830s and 1840s saw the rise of mass circulation newspapers and the feuilleton under innovators like Émile de Girardin (La Presse, 1836). Serialization multiplied audiences but pressured authors toward deadlines and public controversy. International copyright protections were weak; Belgian “counterfeit” editions undercut French revenues, a grievance Balzac voiced repeatedly. He helped found the Société des gens de lettres in 1838 to defend writers’ interests. In the letters, negotiations with editors, financial calculations, and scheduling quarrels appear alongside artistic aspirations—evidence of the new, industrialized conditions of literary labor.

Balzac’s precarious finances form a recurring thread. Earlier commercial ventures—a printing house and type foundry—had left persistent debts. The correspondence documents relentless productivity, night‑time work, and elaborate economies as he sought to satisfy creditors while pursuing ambitious projects. In 1846 he acquired a house on the rue Fortunée in Paris, undertaking lavish decoration that symbolized both success and risk. These circumstances mirror his fictional explorations of credit, bankruptcy, and conspicuous consumption. The letters reveal how the era’s expanding credit system, with its promissory notes and speculative ventures, could both enable and endanger a creative life.

Infrastructure reshaped the very act of correspondence and encounter. Early French passenger railways began in the late 1830s, with lines like Paris–Saint‑Germain (1837) and Paris–Orléans accelerating domestic travel; similar growth occurred in Belgium and German states. Britain’s postal reform (1840) and later continental changes lowered costs and spurred letter writing, though cross‑border mail still faced delays and inspections. Balzac’s journeys toward Eastern Europe combined rail segments with carriage travel across regions where rail was limited. In the letters, time lags, missed dispatches, and painstaking itineraries are constant refrains, dramatizing the uneven geography of modernization in Europe.

The intellectual climate of the period shifted from Romanticism’s primacy toward new realist and social‑analytical ambitions. Balzac positioned himself at the forefront of this transition, seeking to classify and narrate society with quasi‑scientific rigor while preserving dramatic intensity. Debates over religion, science, and philosophy (from Catholic revival currents to utopian schemes) flowed through salons and journals. Works from these years—such as Illusions perdues and Splendeurs et misères des courtisanes—probe media power, corruption, and desire. The letters show him reading, arguing, and reframing ideas under deadline pressure, revealing how theoretical disputes translated into compositional choices.

Gender, authorship, and readership intersected in the Balzac–Hanska exchange. Aristocratic women across Europe managed estates, kinship alliances, and cultural networks; they were also crucial readers and patrons. Madame Hanska’s critical responses and encouragement exemplify how private female readership could shape a major writer’s direction. Balzac’s interest in epistolary plots and female interiority resonates with this dialogue; Modeste Mignon (1844), built on letter‑writing and the perils of literary celebrity, speaks to the era’s fascination with mediated intimacy. The correspondence registers respect, disagreement, and negotiation—an archive of collaboration that complicates stereotypes about passive female audiences.

Parisian sociability provided the stage on which reputations were made and unmade. Salons connected writers, politicians, financiers, and foreign visitors, circulating ideas but also gossip. The regime’s 1835 press laws, enacted after assassination attempts, tightened controls and taxes on periodicals, shaping what could be printed—and where serialization strategically took place “below the line.” Balzac navigated this environment while cultivating alliances with figures like Victor Hugo, George Sand, and Alexandre Dumas. The letters often track these relationships, showing how friendship, rivalry, and tactical publicity intertwined with composition schedules and financial survival.

Continental power politics repeatedly intruded. The Oriental Crisis of 1840, the tense Anglo‑French rivalry it provoked, and fears of war unsettled markets and newspapers that Balzac followed closely. French debates over colonial expeditions, military prestige, and national honor echoed through salon talk and press polemics. The letters capture a writer alive to diplomatic rumor and its economic ripple effects, sensitive to how external shocks threatened publishers, readers’ moods, and the fragile equilibrium of the July Monarchy. In this sense, private correspondence becomes a barometer of international anxiety in an age of rapid news circulation and volatile public opinion.

Events in Central and Eastern Europe during the mid‑1840s added further strain. The Kraków uprising of 1846 and violent peasant disturbances in Galicia highlighted the combustible mix of national aspirations and social grievances. Russian, Austrian, and Prussian authorities tightened vigilance in Polish lands. For a Polish noblewoman like Madame Hanska, such developments could complicate travel and legal arrangements; for Balzac, they intensified the uncertainties surrounding a hoped‑for union. The letters thus sit within a broader map of continental counterrevolutionary policing and reformist agitation, illustrating how geopolitical tremors reached private households and personal calendars.

Speculation and crisis defined the 1840s economy. Railway expansion created fortunes and bubbles; joint‑stock ventures spread both opportunity and fraud. Balzac anatomized such mechanisms in fiction and commented on them in letters that chronicle shifting credit, impatient creditors, and publishers’ advances. The poor harvests of 1846 and the commercial disturbances leading into the 1847 financial crisis darkened the outlook. Against this backdrop, his late‑1840s masterpieces—including La Cousine Bette (1846) and Le Cousin Pons (1847)—render obsession, ruin, and survival with particular edge, themes echoed in his private balance sheets and in the practical calculations he shared with Madame Hanska.

The legal frameworks of marriage and property mattered as much as affection. Nineteenth‑century French society revolved around notaries, contracts, and dowries—institutions Balzac depicted with near‑ethnographic precision. Cross‑border unions introduced additional layers: ecclesiastical considerations, imperial permissions, inheritance rights, and tutela over minors or estates. After the death of Madame Hanska’s first husband in the early 1840s, formalities in the Russian Empire and the complexities of managing a large estate delayed any decisive step. The letters describe démarches with officials and notaries, showing how love in this era required fluency in jurisprudence as well as sentiment.

By the mid‑1840s Balzac’s health was increasingly strained by overwork. Yet he intensified his efforts, revising earlier tales into the architecture of La Comédie humaine and planning long sequences while seeking financial stability sufficient to make marriage feasible. Paris glittered but also frayed: overcrowding, price shocks, and political agitation grew. Though the correspondence here ends in 1846, the approaching storm of 1848 was already visible in economic distress and in the hardening of ideological camps. The letters’ mixture of urgency, fatigue, and grand design reflects a society nearing rupture and a writer racing to complete his vision within it. The collection also functions as a commentary on its periods and has been reinterpreted over time, emphasizing transnational ties, the business of authorship, and the everyday mechanics of nineteenth‑century modernity.
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    Text
This collection presents Honoré de Balzac’s private correspondence to Madame Hanska from 1833 to 1846, intertwining ardent declarations with the working life of a novelist. The letters move between intimacy and strategy, balancing courtship with reports on travel, writing, finances, and social maneuvering. The tone is impassioned, confessional, and often theatrical, showing how affection and ambition meet on the page.
As the exchange unfolds, Balzac refines arguments about constancy, discretion, and mutual obligation, while sketching the practical obstacles of distance, family expectations, and health. He chronicles creative plans and works-in-progress, using the epistolary space to test images and self-portraits that echo his fiction without retelling it. Turning points are often logistical or emotional recalibrations rather than single dramatic events, keeping suspense rooted in timing and resolve.
Recurring concerns include the friction between love and labor, the moral and material weight of money, and the staging of identity in society. Stylistically, the letters favor accumulation, with extended catalogues, meticulous accounting, digressions, and hyperbolic vows tempered by self-correction. Across the years the voice shifts from rhapsodic urgency to more pragmatic coordination, while an idealizing current continues to bind the correspondence.
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TRANSLATOR'S PREFACE.

In 1876 M. Calmann Lévy published Balzac's Correspondence in the twenty-fourth volume of the Édition Définitive of his works. These letters are prefaced by a short memoir written by his sister Laure, Madame Surville, which she had already published in 1856, six years after her brother's death, under the title of "Balzac, sa vie et ses écrits, d'après sa correspondance."

In this Correspondence given in the Édition Définitive, the first letter addressed by Balzac to Madame Hanska is dated August 11, 1835, and to it is appended the following footnote:—


"At this period Balzac was, and had been for some time, in correspondence with the distinguished woman to whom he was later to give his name; but, unfortunately, a part of this correspondence was burned in Moscow in a fire which occurred at Madame Hanska's residence. It must, therefore, be remarked that in the letters of this series two or three gaps occur, all the more regrettable because those which escaped the fire present a keen interest." (Éd. Déf., vol. xxiv., p. 217.)







The present publication of Letters (of which this volume is a translation) bears upon its title-page the words: "H. de Balzac. Œuvres Posthumes. Lettres à l'Étrangère. 1833-1842." No explanation is given of how these letters were obtained, and no proof or assurance is offered of their authenticity. A foot-note appended to the first letter merely states as follows:—


"M. le Vicomte de Spoelberch de Lovenjoul, in whose hands are the originals of these letters, has related the history of this correspondence in detail, under the title of 'Un Roman d'Amour' (Calmann Lévy, publisher). Madame Hanska, born Countess Evelina (Eve) Rzewuska, who was then twenty-six or twenty-eight years old, resided at the château of Wierzchownia, in Volhynia. An enthusiastic reader of the 'Scènes de la Vie privée,' uneasy at the different turn which the mind of the author was taking in 'La Peau de Chagrin,' she addressed to Balzac—then thirty-three years old, to the care of the publisher Gosselin, a letter signed, 'l'Étrangère,' which was delivered to him February 28, 1832. Other letters followed; that of November 7 ended thus: 'A word from you in the "Quotidienne" will give me the assurance that you have received my letter, and that I can write to you without fear. Sign it: "To l'É—h. de B."' This acknowledgment of reception appeared in the 'Quotidienne' of December 9. Thus was inaugurated the system of 'Petite correspondance' now practised in divers newspapers, and, at the same time, this correspondence with her who was, seventeen years later, in 1850, to become his wife."





Balzac himself gives the date of his reception of l'Étrangère's first letter in a way that puts it beyond all controversy. In a letter to Madame Hanska, written January 1, 1846 (Éd. Déf., p. 586), he says:—


"One year more, dear, and I take it with pleasure, for these years, these thirteen years which will be consummated in February on the happy day, a thousand times blessed, when I received that adorable letter, starred with happiness and hope, seem to me links indestructible, eternal. The fourteenth will begin in two months."





Thirteen years consummated in February, 1846, the fourteenth year beginning in February, 1846, make the date of the reception of that first letter February 28, 1833, not 1832. This fact not only puts an end to the tale about the advertisement in the "Quotidienne" [contained in the note to first page of present volume, quoted above, and in pages 31 to 39 of "Roman d'Amour"], but it falsifies the dates of the present volume. The first letter given, which is evidently not the first of Balzac's replies, is dated January, 1833, a month or more before the first letter of "l'Étrangère" was written. Throughout the volume other dates can be shown to be false, proving arbitrary arrangement of some kind, and casting justifiable doubt on the authenticity of a certain number of these letters.

"Un Roman d'Amour" is a book made up of conjectures, insinuations, hypotheses, and errors, in which one, and one only, fact is presented. That fact is a letter from Balzac to his sister, Madame Surville.

This letter Madame Surville first published in 1856 in her memoir of her brother (pp. 139, 140), introducing it in the following words: "Being absent from Paris in the month of October of the same year [1833], I received from my brother the following letter:"—


"Gone, without a word of warning [sans crier gare]. The poor toiler went to your house to make you share a little joy, and found no sister! I torment you so often with my troubles that the least I can do is to write you this joy. You will not laugh at me, you will believe me, you will!

"I went yesterday to Gérard's; he presented me to three German families. I thought I was dreaming; three families!—no less!—one from Vienna, another from Frankfort, the third Prussian, I don't know from where.

"They confided to me that they had come faithfully for a month to Gérard's, in the hope of seeing me; and they let me know that beyond the frontier of France (dear, ungrateful country!) my reputation has begun. 'Persevere in your labours,' they added, 'and you will soon be at the head of literary Europe.' Of Europe! they said it, sister! Flattering families!—How I could make certain friends roar with laughter if I told them that. Ma foi! these were kind Germans, and I let myself believe they thought what they said, and, to tell the truth, I could have listened to them all night. Praise is so good for us artists, and that of the good Germans restored my courage; I departed quite gaily [tout guilleret] from Gérard's, and I am going to fire three guns on the public and on envious folk, to wit: 'Eugénie Grandet,' 'Les Aventures d'une idée heureuse,' which you know about, and my 'Prêtre catholique,' one of my finest subjects.

"The affair of the 'Études de Mœurs' is well under way; thirty thousand francs of author's rights in the reprints will stop up large holes. That slice of my debts paid, I shall go and seek my reward at Geneva. The horizon seems really brightening.

"I have resumed my life of toil. I go to bed at six, directly after dinner. The animal digests and sleeps till midnight. Auguste makes me a cup of coffee, with which the mind goes at one flash [tout d'une traite] till midday. I rush to the printing-office to carry my copy and get my proofs, which gives exercise to the animal, who dreams as he goes.

"One can put a good deal of black on white in twelve hours, little sister, and after a month of such life there's no small work accomplished. Poor pen! it must be made of diamond not to be worn out by such toil! To lift its master to reputation, according to the prophecy of the Germans, to pay his debts to all, and then to give him, some day, rest upon a mountain,—that is its task!

"What the devil are you doing so late at M....? Tell me about it, and say with me that the Germans are very worthy people. Fraternal handshake to Monsieur Canal. [Poignée de main fraternelle à M. Canal]; tell him that 'Les Aventures d'une idée heureuse' are on the ways.

"I send you my proofs of the 'Médecin de Campagne' to read."





When, twenty years later, Balzac's Correspondence appeared in the Édition Définitive (Calmann Lévy, 1876) Madame Surville's little memoir was made the Introduction to the volume. On page lv (Introduction) the above letter is given. On page 176 the letter is again given (in its place in the Correspondence), and it is there identically the same as the letter given above, down to the words: "What the devil are you doing so late at M....?" after which, the following additions are given:—


"However, you are free, and this is not a reproach, it is curiosity; between brother and sister that is pardonable.

"Well, adieu. If you have a heart you will reply to me. A fraternal handshake to M. Canal; tell him that the 'Aventures d'une idée' are on the ways, and that he can soon read them.

"Addio! Addio! Correct 'le Médecin' well; point out to me all the passages which may seem to you bad; and put the great pots into the little pots; that is to say, if a thing can be said in one line instead of two, try to make the sentence."





Three points are here to be observed and borne in mind, namely:—

1. These discrepancies are additions in one version, and omissions in the other; they are not changes in the phraseology.

2. Balzac's playful nickname for Madame Surville's husband, who was government engineer of bridges, canals, and highways, is given in both versions.

3. The first point shows conclusively that the letter given in the Correspondence is not a mere copy from that in Madame Surville's memoir, but is taken from the original letter, inasmuch as the version of 1876, though identical to a certain point with that of 1856, gives additions to it.

Twenty years later, in 1896, forty years after its first publication by the person who received it, the same letter appears in "Un Roman d'Amour," introduced by the following words (pp. 76, 77, 78):—

"Happily, a unique document, and exceptionally precious in relation to this first interview, that at Neufchâtel [with Madame Hanska], is in our hands. It is precise, and fixes, from Balzac's own pen, his immediate impressions of Madame Hanska and the five days he spent near her. This document consists of an autograph letter, almost entirely unpublished, addressed to his sister, Madame Surville; this letter is certainly the most important which, until now, has been brought to light on the opening of that celebrated passion. We shall quote it here. In it will be found many other unknown details of the most extreme interest, which confirm what we have already said as to the rôle which the feminine element always played in the life of the master.... Here is the complete text [texte complet] of this letter, certainly written very rapidly, for we find several words omitted, and more than one obscurity. To make the meaning clearer we have made, according to our custom in such cases, some additions [adjonctions], placed, as usual, between brackets."[1]


[1] One of these "adjonctions" is the signature!—0TR.




[Paris] Saturday, 12 [October, 1833].

My Dear Sister,—You understand that I could not speak to you before Eugénie, but I had all my journey to relate to you.

I have found down there all that can flatter the thousand vanities of that animal called man, of whom the poet is certainly the vainest species. But what am I saying? vanity! No, there is nothing of all that. I am happy, very happy in thoughts, in all honor as yet. Alas! a damned husband never left us for one second during five days. He kept between the petticoat of his wife and my waistcoat. [Neufchâtel is] a little town where a woman, an illustrious foreigner, cannot take a step without being seen. I was, as it were, in an oven. Constraint does not suit me.

The essential thing is that we are twenty-seven years old, beautiful to admiration; that we possess the handsomest black hair in the world, the soft, deliciously delicate skin of brunettes, that we have a love of a little hand, a heart of twenty-seven, naïve; [in short, she is] a true Madame de Lignolles, imprudent to the point of flinging herself upon my neck before all the world.

I don't speak to you of colossal wealth. What is that before a masterpiece of beauty, whom I can only compare to the Princess Belle-Joyeuse, but infinitely better? [She possesses] a lingering eye [œil traînant] which, when it meets, becomes of voluptuous splendor. I was intoxicated with love.

I don't know whom to tell this to; certainly it is not [possible] either to her, the great lady, the terrible marquise, who, suspecting the journey, comes down from her pride, and intimates an order that I shall go to her at the Duc de F.'s [Fitz-James], [nor] is it [possible to tell it either] to her, poor, simple, delicious bourgeoise, who is like Blanche d'Azay. I am a father,—that's another secret I had to tell you,—and at the head of a pretty little person, the most naïve creature that ever was, fallen like a flower from heaven, who comes to me secretly, exacts no correspondence, and says: "Love me a year; I will love you all my life."

It is not [either] to her, the most treasured, who has more jealousy for me than a mother has for the milk she gives her child. She does not like L'Étrangère, precisely because L'Étrangère appears to be the very thing for me.

And, finally, it is not to her who wants her daily ration of love, and who, though voluptuous as a thousand cats, is neither graceful nor womanly. It is to you, my good sister, the former companion of my miseries and tears, that I wish to tell my joy, that it may die in the depths of your memory. Alas, I can't play the fop with any one, unless [apropos of] Madame de Castries, whom celebrity does not frighten. I do not wish to cause the slightest harm by my indiscretions. Therefore, burn my letter.

As it will be long before I see you,—for I shall go, no doubt, to Normandy and Angoulême, and return to see her at Geneva,—I had to write you this line to tell you I am happy at last. I am [joyous] as a child.

Mon Dieu! how beautiful the Val de Travers is, how ravishing the lake of Bienne! It was there, as you may imagine, that we sent the husband to attend to the breakfast; but we were in sight, and then, in the shadow of a tall oak, the first furtive kiss of love was given. Then, as our husband is approaching the sixties, I swore to wait, and she to keep her hand, her heart for me.

Isn't it a pretty thing to have torn a husband—who looks to me like a tower—from the Ukraine, to come eighteen hundred miles to meet a lover who has come only four hundred, the monster![1]

I'm joking; but knowing my affairs and my occupation here, my four hundred count as much as the eighteen hundred of my fiancée. She is really very well. She intends to be seriously ill at Geneva, which require [will require the care of] M. Dupuytren to soften the Russian ambassador and obtain a permit to come to Paris, for which she longs; where there is, for a woman, liberty on the mountain. However, I've enchanted the husband; and I shall try next year to get three months to myself. I shall go and see the Ukraine, and we have promised ourselves a magnificent and splendid journey in the Crimea; which is, you know, a land where tourists do not go, a thousand times more beautiful than Switzerland or Italy. It is the Italy of Asia.

But what labor between now and then! Pay our debts! Increase our reputation!

Yesterday I went to Gérard's. Three German families—one Prussian, one from Frankfort, one from Vienna—were officially presented to me. They came faithfully to Gérard's for a month past to see me and tell me that nothing was talked of but me in their country [chez eux]; that amazing fame began for me on the frontier of France, and that I had only to persevere for a year or two to be at the head of literary Europe, and replace Byron, Walter Scott, Goethe, Hoffmann!

Ma foi! as they were good Germans I let myself believe [all] that. It restored to me some courage, and I am going to fire a triple shot on the public and on the envious. During this fortnight, at one flash [I shall] finish "Eugénie Grandet," and write the "Aventures d'une idée [heureuse]" and "Le Prêtre catholique," one of my finest subjects. Then will come the fine third dizain, and after that I shall go and seek my reward at Geneva, after having paid a good slice of debts. There, sister. I have now resumed my winter life. I go to bed at six, with my dinner in my mouth, and I sleep till half-past twelve. At one o'clock Auguste brings me a cup of coffee, and I go at one flash, working from one in the morning till an hour after midday. At the end of twenty days, that makes a pretty amount of work!

Adieu, dearest sister. If your husband has arrived, tell him the "Aventures d'une idée [heureuse]" are on the ways, and he will perhaps read them at Montglat, for I will send you the paper in which they appear if you stay till the end of the month.

The affair of the "Études de Mœurs" is going on well. Thirty-three thousand francs of author's rights will just stop all the big holes. I shall [then] only have to undertake the repayment to my mother, and after that, faith! I shall be at my ease. I hope to repay you the remaining thousand francs at the end of the month; but if my mother wants all her interests [at once] I shall be obliged to put you off [till] the first fortnight in November.

Well, adieu, my dear sister. If you have any heart, you will answer me. What the devil are you doing at Montglat? However, you are free; this is not a reproach, it is curiosity. Between brother and sister it is pardonable. Much tenderness. You won't say again that I don't write to you.

Apropos, the pain in my side continues; but I have such fear of leeches, cataplasms, and to be tied down in a way that I can't finish what I have undertaken, that I put everything off. If it gets too bad we will see about it, I and the doctor, or magnetism.

Addio, addio. A thousand kind things. Correct carefully the "Médecin [de Campagne]," or rather tell me all the places that seem to you bad, and put the great pots into the little pots; that is to say, if a thing can be said in one line instead of two, try to make the sentence.

Adieu, sister. [Honoré.]






[1] Monsieur Hanski hired the house in Neufchâtel early in the spring of 1833 and took his family there in May. Balzac was not invited, or, at any rate, did not go there till September 25th.



Now there are three points here to be noticed and studied:—

1. The letters all state the purpose for which they were written. The versions of 1856 and 1876 give the same purpose. That given in "Roman d'Amour" is totally different.

2. The "Roman d'Amour" letter claims to be the complete text [texte complet]. How comes it, therefore, to have such variations from the original letter published by the sister who received it, and republished authoritatively in the Édition Définitive?

3. These variations are not merely omissions or additions of passages; they are the total reconstruction of many, and very characteristic, sentences.

Some one must have rewritten the letter. Some one has garbled it. There can be no question about this; the fact is there. It is not necessary for the vindication of Balzac's honour to inquire who did it; but it is plain that it was done.

It is therefore legitimate to suppose that the hand which garbled parts of the letter added the slanderous language of the first part.

Three years ago, in 1896, when "Roman d'Amour" first appeared, I added to the new edition of my "Memoir of Balzac" an appendix entitled "A Vindication of Balzac." It goes into more details connected with this slander than I can suitably put into this Preface, and I respectfully ask my readers to read it in the Memoir.

Now, to me who have lived in Balzac's mind for the last fifteen years as closely, perhaps, as any one now living, it is plain that the same hand that garbled the letter of October, 1833, has been at work on some of the letters in the present volume.

The simple story of these letters is as follows: In February, 1833, Balzac received a letter, posted in Russia, from a lady who signed herself "l'Étrangère" ["Foreigner"]. This letter is not known to exist; nor is there any authentic knowledge of its contents; but it began a correspondence between its writer and Balzac which ended in their marriage in 1850. It does not appear at what date Madame Hanska gave her name; it must have been quite early in the correspondence, although he never knew it exactly until the day he met her in September, 1833, at Neufchâtel.

The first reply from Balzac which is given is the first letter in the present volume, misdated January, 1833, a month before l'Étrangère's first letter was written; but it is plainly not the first reply he had made to her.

Eleven letters from Balzac follow the first, ending on the day (September 26, 1833) when he met Madame Hanska for the first time at Neufchâtel.

These twelve letters to an unknown woman are romantic; they are the letters of a poet, creating for himself an ideal love, and letting his imagination bear him along unchecked. From our colder point of view they seem, here and there, a little foolish, as addressed to a total stranger, but the impression conveyed of his own being, his nature, the troubles of his life and heart, is affecting and full of dignity. They are, moreover, the letters of a gentleman to a woman he respects. Owing to their false dates and to a forgery in the first letter (done undoubtedly to bring them into line with "Roman d'Amour"), they are open to suspicion; but Balzac's characteristics are in them, and I believe them to be, in spite of some interpolations, genuine.

But from the time that he meets Madame Hanska at Neufchâtel, a date which corresponds precisely with the garbled letter in "Roman d'Amour," the tone of the correspondence changes. For six months (from October to March) it becomes out of keeping with the respect which the foregoing letters, and the letters of all the rest of his life show that he felt for her. More especially is this true of the letters of January, February, and March. They are not in Balzac's style of writing; they present ideas that were not his, expressed in a manner that was not his; they contradict the impression given by all the other letters of his life; they contradict the letters of romantic ideal love that precede them; they contradict what every friend who knew Balzac closely has said of him; they contradict the known facts of the history of himself and Madame Hanska; they are, moreover, disloyal to friendship in a manner that Balzac's whole conduct in life, as evidenced in his correspondence, shows to have been impossible.

To bring the question home to ourselves—which of us, after reflection and comparison, can suppose that the paltry, immature, contemptibly vulgar stuff of the letters here designated as spurious ever came from the brain of the man who thought and wrote the "Comédie Humaine"?

There is such a thing as true literary judgment,—as unerring as the science that sees a mammoth in a bone. To that judgment, if to no other, this question may be left. The letters are here in this volume, and the reader can judge them for himself. In my opinion they have been garbled in various places; expressions, passages, and many whole letters have been interpolated, with the vulgarity of the hand that garbled the letter in "Roman d'Amour," for the purpose of supporting the slander suggested in that book.

This is, necessarily, opinion and judgment only; but a very remarkable circumstance appears in this volume, which should be studied and judged by readers thoroughly informed about Balzac, his nature, his character, and his writings.

September 16, 1834, Balzac writes to Monsieur Hanski, asking him to explain to Madame Hanska how he came to write to her two love-letters; these letters are not given. He asks her pardon, he is grieved, he is mortified (and justly so); but the letter is characteristic of a man who was honest and brave; the defence rings true. Monsieur Hanski must have thought so, for he accepted the commission and so performed it that Balzac's next letter to Madame Hanska thanks her for her pardon, and is written in a tone of boyish glee which was eminently characteristic of him, and could not have been counterfeited.

From this time there is not a trace of embarrassment in his letters; he does not feel himself withheld from expressing his ardent but respectful feelings for Madame Hanska; he assures her, again and again, of her influence upon his life, and he sends friendly messages to Monsieur Hanski, which are returned in an evidently kind and cordial way.

To the translation of the "Lettres à l'Étrangère" I have added that of all the letters to Madame Hanska during the rest of Balzac's life which are contained in the volume of Correspondence in the Édition Définitive. The "Lettres à l'Étrangère"—those, I mean, that are genuine—ought, if published at all, to have been shortened. They were written to give vent to the emotions of a heart and soul under violent pressure; perhaps no letters exist that ever came so hot from the inner being; they lay bare a soul that little dreamed of this exposure, for the man who wrote them never read them over. For this reason, this lack of editing, the reader will surely find them too monotonous in their one long cry; and yet, without them, the world would not have known a tragedy too great for tears, nor the true history of a hero.

I should not have consented to translate these letters unless I had been allowed by my publishers to preface them with these remarks, and give my name and what weight my long, close intercourse with Balzac may possess in his just defence.

Katharine P. Wormeley.

The Säter,

Thorn Mountain.



LETTERS.


Table of Contents





I.

LETTERS DURING 1833.

To Madame Hanska.

Paris, January, 1833.

Madame,—I entreat you to completely separate the author from the man, and to believe in the sincerity of the sentiments which I have vaguely expressed in the correspondence you have obliged me to hold with you. In spite of the perpetual caution which some friends give me against certain letters like those which I have had the honour to receive from you, I have been keenly touched by a tone that levity cannot counterfeit. If you will deign to excuse the folly of a young heart and a wholly virgin imagination, I will own that you have been to me the object of the sweetest dreams; in spite of my hard work I have found myself more than once galloping through space to hover above the unknown country where you, also unknown, live alone of your race. I have taken pleasure in comprehending you among the remains almost always unfortunate of a dispersed people, a people scattered thinly over the earth, exiled perhaps from heaven, but of whom each being has language and sentiments to him peculiar and unlike those of other men,—delicacy, choiceness of soul, chasteness of feeling, tenderness of heart, purer, sweeter, gentler than in the best of other created beings. There is something saintly in even their enthusiasms, and calm in their ardour. These poor exiles have all, in their voices, their words, their ideas, something, I know not what, which distinguishes them from others, which serves to bind them to one another in spite of distance, lands, and language; a word, a phrase, the very sentiment exhaled in a look are like a rallying call which they obey; and, compatriots of a hidden land whose charms are reproduced in their memories, they recognize and love one another in the name of that country toward which they stretch their arms. Poesy, music, and religion are their three divinities, their favourite loves; and all these passions awake in their hearts sensations that are equally powerful.

I have clothed you with all these ideas. I have held out to you my hand, fraternally, from afar, without conceit, without affectation, but with a confidence that is almost domestic, with sincerity; and could you have seen my glance you would have recognized within it both the gratitude of a lover and the religions of the heart,—the pure tenderness that binds the son to a mother, the brother to a sister, the respect of a young man for woman, and the delightful hopes of a long and fervent friendship.

'T was an episode wholly romantic; but who will dare to blame the romantic? It is only frigid souls who cannot conceive all there is of vast in the emotions to which the unknown gives full scope. The less we are restrained by reality, the higher is the flight of the soul. I have therefore let myself gently float upon my reveries, and they are ravishing. So, if a star darts from your candle, if your ear should catch a distant murmur, if you see figures in the fire, if something sparkles or speaks beside you, near you, believe that my spirit is wandering among your panels.

Amid the battle I am fighting, amid my heavy toil, my endless studies, in this agitated Paris, where politics and literature absorb some sixteen or eighteen hours of the twenty-four, to me, an unfortunate man, widely different from the author that people imagine, come charming hours which I owe to you. So, in order to thank you, I dedicated to you the fourth volume of the "Scènes de la Vie privée," putting your seal at the head of the last "Scene," which I was writing at the moment when I received your first letter. But a person who is a mother for me, and whose caprices and even jealousy I am bound to respect, exacted that this silent testimony of secret sentiments should be suppressed. I have the sincerity to avow to you both the dedication and its destruction, because I believe you have a soul sufficiently lofty not to desire a homage which would cause grief to a person as noble and grand as she whose child I am, for she preserved me in the midst of griefs and shipwreck where in my youth I nearly perished. I live by the heart only, and she made me live! I have saved the only copy of that dedication for which I was blamed as if it were a horrible coquetry; keep it, madame, as a souvenir and by way of thanks. When you read the book say to yourself that in concluding it and revising it I thought of you and of the compositions which you have preferred to all the others. Perhaps what I am doing is wrong; but the purity of my intentions must absolve me.[1]

Lay the things that shock you in my works, madame, to the account of that necessity which forces us to strike powerfully a blasé public. Having undertaken, rashly no doubt, to represent the whole of literature by the whole of my works; wishing to erect a monument more durable from the mass and the amassing of materials than from the beauty of the edifice, I am obliged to represent everything, that I may not be accused of want of power. But if you knew me personally, if my solitary life, my days of study, privation, and toil were told to you, you would lay aside some of your accusations and perceive more than one antithesis between the man and his writings. Certainly there are some works in which I like to be myself; but you can guess them; they are those in which the heart speaks out. My fate is to paint the happiness that others feel; to desire it in perfection, but never to meet it. None but those who suffer can paint joy, because we express better that which we conceive than that we have experienced.

See to what this confidence has drawn me! But, thinking of all the countries that lie between us, I dare not be brief. Besides, events are so gloomy around my friends and myself! Civilization is threatened; arts, sciences, and progress are threatened. I myself, the organ of a vanquished party representing all noble and religious ideas, I am already the object of lively hatred. The more that is hoped from my voice, the more it is feared. And under these circumstances, when a man is thirty years old and has not worn out his life or his heart, with what passion he grasps a friendly word, a tender speech!...

Perhaps you will never receive anything from me again, and the friendship you have created may be like a flower perishing unknown in the depths of a wood by a stroke of lightning. Know, at least, that it was true, and sincere; you are, in a young and stainless heart, what every woman must desire to be—respected and adored. Have you not shed a perfume on my hours? Do I not owe to you one of those encouragements which make us accept hard toil, the drop of water in the desert?

If events respect me, and in spite of excursions to which my life as poet and artist condemn me, you can, madame, address your letters "Rue Cassini, No. 1, near the Observatory"—unless indeed I have had the misfortune to displease you by this candid expression of the feelings I have for you.

Accept, madame, my respectful homage.


[1] This publication of the "Scènes de la Vie privée" took place in May, 1832, nine months before Mme. Hanska's first letter reached Balzac. The above passage must therefore have been forged and interpolated here; probably to bring this letter into line with a tale in "Roman d'Amour" (pp. 55-59), which the same dates prove to be false.—TR.



Paris, end of January, 1833.

Pardon me the delay of my answer. I returned to Paris only in December last, and I found your letter in Paris awaiting me. But once here, I was sharply seized by crushing toil and violent sorrows.[1] I must be silent as to the sorrows and the toil. None but God and myself will ever know the dreadful energy a heart requires to be full of tears repressed, and yet suffice for literary labours. To spend one's soul in melancholy, and yet to occupy it ever with fictitious joys and sorrows! To write cold dramas, and keep within us a drama that burns both heart and brain! But let us leave all this. I am alone; I am now shut up at home for a long time, possibly a year. I have already endured these voluntary incarcerations in the name of science and of poverty; to-day, troubles are my jailers.

I have more than once turned my thought to you. But I must still be silent; these are follies. I have one regret; it is to have boasted to you of "Louis Lambert," the saddest of all abortions. I have just employed nearly three months in remaking that book, and it is now appearing in a little 18mo volume, of which there is a special copy for you; it will await your orders and shall be given, with the Chénier, to the person who calls for them; or they shall be sent wherever you write to me to forward them.

This work is still incomplete, though it bears this time the pompous title of "Histoire Intellectuelle de Louis Lambert." When this edition is exhausted, I will publish another "Louis Lambert" more complete.

I tell you naïvely all that you want to know about me. I am still waiting for you to speak to me with equal confidence. You are afraid of ridicule? And of whose? That of a poor child, victim yesterday and victim to-morrow of his feminine bashfulness, his shyness, his beliefs. You have asked me with distrust to give an explanation of my two handwritings; but I have as many handwritings as there are days in the year, without being on that account the least in the world versatile. This mobility comes from an imagination which can conceive all and yet remain virgin, like glass which is soiled by none of its reflections. The glass is in my brain. But my heart, my heart is known but to one woman in the world as yet,—the et nunc et semper dilectæ dicatum of the dedication of "Louis Lambert." Ties eternal and ties broken! Do not blame me. You ask me how we can love, live, and lose each other while still loving. That is a mystery of life of which you know nothing as yet, and I hope you never may know it. In that sad destiny no blame can be attached except to fate; there are two unfortunates, but they are two irreproachable unfortunates. There is no fault to absolve because there is no cause to blame. I cannot add another word.

I am very curious to know if "La Femme abandonnée," "La Grenadière," the "Lettre à Nodier" (in which there are enormous typographical errors), the "Voyage à Java," and "Les Maranas" have pleased you?...

Some days after receiving this letter you will read "Une Fille d'Ève," who will be the type of the "La Femme abandonnée," taken between fifteen and twenty years of age.

At this moment I am finishing a work that is quite evangelical, and which seems to me the "Imitation of Jesus Christ" poetized. It bears an epigraph which will tell the disposition of mind I was in when writing the book: To wounded hearts, silence and shade. One must have suffered to understand that line to its full extent; and one must also have suffered as much as I have done to give birth to it in a day of mourning.

I have flung myself into work, as Empedocles into the crater, to stay there. "La Bataille" will come after "Le Médecin de campagne" (the book I have just told you of); and is there not something to shudder at when I tell you that "La Bataille" is an impossible book? In it I undertake to initiate the reader into all the horrors and all the beauties of a battle-field; my battle is Essling, Essling with all its consequences. This book requires that a man, in cold blood, seated in his chair, shall see the country, the lay of the land, the masses of men, the strategic events, the Danube, the bridges; shall behold the details and the whole of the struggle, hear the artillery, pay attention to all the movements on the chess-board; see all, and feel, in each articulation of the great body, Napoleon—whom I shall not show, or shall only allow to be seen, in the evening, crossing the Danube in a boat! Not a woman's head; cannon, horses, two armies, uniforms. On the first page the cannon roars, and never ceases until the last. You read through smoke, and, the book closed, you have seen it all intuitively; you remember the battle as if you had been present at it.

It is now three months that I have been measuring swords with that work, that ode in two volumes, which persons on all sides tell me is impossible!

I work eighteen hours a day. I have perceived the faults of style which disfigure "La Peau de Chagrin." I corrected them to make it irreproachable; but after two months' labour, the volume being reprinted, I discover another hundred faults. Such are the sorrows of a poet.

It is the same thing with "Les Chouans." I have rewritten that book entirely; but the second edition, which is coming out, has still many spots upon it.

On all sides they shout to me that I do not know how to write; and that is cruel when I have already told myself so, and have consecrated my days to new works, using my nights to perfect the old ones. Like the bears, I am now licking the "Scènes de la Vie privée" and the "Physiologie du Mariage;" after which I shall revise the "Études Philosophiques."

As all my passions, all my beliefs are defeated, as my dreams are dispersed, I am forced to create myself passions, and I choose that of art. I live in my studies. I wish to do better. I weigh my phrases and my words as a miser weighs his bits of gold. What love I thus waste! What happiness is flung to the winds! My laborious youth, my long studies will not have the sole reward I desired for them. Ever since I have breathed and known what a pure breath coming from pure lips was, I have desired the love of a young and pretty woman; yet all has fled me! A few years more and youth will be a memory! I am eligible to the Chamber under the new law which allows us to be men at thirty years of age, and certainly in a few years the recollections of youth will bring me no joys. And then, what hope that I could obtain at forty that which I have missed at twenty? She who is averse to me, being young, will she be less reluctant then? But you cannot understand these moans,—you, young, solitary, living a country life, far from our Parisian world which excites the passions so violently, and where all is so great and so petty. I ought still to keep these lamentations in the depths of my heart....

You have asked my friendship for a youth; I thought of you yesterday in fulfilling a promise of the same kind and devoting myself to a young man whom I hope to embark upon a fine and noble life. You are right; there is a moment in the life of young men when a friendly heart can be very precious. In the park of Versailles is a statue of "Achilles between Vice and Virtue," which seems to me a great work, and I have always thought, when looking at it, of that critical moment in human life. Yes, a young man needs a courageous voice to draw him to the life of manhood while allowing him to gather the flowers of passion that bloom along the wayside.

You will not laugh at me, you, who have written to me so noble a page and lines so melancholy, in which I have believed. You are one of those ideal figures to whom I give the right to come at times and nebulously pose amid my flowers, who smile to me between two camellias, waving aside a rosy heather, and to whom I speak.

You fear the dissipations of the winter for me? Alas! all that I know of the impressions I can produce, comes to me in a few letters from kind souls which set me glowing. I never leave my study, filled with books; I am alone, and I listen and wish to listen to no one. I have such pain in uprooting from my heart my hopes! They must be torn out, one by one, root by root, like flax. To renounce Woman!—my sole terrestrial religion!

You wish to know if I ever met Fedora; if she is true. A woman of cold Russia, the Princess Bagration, is supposed in Paris to be the model of her. I have reached the seventieth woman who has the coolness to recognize herself in that character. They are all of ripe age. Even Madame Récamier is willing to fedorize herself. Not a word of all that is true. I made Fedora out of two women whom I have known without ever being intimate with them. Observation sufficed me, and a few confidences.

There are also some kind souls who will have it that I have courted the handsomest of Parisian courtesans and have hid, like Raphael, behind her curtains. These are calumnies. I have met a Fedora; but that one I shall not paint; besides, the "La Peau de chagrin" was published before I knew her.

I must bid you adieu, and what an adieu! This letter may be a month on its way; you will hold it in your hands, but I may never see you,—you whom I caress as an illusion, who are in my dreams like a hope, and who have so graciously embodied my reveries. You do not know what it is to people the solitude of a poet with a gentle figure, the form of which attracts by the very vagueness which the indefinite lends it. A solitary, ardent heart takes eagerly to a chimera when it is real! How many times I have travelled the road that separates us! what delightful romances! and what postal charges do I not spend at my fireside!

Adieu, then; I have given you a whole night, a night which belonged to my legitimate wife, the "Revue de Paris," that crabbed spouse. Consequently the "Théorie de la Démarche," which I owed to her must be postponed till the month of March, and no one will know why; you and I alone are in the secret. The article was there before me—a science to elucidate; it was arduous, I was afraid of it. Your letter slipped into my memory, and suddenly I put my feet to the embers, forgot myself in my arm-chair,—and adieu "La Démarche;" behold me galloping towards Poland, and re-reading your letters (I have but three)—and now I answer them. I defy you to read two months hence the "Théorie de la Démarche" without smiling at every sentence; because beneath those senseless foolish phrases there are a thousand thoughts of you.

Adieu. I have so little time that you must absolve me. There are but three persons whose letters I answer. This sounds a little like French conceit, and yet it is really most delicate in the way of modesty. More than that, I meant to tell you that you are almost alone in my heart, grandparents excepted.

Adieu. If my rose-tree were not out of bloom I would send you a petal. If you were less fairy-like, less capricious, less mysterious, I would say "write to me often."

P. S. The black seal was an accident. I was not at home, and the friend with whom I was staying at Angoulême was in mourning.


[1] This letter is inconsistent with the preceding one, also dated January, 1833. A system of arbitrary dating is thus shown.—TR.

Paris, February 24, 1833.

Certainly there is some good genius between us; I dare not say otherwise, for how else can one explain that you should have sent me the "Imitation of Jesus Christ" just when I was working night and day at a book in which I have tried to dramatize the spirit of that work by conforming it to the desires of the civilization of our epoch. How is it that you had the thought to send it to me when I had that of putting its meditative poesy into action, so that across wide space the saintly volume, accompanied by an escort of gentle thoughts, should have come to me as I was casting myself into the delightful fields of a religious idea; coming too, at a moment when, weary and discouraged, I despaired of being able to accomplish this magnificent work of charity; beautiful in its results—if only my efforts should not prove in vain. Oh! give me the right to send you in a month or two my "Médecin de campagne" with the Chénier and the new "Louis Lambert," in which I will write the last corrections. My book will not appear till the first of March. I do not choose to send you that ignoble edition. A few weeks after its appearance I shall have still another ready, and I can then offer you something more worthy of you. The same line of thought presented itself to me in all of them,—poesy, religion, intellect, those three great principles will be united in these three books, and their pilgrimage toward you will be fulfilled; all my thoughts are assembled in them, and if you will draw from that source there will be for you, in me, something inexhaustible.

Now I know that my book will please you. You send me the Christ upon the cross, and I, I have made him bearing his cross. There lies the idea of the book: resignation and love; faith in the future and the shedding of the fragrance of benefits around us. What joy for a man to have at last been able to do a work in which he can be himself, in which he may pour out his soul without fear of ridicule, because in serving the passions of the mob he has conquered the right, dearly bought, of being heard in a day of grave thought. Have you read "Juana"? Tell me if she pleases you.

You have awakened many diverse curiosities in me; you are capable of a delightful coquetry which it is impossible to blame. But you do not know how dangerous it is to a lively imagination and a heart misunderstood, a heart full of rejected tenderness, to behold thus nebulously a young and beautiful woman. In spite of these dangers, I yield myself willingly to hopes of the heart. My
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