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  WHATEVER Balzacs claims on our interest as one of the great European writers  the founder of the modern
  novel  he was also a lover, businessman, political campaigner, tourist, treasure-hunter, inventor, con-man and interior decorator who participated in the age he described with a fullness and
  energy that make him an excellent subject for biography. Beyond his study walls he was not, like most of us, a straw careering down lifes stream; Balzac was a mechanical dredger that carved
  out its own river-bed as it went along, and the events of his life are, to an unusual degree, expressions of a personality.


  Balzac is both the embodiment of his age and its most revealing exception. He arrived in Paris from the provinces at a time when class distinctions were beginning to dissolve, and completed his
  fathers rise from peasant origins to become the friend of bankers, diplomats and politicians, the accomplice or enemy of almost every writer worth knowing, the lover of two duchesses and,
  eventually, the husband of a Polish countess whom he courted for sixteen years by correspondence. From the moment he decided, as it were, to become a genius, Balzacs life resembled an
  encyclopedia with a plot: his legal studies, his self-imposed seclusion in a garret from which he hoped to emerge a great philosopher and poet, his fascination with the secret, sordid life of the
  city, his first, pseudonymous novels  gory, sentimental and memorably bad  his disastrous business ventures that showed him every aspect of the book-trade he later depicted in
  Illusions Perdues. By the time Balzac achieved fame with La Peau de Chagrin in 1831 as a rosy-cheeked, chubby Romantic, his incongruities were already well established: a rationalist
  who tried to harness supernatural powers; a social observer who turned characters into real people and the real people he loved, seduced or exploited into characters; a brilliant businessman who
  was always on the edge of bankruptcy; an expert fantasizer who believed that the vital fluid known as will-power diminishes with every desire; a defender of the Family with at least one
  illegitimate child and a wide repertoire of sexual appetites; a man with a phenomenal capacity for self-deception who can be treated (according to Henry James) as a final authority on human
  nature.1 With time, Balzacs ironies have, if anything, increased: the realist who was really a visionary; the political
  thinker who stood for parliament and denounced the evils of democracy; the monarchist hailed by Marxists as a revolutionary and whose works, for that reason, have always filled out the shelves of
  bookshops in Communist countries; the last traditional story-teller and father of the modern novel whose tales have confused or inspired most modern schools of criticism.


  All creators disappear in their creations; but there, too, they provide the keys to mysteries they may not have solved or even formulated themselves. Balzacs principal creation was La
  Comdie Humaine, comprising over a hundred novels, short stories, studies and several unfinished works. Intellectually as well as politically, the period covered by La Comdie
  Humaine is the great turning point of European history, an age of revolutions during which an industrial economy was imposed on what was still a feudal society. Balzacs epic of modern
  life is the last attempt by any writer to comprehend and educate a whole world in all its diversity, to offer a complete, unified, scientific picture of society and human experience, from the
  evocative trivia of day-to-day existence to the complex, organic machinery of power and bureaucracy. With Shakespeare and Dickens, Balzac is the most prolific creator of memorable characters in
  Western literature: there are over 2000 of them in La Comdie Humaine alone, joined to each other by an endless umbilical cord of family relations and coincidences (the genealogical
  table of Balzacs characters covers three walls of his house in Paris); although if one includes characters who were removed from later editions, those who are not named or whose existence is
  only implied, and a few animals with recognizable personalities, the total rises to well over 3500.


  La Comdie Humaine is just the largest continent on the Balzacian planet. His other works consist of his early commercial novels which he disowned and later
  republished under different titles; some even earlier attempts to find his feet in almost every imaginable genre; over thirty erotic tales in a form of medieval French devised by Balzac for his own
  use; a repertoire of comedies and dramas; two decades of literary and political journalism, including what amounts to an eyewitness account of France under Louis-Philippe; five volumes of
  omnivorous correspondence, bulging with another hundred tales of financial and emotional catastrophe and triumph, and which continue to expand as new letters come to light.
  Balzacs letters to his future wife, published separately, form an unusually detailed diary of a writers life  or, more accurately, a gigantic novel with real protagonists which
  is approximately one-quarter the size of La Comdie Humaine. There are also notes, sketches, fragments, books signed by other people, self-advertisements, prefaces, manifestos,
  pamphlets, plans for legislation, anecdotes, aphorisms, and some of the most adventurous travel writing in the nineteenth century.


  Balzacs enormous uvre has provided the basic fuel for this biography. Everything has been read, in most cases at least twice. While this may conceivably have the
  disadvantage of imbuing the biographer with an incurably Balzacian view of reality and thus invalidate any claim he may have had to objectivity, Balzac can hardly be grasped if he and the world he
  created and inhabited have not been circumnavigated in at least one direction. Balzac recognized this himself when he wrote to Countess Maffei in 1837: I find people very impertinent when
  they say I am deep and then try to get to know me in five minutes. Between you and me, I am not deep, but very wide, and it takes time to walk around me.2 (It is true that he hoped the Countess would put his claim to the test.)


  Since I started out on this walk seventeen years ago as an undergraduate, I hope to have covered enough ground to produce at least the illusion of three dimensions.


  BALZACS LIFE in written form almost deserves a biography of its own. After the affectionate accounts by his sister and Thophile Gautier,
  Balzac became the common denominator of a set of anecdotes and was depicted either as a dangerously depraved parvenu with the body and brain of a peasant and the costume and pretensions of
  an aristocrat, or as a bumbling incompetent, an accidental genius, incapable of distinguishing fact from fantasy. In coping with fame, Balzac brought to life an image that still conspires against
  him  the coffee addict, chained to his desk from midnight till dawn, writing pornographic stories in his monks robe; the unwanted child who blundered into life equipped with every
  emotional and intellectual disadvantage.


  Faced with a compendium of myths, the majority of Balzacs early biographers appear to have asked themselves Wittgensteins first recorded philosophical question
   Why should one tell the truth if its to ones advantage to tell a lie?  and failed to come up with a convincing answer either way. Some of Balzacs
  most disreputable, opportunist characters lived on to wreak revenge on their creator in skimpy, exploitative biographies, where virtuous sentiments go hand in hand with plagiarism and where
  patterns of cause and effect are established with devastating confidence, while lip-service is paid to the unpredictability of life. With the substantial, scholarly biographies of Andr
  Billy (1944), Stefan Zweig (1946) and Andr Maurois (1965), Balzacs posthumous fortunes changed: a less moralistic attitude to his work produced a recognition that someone who turned
  himself so effectively into a contemporary myth could hardly have floated over half a century of French society on a cloud of unconsciousness. A more private and ambiguous Balzac began to emerge.
  Later biographers  Pierre Citron and Maurice Bardche  have crept up on him by studying the obsessions that drive his novels, while the astonishing variety of critical
  approaches attracted by La Comdie Humaine has turned the biographers peep-hole into a giant screen. It would be a shame, though, if biography had advanced only to a parting of
  the ways: in one direction, the enchanted forest of myth (and, of course, the sleeping novelist), in the other, the pebbly field of fact and detail in which Balzac is studied through the evidence
  of his spade. There is no reason to believe that any aspect of his work  including those traditionally thought to be the preserve of academe  should be inherently dull. Nor is it
  necessary to believe that divulging scholarly detail in an interesting fashion should contaminate and cheapen it. All that is lost is the spurious moral advantage of having overcome boredom in
  acquiring knowledge.


  Having allowed myself to be convinced by Balzac that imagination is an ally of the truth, I have fallen quite happily into the trap of telling a story. Sometimes, teasing a thread out of so much
  material means making ones mind up about things when it would be far more pleasant to remain in doubt. However, I have always tried to present the evidence in such a way that the reader
  feels fully qualified to disagree  and if no one does, then I can hardly claim to have presented Balzac in all his inexplicable vitality. All the anecdotes used to
  illuminate the story can either be corroborated, or else they spring from Balzacs own inventions and conversations and form part of the Balzac legend.


  This is the first full biography of Balzac in English since those of Mary Sandars (1904), Frederick Lawton (1910) and Francis Gribble (1930). In the meantime, there have been translations of the
  biographies by Zweig and Maurois. There was also an excellent short summary of Balzacs life written by one of his most scrupulous translators, Herbert J. Hunt (1957), as a companion to his
  study of La Comdie Humaine, and a beautifully illustrated account by V. S. Pritchett (1973) based on the biographies by Billy, Zweig and Maurois. Yet interest in Balzac  not
  only in the English-speaking world  has continued to increase. Since the biographical study of Balzacs works by Maurice Bardche in 1980, thousands of books and articles have
  appeared, new facts have been unearthed, the twelve-volume Pliade edition of La Comdie Humaine has been completed under the direction of Pierre-Georges Castex, Roger Pierrot
  has published an updated edition of the letters to Mme Hanska, and Balzacs juvenilia and the Contes Drolatiques launched a new edition of the Oeuvres Diverses in 1990. Anyone
  who travels through Balzacs real and fictional worlds owes such a large debt to those who built straight roads through them and made it possible to admire the scenery that it is easy to
  forget what heroic efforts Balzac inspired in his admirers. I have made use of all this material, and have also contributed new facts, anecdotes, interpretations, solutions to mysteries and, of
  course, questions. Nothing else could excuse the enormous conceit of telling the story of one of the worlds greatest story-tellers.


  TITLES ARE quoted in French in the text, with translations  or titles of the best-known English translations  supplied in the index. Most
  of Balzacs titles are simultaneously comprehensible and untranslatable, as a glance at the index will show.


  All translations are my own. Many of the passages  and even titles  appear in English here for the first time.


  Sources of all quotations are given in the notes, except where the original can easily be located, for example by the date of a letter. Occasionally, in order to avoid
  cluttering up the text with note numbers, sources pertaining to the same subject have been grouped in a single note.


  It is not necessary to know anything of Balzacs works in order to read this biography, though one of the reasons for writing it was to encourage a personal rediscovery of his stories. It
  is hoped that this will be construed as a service to the reader. Biography is often practised as a form of lion-taming without the risks. Perhaps more than any other writer, Balzac has been treated
  with a tone of condescension which is sometimes applied wholesale to the past and which makes one suspect the biographer of trying to revel in the ultimate advantage: life over death. In
  Balzacs case, one should not be so sure that this advantage exists. Oscar Wildes premonition of his own downfall in that of a Balzac character should serve as a warning to anyone who
  decides now to descend into the great nineteenth-century epic with its hundred open doors and only one exit:


  
    
      A steady course of Balzac reduces our living friends to shadows, and our acquaintances to the shadows of shades. His characters have a kind of fervent fiery-coloured
      existence. They dominate us, and defy scepticism. One of the greatest tragedies of my life is the death of Lucien de Rubempr. It is a grief from which I have never been able completely
      to rid myself. It haunts me in my moments of pleasure. I remember it when I laugh. But Balzac is no more a realist than Holbein was. He created life, he did not copy it.

    

  


  BY WRITING about Balzac as well as consorting with his characters, I have discovered that the side-effect mentioned by Oscar Wilde can be neutralized and
  even reversed. In all the recent talk about the art of biography  its status as disguised autobiography (while autobiography is the story of an invented character)  one important
  ulterior motive has been missed: the chance to put friends and institutions to the test. I have taken this opportunity with all the eagerness the subject seemed to merit.


  Claude Pichois, who first showed me through the streets and salons of La Cousine Bette and helped me on several occasions to renew my carte de sjour for the nineteenth
  century, has read the typescript and made some vital suggestions and corrections. Thanks also to Peter Straus and Starling Lawrence, who managed to make their observations
  incisive and encouraging at the same time. Stephen Roberts pointed out various defects whilst appearing to do the opposite. Geoffrey Neates erudition and hospitality have been invaluable. I
  am grateful to Jean Bruneau for his comments and assistance.


  Special thanks to my agent, Gill Coleridge, who is responsible for this book in ways both practical and intangible.


  The following people answered questions and generally smoothed the path of research. Jean-Paul Avice at the Bibliothque Historique de la Ville de Paris, Thierry Bodin, Alain Brunet (for
  practical help with Chapter 13), Philip Collins, Ghislaine Courtet, Nicole Dinzart at the Bibliothque Municipale de Tours, Helen Dore, Pierre Enckell (for words found only in Balzac), Jim
  Hiddleston, Gregory Hutchinson, Georg Kreisel, Anne Panchout, Helen and Raymond Poggenburg (for books and lodging), Edward Preston, Everard Robinson (for an equivalent of the Chteau de
  Sach), Claire Tomalin and Jean Ziegler.


  I am greatly indebted to the collections and expertise of the following libraries and institutions. In France: the Bibliothque Nationale, the Bibliothque de lInstitut
  (Fonds Spoelberch de Lovenjoul), the Maison de Balzac at Passy, the Chteau de Sach, the Muse des Beaux-Arts de Tours, the Muse de Ville-dAvray, the
  Muse des Beaux-Arts de Besanon, Archives de la Ville dOrlans, Archives de la Ville de Villeurbanne. In Britain: the Taylor Institution Library, the Bodleian Library,
  the National Portrait Gallery and the Library Automation Service of Oxford University. In the United States: the W. T. Bandy Center for Baudelaire Studies at Vanderbilt University. Also the
  American and British Societies for Psychical Research.


  Balzac would have been dedicated to Margaret, but she made so many improvements to it and was so irresistibly honest from the very beginning that she was practically its co-author.


  
    G. M. R.
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  CHAPTER ONE
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  Provincial Life


  (17991814)


  NOTHING IS insignificant, Balzac declares, characteristically  the mothers diet, the
  fathers virility, and, most important of all, the posture of the parents at the moment of conception.1 Balzac inherited his passion
  for genetics from his father, who had strange ideas for improving the human race. Unfortunately, his father never indicated how the great creator of characters was himself created.
  For us, the story of Balzacs life must begin with his birth at 11 a.m. on 20 May 1799 in the city of Tours.


  Almost a century later, during his Balzacian pilgrimage to the Loire Valley, Henry James was shocked to find that the man who took in more of human life than anyone since
  Shakespeare was born in a house in a row  a house, moreover, which at the date of his birth must have been only about twenty years old. If the
  tenement selected for this honour could not be ancient and embrowned, it should at least have been detached.2 It seems fitting, though, that a life
  devoted to exploring the private worlds of his contemporaries should have begun within hearing of the neighbours.


  Balzac himself was always delighted with his initial coordinates. Born in 1799 with what he called a centenarians constitution, he had the best possible chance of seeing three centuries.
  The year was also historically appropriate. Bonaparte was about to make himself First Consul. Balzac too would create an Empire, a fictional world so real that Oscar Wilde would be able to describe
  him only half-humorously as the inventor of the nineteenth century.


  As for the house which disappointed Henry James, it was in the busy centre of Tours, in a street with a pavement on either side  in fact, the only street in
  Tours, for the others are dark, winding, narrow and damp. A street which lacked only one thing according to Balzac: a memorial to the regions most famous sons, Descartes
  and Rabelais.3 With its warm climate and easy abundance, Touraine had always provided a nutritious medium for geniuses. Returning in
  later years, Balzac would experience the delicious sensation of being buried up to the neck in a giant pt de foie gras.4 For him,
  his native land was a peculiar combination of Romantic exoticism and womb-like comfort, a land of lotus-eaters in the middle of France. Once you get there, he claims, you will remain 
  indolent, idle, and happy. But Balzac was different. He would suffer the transplanting which, he says, enables the Tourangeau to bear fruit.5


  Finally, he was equipped with a name worthy of a genius. His father had been born a Balssa. It was and still is a common name in various forms in the mountains of the Auvergne  the name
  of a highland peasant; and so, as he rose through the ranks of society, he changed it to the name of an ancient noble family, eventually adding the supposedly aristocratic de. With
  its sturdy symmetry and decisive consonants, the emphasis falling on the second syllable, Balzac was not a label but a powerful talisman. According to the pronunciation of one of
  Balzacs characters, the Z goes off like a rocket.6


  THE SAME IMAGE could easily be applied to Balzacs father.7 Bernard-Franois Balssa came from a
  hamlet near Albi in the South of France. He was born in 1746 into an uninterrupted line of peasants, the first of eleven children. Not content with helping his father in the fields, he asked the
  parish priest to teach him to read and write, and became a clerk in a lawyers office. There, he discovered how French society worked and, before his twentieth birthday, set off for Paris to
  seek his fortune.


  By the time he was thirty, Bernard-Franois had achieved what would normally have taken several generations. He served an apprenticeship as clerk to the Public Prosecutor, then became
  Secretary to the Kings Council in 1776. His position won him some powerful friends. No doubt he was helped by the fact that he became a Freemason. During the Revolution, he steered a
  prudently erratic course. As a member of the Commune, he seems to have been infected with revolutionary fever. A police report reveals that Citizen Balzac was seen on the night of 6 August 1792 in
  possession of a sabre, intending to go and decapitate the King and Queen. As usual, he was a step ahead of his contemporaries. But his enthusiasm spilled over
  political boundaries: under the Terror, he organized escapes for several of his former protectors. It was a risky business. An unknown benefactor, perhaps Danton, saved him from the consequences of
  Robespierres inquiries by sending him north to take charge of food distribution in the Army. Bernard-Franois was still in provisions when he was transferred to Tours in 1795.


  The move pleased him enormously. He revelled in the land of Rabelais, that illustrious teller of tall stories whose unshakeable good humour he admired.8 He even came to see Touraine as his true home. Protected by the local Prefect, General Pommereul (a fellow Freemason), and revered as an eccentric, he was asked to become mayor
  of the city. He refused in order to devote his considerable energy to running the hospital which he took over in 1803 and where he fought disease and civil servants with equal courage.


  The astonishing rise of Bernard-Franois is not easy to explain. Balzac the son typically put it down to an inexhaustible supply of that mysterious physical force, will-power. To prove
  his point, he used to tell a story about his fathers early days in Paris:


  
    
      He was given room and board in the house of the Public Prosecutor. According to the custom of the time he took his meals with the other clerks at his employers table. That day, they
      were having partridge. The Prosecutors wife, who was eyeing up the new clerk, asked him, Monsieur Balzac, do you know how to carve? Yes, Madame, the young man
      replied, blushing to the roots of his hair. He plucked up his courage and grabbed the knife and fork. Being entirely ignorant of culinary anatomy, he divided the partridge into four, but with
      such vigour that he smashed the plate, ripped the tablecloth and carved right through to the wood of the table. Not very adroit, but tremendously impressive. The Prosecutors wife smiled,
      and from that day on the young clerk was treated with great respect in the house.9

    

  


  In 1797, Bernard-Franois finally decided to marry. Anne-Charlotte-Laure Sallambier was an attractive young woman from a very proper, very ambitious family of haberdashers in the Marais
  district of Paris. The marriage had been arranged by her father, a former colleague of Bernard-Franois. Laure was only eighteen years old, her husband was fifty. Even for
  the time it was an odd match; but both partners stood to gain. Bernard-Franois, intent on enjoying the rest of his life in peace, allowed his dependants the freedom he wanted for
  himself.10 For Laure, a husband with old-fashioned ideas about marital tolerance was a guarantee of independence.


  If there were no other sources of information, Bernard-Franois might be thought to have been invented by his son. He had a quality normally found only in characters in comic novels: an
  indestructible belief that he exerted personal influence over the laws of nature. (His own daughter compares him to Uncle Toby in Tristram Shandy.) His great hobby was longevity. By
  conserving ones vital forces  fresh air, comfortable clothes, chastity in moderation and a single pear for dinner  one could live to the age of 100. Confident of
  success, he invested most of his fortune in a tontine, an early form of life insurance. The proceeds went to the last surviving investor. It was an excellent way of ensuring that his family
  would look after him in old age. Balzac later concluded, with a nice example of lateral thinking, that the secret of long life is to have an absorbing hobby.


  It was sixteen months before the first child arrived. Louis-Daniel was born on 20 May 1798. He lived for only thirty-three days.11


  HONOR EMERGED exactly one year after Louis-Daniel on 20 May 1799. His father ignored what some might have seen as an ominous coincidence and
  named his son after St Honor whose day had just been celebrated. Then, as if to emphasize the fact that he was untainted by religious superstition, he failed to have his son baptized.


  Balzacs first mistress later described him almost flatteringly as an eagle hatched by geese.12 Balzac agreed. He may have
  pointed out in support of this view that, a few hours after birth, he was taken from home and put out to nurse. It was a sad example of poetic injustice: he was sent to the home of a man who sold
  poultry.


  His sister Laure gives a typically charitable explanation of this in the short biography she published after her brothers death: My Mother had lost her first child by trying to
  feed him herself. When little Honor came along, they chose a handsome nurse for him living on the edge of town in a nice, airy house surrounded by gardens. Louis-Daniels death
  certificate confirms that he had been nursed by his mother, though interestingly, he died, not at home, but at the poulterers house a few streets away.13


  Mme Balzac had obviously succumbed to her husbands theories and been persuaded to raise her first-born according to the precepts set down in Rousseaus mile.
  On Honors birth certificate, the initials N.P.E.  nourri par trangre  prove that she was not prepared to repeat the
  experiment with her second child. Unfortunately for Honor, his brothers death was not the only reason for what he came to see as his mothers desertion. In 1799, social life
  was reviving after the long years of revolution, and Honors young mother was keen to seize the opportunity. As Balzac points out, more fairly than many of his biographers, but still
  with a hint of bitterness, Women were fighting over the heroes of the Empire, and ninety-nine per cent of mothers put their babies out to nurse.14 His correspondence also implies that Louis-Daniel had something to do with this treatment: My Mother hated me even before I was born . . .15


  For Balzacs father, the nurse was a reasonable compromise: peasants led healthier lives than so-called civilized people; the air on the edge of town was cleaner; and not every alternative
  form of nursing was bad. As a baby, Bernard-Franois had been taught to suck milk from a goat. This, it was suggested by an anonymous biographer,16 was why he behaved like one later on. Bernard-Franois saw it as one of the secrets of his iron constitution: had not the infant Zeus been suckled by the goat called
  Amalthea?


  Myths of a humbler variety have grown up around Balzacs early years, partly because there are enough nurses in his fictional world to make almost any combination of events seem possible.
  Balzacs Realist techniques obscure matters even more: those tales which have the unmistakable ring of truth are often pure fantasy, while others enveloped in an
  aura of unreality may be transpositions of actual events. However, one persistent myth can be dispelled. Honor was always thought to have spent his first years in the home of a policeman.
  He claims in a letter to his future wife that he was put out to nurse chez un gendarme.17 As so often with Balzac, the more
  comforting version  the potentially unbridled prodigy attached to a pillar of the local community  turns out to be false. Balzac was using the word gendarme in its colloquial
  sense: a large, cantankerous woman.18


  The bullish nurse may be one of the fictional monsters with which Balzac surrounds his earlier self, the sad and loving hero, cast out into a harsh but engrossing world. Even
  so, at an objective distance, the distortion resolves itself into an unpleasant reality. Honors ejection from the nest proved to be more than just a medical precaution. He was left
  with his nurse long after he was weaned, and spent his first years across the river in the village of Saint-Cyr, looking down over the city. By the time he returned to his parents, he was four
  years old.


  Unhappily, Balzac came to share his fathers view that mothers milk is the only proper food for a child: anything else, he says, is likely to produce an unnatural, deformed
  creature:19 perhaps the creature who sometimes appears in burlesque disguises in Balzacs novels. There are many strange evocations of maternal
  flesh in his work  all providing substantial food for psychoanalytical speculation. One scene has a hunchback fantasizing about cooking a large breast which he proposes to devour even
  without sauce.20 In La Vieille Fille, the earnest young hero drools over the great expanse of Mlle Cormons bosom, sitting there
  like a plump partridge enticing the gourmets knife.21 The disturbing combination of sexual yearning and sadism strongly suggests
  violent resentment at his mother, a sense of loss, and the will to reconquer what was lost. But the hunchback and the earnest young hero also have fictional lives of their own.


  In September 1800, Honor was joined by his sister Laure and perhaps in 1802 by the second daughter, Laurence. The following year, they were taken to visit Mme Balzacs mother in
  Paris. Shortly after the visit, Balzacs grandfather died of a heart attack. He was two years younger than Bernard-Franois, who probably made some apposite remarks about the noxious
  air of Paris and the need for fresh vegetables. Mme Sallambier came to live with her daughter in Tours, where she became a close but ineffective ally of the Balzac children.


  HONOR AND LAURE were deemed presentable enough to return home in 1803. The Balzacs were about to move to a new house at
  number 29 in the same street.22 Unlike the house Balzac was born in, which disappeared with much of the old city in the bombing raids of 1940, the
  second house still stands at 53 Rue Nationale. To the children, it was a great mansion, with its stables and outhouses, two kitchens, five cellars and a large salon looking on to the street from
  the first floor where Mme Balzac entertained her many visitors. Honor was installed at the top of a wooden staircase on the third floor.


  The nurses home seemed a paradise in comparison. The children were submitted to regular inspections. Saying goodnight was a tense, solemn ceremony. Mme Balzac was a nervous mother; she
  prided herself, according to Laure, on being able to detect traces of misbehaviour on her childrens faces. Perhaps these silent interrogations are the origin of Balzacs lifelong
  interest in physiognomy: not an academic interest, nor even a literary manual for character descriptions, but a means of survival.


  Honors brief interlude at his parents house is marked by two anecdotes which vividly convey the mental landscape of his childhood. The first is told by Balzac himself in
  Le Lys dans la Valle  thus, an account written thirty years later and attributed to a fictional character. Whether this is more or less revealing than an
  objective account is a matter of opinion. As far as biographical evidence is concerned, the problem is one of chronology rather than accuracy:


  
    
      I was an object of such indifference that the governess often forgot to put me to bed. One evening, curled up peacefully under a fig tree, I was gazing at a star with that passionate
      curiosity which takes hold of children and which my precocious sadness filled with a kind of affective intelligence . . . My Mother happened to notice that I was missing. Our governess 
      a terrible woman called Miss Caroline  hoping to avoid a reprimand, confirmed my Mothers unjustified fears by saying that I hated being in the house. She claimed that, without her
      close surveillance, I would already have run away from home. I was not stupid but cunning, according to her, and of all the children entrusted to her care she had never encountered such a
      wicked boy as I. She pretended to search for me and called out. I answered. She came up to the fig tree, knowing I was there. What were you doing? she asked. Looking at a
      star. You werent looking at a star, my Mother interjected from her balcony. What do boys of your age know about astronomy?23

    

  


  The conniving governess also appears in Laures biography. Mlle Delahaye, she writes, specialized in inculcating respect, obedience and, above all, fear. It should be said that governesses
  occupied an awkward social limbo between the bourgeoisie and the servant class and were paid very little. If they had a fussy employer like Mme Balzac, intimidation probably
  seemed the safest tactic. As Balzac suggests, the root of his problems was his mother  anxious to impose her authority, prone to interpret intelligence as insubordination and, disastrously,
  wanting some suitable recompense for her trouble. There comes a time, says Balzac, when children judge their parents.24 For
  him, that time came early; and perhaps his mother realized she was being judged.


  The story from Le Lys dans la Valle shows how Balzac tends to dress his earlier self in the costumes of Romantic heroes. There are echoes in his memories of childhood of
  Rousseaus Confessions and particularly of stories describing passionate, even incestuous relationships between children  Paul et Virginie and Chateaubriands
  Ren. But Honor seems to have borne little resemblance to the melancholy waif he likes to evoke. Laure remembered him as a lovely child, and when we were
  taken out for walks together, people would notice him because of his happy disposition, his well-formed, smiling mouth, his big brown eyes, sparkling yet gentle, his high forehead and his thick
  black hair. Laure ingeniously explains that Honors cheerful demeanour put him at a severe disadvantage: his happiness and blooming health preserved his mother from
  those latent anxieties which express themselves in special treats and affectionate behaviour. Honors father was inclined to let nature take its course, but his mother
  was more in tune with the times: children for her were constitutionally in need of correction and little more than potential nuisances.


  The oldest nuisance was provided with a small red violin. It gave Honor his first chance to find an audience, in this case Laure: He used to scrape away at the strings for hours
  on end . . . and his radiant expression showed that he thought he was hearing melodies. Laure would beg him to stop: Cant you hear how pretty it is? he asked in
  astonishment. Honor may have been inspired by the recent example of Paganini who, it was said, held audiences spellbound with his furious improvisations. Balzacs early discovery of
  this great enigma of Art  that Beauty is more often in the mind of the artist than in the eye of the beholder  would produce the philosophical studies, Gambara
  and Le Chef-dOeuvre Inconnu. In both tales, the dream of impossible perfection destroys the work itself. It was high time that Honor descended to the rudiments.


  Mme Balzac had been thinking of tutoring Honor herself. Luckily for him, she decided against it, sacrificing her maternal worries to her busy social life. Shortly
  before his fifth birthday, in April 1804, Honor was sent as a day boy to the nearby Pension Le Guay.25 In this cramped little school in the old
  heart of Tours, the sons of tradesmen and the bourgeoisie, rubbing shoulders since the Revolution, learned to read and write for 6 francs a month. It was a six-hour day. For most of it, the boys
  were read to by an old man called M. Docque whose hands shook and whose clothes had survived half a centurys changing fashions. Occasionally, M. Benoist would take over and demonstrate
  joined-up English handwriting and  Balzacs favourite  calligraphy.


  Honor was escorted to school every day by his fathers servant. He was equipped with a small lunch basket, containing some cheese or dried fruit. When lunch-time came, the basket
  was a source of embarrassment (according to an account in which every verifiable detail has turned out to be autobiographically correct and which Balzacs sister treats as personal history).
  The other boys tucked into the pork dishes for which Tours is still famous: a sort of brown jam spread on slices of bread (rillettes) or leftover pork pieces fried in fat,
  which looked like cooked truffles (rillons). There was nothing luxurious about these dishes, but Honor had never tasted them at home and was taunted by his supposedly less fortunate
  classmates when they noticed his greedy eye.26


  In Le Lys dans la Valle, Balzac tells the sad story of his attempts to get back at the mockers and the persecution that ensued: stones wrapped in a handkerchief thrown at his back
  and the family servant forced to defend him. The picture of his early days is almost certainly painted black. Later reports of his behaviour at school suggest that he was a rebellious pupil, far
  from unpopular with boys of his age, enthusiastic and gullible enough to be made fun of, but not easily repressed. Besides which, the Pension Le Guay was his only real contact with the types and
  idioms of Tours which he always mentions with affectionate nostalgia. The incidents described in Le Lys dans la Valle are an expression of a more private truth. The real villain in
  Honors eyes was his mother. In the novel, when the servant tells the narrators mother of the bullying, her retort seems to come straight from one of Mme Balzacs
  scalding letters: That dratted child will cause us nothing but grief!


  Unfortunately, there are no school reports on Balzac before 1807. According to the narrator of Le Lys dans la Valle, the teacher, seeing him always gloomy,
  despised and alone, confirmed his familys suspicion that he was a bad lot. But Le Guay himself informed his superiors in a terse report written in 1810 that there was nothing much to be said
  about boys between the ages of five and seven who are only just learning to read.27 All we know for certain is that Balzac contracted smallpox during
  his three years at the Pension Le Guay. It was a mild dose, and, unlike the rillettes incident, left no permanent mark.


  AT THE AGE of eight, Honor was fitted out and sent away to the town of Vendme, 35 miles north-east of Tours on the road to Paris. The
  ancient Collge de Vendme was to be his home for the next six years.28 During that time he would see his mother exactly twice 
  despite the fact that Vendme enjoyed a more regular coach service than it does today.


  The Collge de Vendme was reputed to be one of the finest schools in France, receiving the flower and elite of the great provincial cities, including Tours 
  hence, presumably, Mme Balzacs choice of school. Significantly or not, on the very day Honor was despatched to Vendme, she paid for half a years pew-rent at Tours
  Cathedral.29 It was the place to be seen, especially if ones husband had a reputation as a free-thinker.


  A more distressing reason for choosing Vendme  the real reason as far as Honor was concerned  appears in the school prospectus: Parents are requested
  not to call their children home; even in the holidays. In other words, once admitted, the child belonged to the school body and soul until his studies were completed  or, in
  Balzacs case, until he ceased to function as a normal human being. Parental visits were strongly discouraged and permitted only at Easter and on prize-giving days, one of which usually
  coincided with Easter.


  This was the time-honoured system of the Oratorians, who had founded the school in 1623. The Oratory was often contrasted with its pedagogical rivals, the Jesuits. The Oratorian approach was
  more sensitive to historical change, not to say infected with rationalism and new-fangled notions; but it was their unfailing flexibility that had enabled them to survive the
  Revolution. The buttons on the school uniform (a round cap and sky-blue collar) told the story: the fleur-de-lys had been replaced at a suitable moment with the words Arts et
  Sciences. A few years later, Napoleon was inserted in the Catechism as He whom God has summoned in difficult times to defend the State with his powerful arm.
  By the time Balzac arrived, secularization was well established: only seven of the sixteen teachers had ever been members of the Oratory, and those seven had been released from their vows. Still,
  Vendme was a flourishing anachronism, proud of its claustral atmosphere and venerable eccentricities. Other schools under the Empire marched to the beat of a drum; Vendme, harking
  back to earlier days, ordered its day by the bell.


  The large, monastic school, which is still a lyce, occupied the centre of the town. Its ancient grey walls, which backed on to the diminutive River Loir (a tributary of the
  Sarthe), marked off a vast enclosure containing the buildings necessary in such establishments: a chapel, a theatre, a sanatorium, a bakery, gardens and fountains. There were 228
  pupils, divided into four sections: Minimes, Petits, Moyens and Grands. Each section had its own dormitory and classrooms. All the rooms gave on to a shared quadrangle which led to
  the refectory.


  This was the historic institution from which Balzac would emerge in the spring of 1813, not clad in the bright wings of genius, but more a chrysalis than before  pale and scrawny, dazed
  with indiscriminate reading, unable to communicate and living with alarming ease in his private world, with no outward sign of any adult personality.


  On arrival (22 June 1807), Honor was inscribed in the register as number 460 and defined for the first time by his contemporaries thus: Aged eight years and five months; has had
  smallpox, without infirmities; sanguine temperament; easily excited and subject to feverishness. Sanguine had its older sense: light-hearted and changeable, with a ruddy
  complexion; or, as the headmasters son later remembered, he was a fat little boy with chubby cheeks and a red face.30


  The first blush of over-excitement was brought on by the refectory, to which Balzac devotes a long, wistful passage of Louis Lambert. Talking at meal-times was tolerated, and so a sort of
  gastronomic commerce had evolved: If one of the Moyens, sitting at the head of his table, wanted a portion of red beans instead of dessert (for we were given dessert), the following offer, A dessert for some beans!, would pass from mouth to mouth until some glutton accepted. . . . If several requests were identical, each
  one bore a number, and the cry would be, First beans for first dessert! There was never any mistake. The noise generated by 200 boys negotiating their menus astonished visitors to the
  school. In the capitalist jungle of La Comdie Humaine, the Vendme refectory comes close to being an image of the perfect society.


  Other Vendme specialities, designed to sweeten the bitterness of exile, were the allotments on which the boys could grow their own vegetables, and a thousand pigeons nesting in coops
  around the walls. There was also a small shop selling marbles, penknives, pencils, prayerbooks (rarely sold), and, if the main ingredient was supplied by the consumer, pigeon
  pt.31


  The Fathers (as they were still called) endeavoured to remove those small embarrassments of fortune which are a very frequent subject of comparison amongst the boys.32 Once again, though, Balzac experienced the power of money in post-revolutionary France. He received only 3 francs pocket money a month. His fathers
  apparent stinginess could be attributed to that other great mover of Balzacs world  single-mindedness. Poverty and spartan virtues, Bernard-Franois had discovered, were the
  surest path to happiness, and since it usually took most of a lifetime to reach that conclusion, his son would enjoy the inestimable advantage of being poor while he was still at school.
  Honor may have questioned this philosophy when he noticed that his friends always had enough money to spend at the shop.


  In spartan virtues, Vendme left nothing to be desired. A contemporary picture of a mathematics lesson shows the master teaching with his hat on and his collar turned up, despite the
  presence in the room of a large stove.33 Balzac often talks of the warm and gentle climate of home, 35 miles down the road, where the sun ripens the
  vineyards of Vouvray. In the monastic cold of Vendme, he suffered more than most: His hands and feet were covered with chilblains every winter. Quite often, because of this
  inconvenience, he had to be spared the rod, which was still in use at that time, and his punishment would be commuted to a detention.34 Leather
  gloves were for sissies: anyone who dared to be seen wearing them would sooner or later find them irreparably shrivelled up on top of the stove.


  The dormitories were no better  bug-infested, smelly, the floors coated with that mysterious collegial humus spawned by the thousand occupations of every
  pupil and other, more definable sources of atmospheric corruption: buckets of cold water used for washing in the morning, food smuggled out of the refectory, pigeons left
  mouldering in lockers.35 Each dormitory was divided into cubicles, 6 feet square, with bars across the top and grated doors. They were locked with a
  great clattering every night. Writing in 1810, Joseph de Maistre mistakenly describes this ancient type of dormitory as a thing of the past  a regrettable loss, he asserts, since vice
  is so contagious. In boarding schools especially, evil thoughts, actions and books spread like disease.36


  Honor was rarely in a position at first to worry about contamination. Most of his time was spent in prison. This meant one of two things. Either the offender was locked up
  in his dormitory cubicle (schoolboy slang, hinting darkly at medieval torture, referred to these cubicles as wooden breeches); or, weather permitting, he was marched off to the
  alcove, a small, draughty cupboard under the stairs in the Minimes part of the school.


  Balzac might be suspected of exaggerating the importance of captivity in his early years. Prison cells, after all, are the hatcheries of many a Romantic imagination: from 1800 on, poets tend to
  incubate in cupboards and toilets. The realities of life at Vendme, however, required very little imaginative transformation. The damning reports Balzac gives of himself in Le Lys dans la
  Valle and Louis Lambert were cheerfully confirmed years later by the school janitor: Remember M. Balzac? I should think I do! I had the honour of escorting him to the
  dungeon more than a hundred times!37


  These, it should be noted, were not paltry half-hour detentions. The headmasters son, who was also a teacher, records that in his first two years at Vendme Balzac spent no less
  than four days a week in the alcove  except when it was freezing. The reason for this extraordinary treatment was the boys invincible repugnance for any
  prescribed work: You could get nothing out of him whatsoever, whether class-work or set exercises. Balzacs publishers would have sympathized. As he
  himself appears to confess, with redeeming superlatives, I became the least active, the most idle, the most contemplative of all the Petits, and as a result, I was punished more often
  than any other pupil.38


  How did Honor fill those long hours in prison? Despite advocating divided dormitories, Joseph de Maistre warned that too much unsupervised confinement was a dangerous thing, since
  the worst company a young man can keep is himself. Perhaps Balzac was beginning to acquire some of that pernicious boarding-school education he so often refers to,
  after which a child may leave the school a virgin, but certainly not chaste.39 Honor was better company for himself than most
  boys. Sitting in his wooden breeches, listening for the crunch of strategically placed nutshells under the masters approaching boot, he was actively ruminating, becoming an
  expert at re-creating in his minds eye scenes he had read about in books, observing his own thoughts. Other boys had imaginary friends, Balzac had his memory: Whenever I like, I draw
  a veil over my eyes. Suddenly I go back into myself, and there I find a dark room in which all the accidents of Nature reproduce themselves in a form far purer than the form in which they first
  appeared to my outer senses.40


  For all its dust and decrepitude, Vendme was also Balzacs first glimpse of society as a process of unnatural selection. One of his less gifted classmates passed judgment on the
  Oratorian system by going mad. The same fate befalls the narrators friend in Louis Lambert, and it may count as Balzacs finest achievement at school (since his academic record
  is remarkably unimpressive) that he kept his sanity and managed not to become a vegetable  though there was soon to be some doubt about this.


  Fortunately, his store of mental food was unusually large. Even before Vendme he was reading for hours on end, adventure stories like Robinson Crusoe or The Iliad, stirring
  accounts of Napoleons victories, and, of course, the Bible, which his father had been annotating with a view to writing a history of the Hebrews. Reading at Vendme took the place of
  physical exercise, which in any case consisted only of the occasional forced march to the headmasters country house and a compulsory picnic. Even break-time, for Balzac, was taken up with
  extra lessons in mathematics. This was an idea of his fathers, who hoped to see Honor compete for a place at the prestigious cole Polytechnique.


  These private lessons were held in the school library, which had been a repository for books confiscated from monasteries during the Revolution. Balzacs tutor, Father Lefebvre, judged by
  his superiors to have more imagination than discernment, and a taste for miracles and philosophical systems, buried himself in his own mysterious investigations while his charge was
  left to roam among the shelves and borrow whatever took his fancy. The prisoner of Vendme was particularly taken with tales of the early Christian martyrs.


  Not surprisingly, the alcove figures in Balzacs earliest known letter. It was written during his second year at the school:


  
    
      Vendme, 1 May [1809]


      My dear Mama,


      I think Papa was quite upset when he found out I had been in the alcove. Please console him with the news that I got a merit. I am not forgetting to rub my teeth with my
      handkerchief. I have started an exercise book in which I copy out my exercises neatly and I got some good marks, and in this way I hope to please you. I send you all my love, as well as to all
      the family and the gentlemen of my acquaintance. Here are the names of the pupils who got prizes and who come from Tours:


      Boislecompte.


      (Hes the only one I can remember.)


      BALZAC HONOR,


      Your obedient and


      affectionate son

    

  


  Balzac wrote this letter on the day after prize-giving. It was the cruellest time of year. As usual, his parents had failed to turn up, sending instead some advice on hard work and dental
  hygiene. They missed seeing Honor pick up a small bound copy of Voltaires Histoire de Charles XII, inscribed to Honoratus Balzac in recognition of his
  merit in Latin prose.


  This is the only letter to have survived from Balzacs schooldays; but it contains the first glimmer of his formidable powers of observation. The awkward expression
  immediately following all the family sounds suspiciously like a euphemism, or revenge for neglect. Some of these gentlemen were indeed almost members of the Balzac
  household. Little Henry, born six months after Honor was sent to Vendme  over five and a half years since the Balzacs last child  was living proof that Mme
  Balzac had not yet said farewell to Youth and Pleasure. Worse than that, she turned out to have maternal instincts after all  but highly selective instincts: Henry was the illegitimate apple
  of her eye. There was gossip in Tours about her liaison with a local landowner called Jean de Margonne, who later left 200,000 francs to Henry in his will.41 Balzac himself confirmed in 1848 that Jean de Margonne was Henrys father, and there are signs, as we shall see, that he had other evidence of his mothers
  dereliction of duty.


  One of Mme Balzacs lovers, and little Henry too, were to meet horrible deaths  one in La Grande Bretche, the other in the optimistically entitled Le Doigt de
  Dieu.42 Both stories were written in the early 1830s but perhaps conceived, in spirit, at Vendme.


  For Honor, maternal solicitude took the form of literary criticism. His over-emotional letters were ridiculed for their turgid, self-pitying style, which may explain why this relatively
  sober specimen has survived. The handwriting, however, is an amazing mixture of neat, almost cramped letters lined up between a heading and a signature brandishing enormous, swirling capitals and
  many a superfluous flourish. Balzacs first letter gives a graphic image of an exuberant mind raised in solitary confinement.


  THERE ARE signs that, from the age of ten, the most punished of the Petits was beginning to acquire some respectable mediocrity. He obtained
  another merit in Latin prose in 1812. In his school reports from 180911 (which are the only reports now extant) his conduct is always good, his
  disposition happy or very happy, while his character evolves from slow to gentle and finally to
  childish. The value of these opinions is somewhat diminished by the fact that the reports on other boys are almost identical: the teachers clearly felt that all
  possible infant personalities could be adequately expressed with half a dozen adjectives.


  A surer mark of progress is the fact that Balzac was making several friends: Louis-Lambert Tinant, who may have given his name to the novel based at Vendme; Barchou de Penhon who,
  like Balzac, spurned conventional hobbies and developed a precocious interest in metaphysics (he later became an authority on German philosophy); Bois-le-Comte, mentioned in Balzacs letter
  quoted earlier, who ended his career as French ambassador in Washington; Armand Dufaure, a future Government minister and colleague of de Tocqueville. It says a lot for Vendme, or about the
  milieux from which it drew its pupils, that many of Balzacs friends and acquaintances became prominent in public life  politicians, lawyers, journalists, including some of the
  overseas contingent from the Antilles or New Orleans. Balzac came to know his fellow exiles during the week before prize-giving when the other boys were ostentatiously gorging themselves in town
  with their mothers and fathers.


  More importantly from his parents point of view, Honor was at last spending some time in the classroom. As is often the case, the greatest pedagogical influence was unintended
   Father Lefebvre engrossed in his miracles while Honor ingested the library  but there were two remarkable teachers whose intrusions into his private world were a welcome
  change from prison and who provided him with an object for what seemed to be his unwanted affection.


  Lazare-Franois Mareschal was a much-loved teacher, almost a father to the boys.43 He was also Balzacs first literary adviser outside
  the family. On discovering that Honor had been pursuing his own curriculum, filling his desk with reams of pretentious prose, but still failing to produce the set work, he told him a
  cautionary tale about a little bird falling out of its nest because it tries to fly before its wings are fully grown.


  Mareschal spoke with the hypocrisy of experience. He himself was an inveterate writer of verse with an unschoolmasterly penchant for erotic poetry and twittering tributes to whatever regime
  happened to be in power. Lilies, Phrygian caps, imperial eagles flitted in and out of his eulogies with perfect timing. When Napoleon passed through Vendme on the night of 14 August 1808,
  Mareschal rushed out two Latin inscriptions in the Emperors honour which were placed at the town gates. His pupils were given a chance to benefit from their
  teachers hobby in the form of a highly unusual Latin Grammar. The sentences which the boys were invited to render into French reveal a desire to stimulate the puerile mind with something
  more inspiring than Gauls in ditches: I have seen Lesbias sparrow, A girl was hiding behind the bushes, Venus, her feet naked, has fastened the girdle of
  her flowing robe, and one particularly unconventional offering which would have struck a chord with Honor if he knew that he and his brother were not sons of the same father:
  O Gods, grant this woman the ability to give birth and not to sin.


  As one of Balzacs contemporaries put it, Mareschals brother-in-law, Jean-Philibert Dessaignes, acted as ballast to Mareschals flights of fancy.44 Dessaignes was held in awe because he had all the appearance of a scientific genius: he re-created lightning in the school laboratory and was known to have conducted important
  experiments in magnetism and phosphorescence which were recognized by the Acadmie des Sciences. In fact, Dessaignes was an original thinker for his time and may well have awakened
  Balzacs interest in producing rational explanations for spiritual phenomena. Thought, for Dessaignes, as it would be later for Balzac, was a tangible force, moving in a fluid
  or magnetic medium. Of course, in our eyes, wrote Balzacs contemporary, he was Europes leading scientist. Dessaignes had the charm of incomprehensibility;
  he used strange new words when he talked about his subject. At prize-giving in 1799, for instance, he had entertained the assembled pupils and parents with a discourse on how in days gone by
  eloquent writers untainted by civilization would take up their pens only when they experienced a certain electrical tremor in the precordial region which raised their organs to the pitch of
  their subject. For anyone hoping to find the secret of writing masterpieces, this was an exciting view of inspiration: instead of waiting for the breath of God, perhaps the vital spark could
  be created artificially?


  Though a somewhat distant figure, Dessaignes gave the cheering impression that the outside world (and perhaps the inner world too) was less static than the cloisters of Vendme might
  suggest. Balzac himself must have felt a precordial frisson, since he drafted a treatise on will-power  thought until recently to be a purely fictional title invented
  for Louis Lambert, but which must have existed previously in some form: it was mentioned by a schoolmate of Balzacs in an article published several months before
  Louis Lambert was written.45


  The Trait de la Volont had a short life: it was discovered by a teacher who sold the paper it was written on to a Vendme grocer . . . Balzacs first known
  work was used to wrap up sweets.


  BALZAC HAD more than just a treatise on will-power hidden in his desk. Linguistics was another brave new world, offering access to knowledge on a scale
  undreamt of by those who planned the curriculum. While the other boys toiled away at their exercises, Balzac was devouring dictionaries, discovering etymologies, developing that taste for
  omniscience which asserts itself in every part of La Comdie Humaine. But the vast sweep of Louis Lamberts scientific and mystical readings reflects a later stage in
  Balzacs life. It would be some time before these early investigations bore fruit.


  Of course, Honor had ulterior motives, even at the age of ten. Some of the older boys belonged to the Vendme Academy  a junior version of the Acadmie
  Franaise which met twice a year in the presence of the rest of the school to recite and discuss its members latest compositions. Balzac never succeeded in being elected to either.
  Still, the boys in his own year admired him for undertaking an epic poem, that most prestigious of literary genres, which even M. Mareschal had not attempted. The subject of the poem was the
  annihilation of the Inca Empire by the Spanish, a perfectly acceptable theme, so long as one understood that it referred, not to Napoleon, who was even now subduing the Iberian Peninsula, but to
  the excesses of the late monarchy. Only one exclamatory fragment was ever produced:


  
    O Inca!  roi infortun et malheureux!46

  


  Hardly enough to make the mighty despair, but enough to earn Balzac a derisory nickname from the older boys: le Pote. Genius, says Baudelaire, has the
  privilege of enormity in every sense.47 Balzac manages here to cram into a single alexandrine  the twelve-syllable line of classical
  French verse  most of the basic errors pointed out by treatises on versification. The caesura falls cripplingly in the middle of a word  in \ fortun
   one of the worst prosodic sins. One vowel adjoins another in no fewer than four places (which probably makes this a unique example in French literature of multiple
  hiatus). Best of all, the alexandrine is one syllable too long. Hindsight makes it possible to say that Balzac was bursting the seams of traditional genres. At the time, it only proved the
  headmasters point.


  Ironically, the Poet had been inspired by Marmontels celebrated historical romance, Les Incas (1777). But Les Incas belonged to an inferior class of
  literature: it was just a novel.


  Honors blundering ingenuity extended with greater success to the world of objects. Cooped up in the dormitory or under the stairs, he discovered other ways in which to exercise
  his already characteristic ability to perform symbolic acts. He constructed clocks,48 and, as the headmasters son later remembered, was
  considered, at least at Vendme, to be the inventor of the three-nib pen  a revolution in writing lines and a fitting start for one of the centurys most prolific
  novelists: one device to measure passing time and another with which to conquer it.


  In the eyes of his teachers, however, six years after entering Vendme, Balzac had done little more than acquire the basics: Latin, geography, history, physics and chemistry, fencing,
  music, and a sufficiently inadequate grasp of mathematics to make his later financial dealings one of his least realistic novels. Oratorian education, as applied to pupil number 460, was rapidly
  reaching a point of diminishing returns. And the boy appeared, if anything, to be regressing . . .


  BALZAC DISAPPEARED from Vendme in mysterious circumstances. His sister Laure gives the official family version:


  
    
      He was fourteen years old when the Headmaster, M. Mareschal, wrote to our Mother between Easter and prize-giving, asking her to come with all possible speed and fetch her son away. He was
      afflicted with a sort of coma49 which was particularly worrying to his masters since they could find no cause for it. As far as they were
      concerned, my brother was a lazy pupil and so this cerebral illness could scarcely be attributed to any mental fatigue. Honor had grown thin and puny. He was like those somnambulists
      who sleep with their eyes open. Most of the questions put to him he failed to understand, and he did not know what to say when you asked him without warning, What are
      you thinking of? Where are you?


      This surprising condition, which he later understood, was the result of a sort of intellectual congestion (to use his words). Unbeknownst to his teachers he had devoured a considerable
      portion of the rich school library. Those serious books had developed his mind to the detriment of his body.50

    

  


  As Laure points out, this is her brothers own diagnosis. Intellectual congestion was a professional malady to which budding geniuses were prone  or so Balzacs
  novels tell us. Several of his heroes are at some point in their lives glutted with knowledge, victims of their enormous appetites. Romantic heroes of the time are rarely seen in this embarrassing
  condition, egg-bound or thinking beyond their means; but in La Comdie Humaine the silent philosopher appears time and again sunk in torpor, inwardly surveying the fantastic realm of
  ideas, outwardly giving every sign of being an idiot. Like waterfalls seen from a distance, says Balzac, their minds appear to be motionless.51


  Patterns of cause and effect are difficult enough to establish in a living patient. Imaginary autopsies are even less reliable and it would be rash to associate this peculiar lethargy with
  Balzacs later, more recognizable illnesses. One might just as well accept the equally ambitious diagnosis which was usual in such cases. The headmaster talked of his pupils
  taciturnit and grande insouciance  insouciant meaning, not carefree, but detached and indifferent. This, combined with an abnormally
  pale complexion (for a red-faced boy), weight loss, general listlessness and a recent history of prison all pointed to the same conclusion. A popular Trait sur les Habitudes et Plaisirs
  Secrets (1760) which was used in boarding schools well into this century claims that these are the classic signs of self-abuse. Similarly, in Balzacs Le Mdecin de
  Campagne, the effeminate and bookish Adrien is removed from school for the same reason (a quick inspection of his knee convinces the doctor . . .), and, as for Balzac, the cure  which we
  do know about  is fresh air, exercise and company.52


  There is of course a less abstruse reason for Balzacs hasty departure. Implicit trust in punitive school systems has tended to obscure the fact that Balzac had spent a
  dangerous amount of time in solitary confinement. He was surely right to think that his father was upset when he learned that his son had been languishing in the alcove. Just
  as Honor was leaving for Vendme in 1807, his father was completing his first and most remarkable pamphlet: a dissertation on the means of preventing thefts and murders, and of
  restoring the men who commit them to a useful role in society.


  Like many a supposed crank, Balzacs father was unusually clear-sighted. Here, he put forward the seemingly hare-brained idea that prison did little to prevent crime and that
  rehabilitation was the path to follow. Bernard-Franois had seen several of his friends imprisoned under the Terror: when he saw the wretched product of six years expensive education
  he must have recognized the symptoms. My Father was very anxious about his sons condition, writes Laure, and Grandmother Sallambier apparently exclaimed: So this is how
  the school returns the pretty boys we send them! Unless something were done quickly, little Honor was well on his way to a life of crime and an early death.


  Balzacs own feelings were certainly more complex. He had been happy in prison. He had discovered the excruciating timetable he adopted for most of his life: huge blocks of time devoted to
  a single, uninterrupted activity. As if in memory of Vendme, Balzac wrote in a monks robe. In his dark room, embarrassments of fortune and his
  mothers unfairness ceased to exist. There, the mind could seek out those secret principles which, according to Dessaignes, governed the whole universe. In the gloom of the alcove,
  every aspect of life had an equal claim to reality; everything was interconnected.


  The mind was not just a private playroom but an arsenal. Vendmes dormitories are the birthplace of European Realism. And in Balzacs rival universe, Vendme is also the
  school from which Vautrin the master-criminal emerges, seething with extraordinary powers and a passionate desire to dominate the society he understands and, therefore, despises.53


  As with Vautrin, however, there is an element of self-destruction in Balzacs behaviour. His mother had convinced him of his own defects and of the impossibility of ever pleasing her.
  Later, suicide would seem to be the logical solution. At Vendme, it was a kind of self-induced madness. In La Rabouilleuse (18402), the adolescent torpor of
  one of those unpromisingly inert geniuses, the painter Joseph Bridau, is ascribed not only to his intense concentration but also to a familiar situation in Balzacs novels: his mother saves
  all her love for his worthless brother. Neglected, Joseph neglects himself, taciturn, detached, his gigantic head suggesting, to the narrator, genius, to his parents, hydrocephalus.


  The humiliated pupil, convinced that his mother had placed him in the orphans role, is easily eclipsed by the Rabelaisian face of the famous novelist, rattling window-panes with his great
  guffaws, exploding with stories, treating Paris as his stage, irresistibly happy, with a childs ability to lose himself, concentrate and be distracted. But this is Balzac too 
  fragile, immature, painfully believing that genius is the only alternative to death, and that no decent education is complete without suffering.54


  ACCORDING TO a pleasant tradition, Honor was nursed back to health by his loving family, provided with tutors who came to the house, and only
  entered the local Collge de Tours fourteen months after his premature return from Vendme. In reality, he was given two months to become normal again and then put on the coach for
  Paris.


  The black sheep had returned to a household which had more pressing concerns than intellectual congestion. Bernard-Franoiss protector, General Pommereul, had gone to
  Lille several years before, leaving his old friend without his masonic shield against two successive archbishops, both extremely meddlesome. They were probably tired of being addressed as
  Citizen Archbishop. One of them had even been included, thanks to Pommereul, in a biographical dictionary of atheists. With the blessing of the Church, the new Prefect
  was poking his official nose into Bernard-Franoiss business, hinting, unjustly, at misappropriations in his running of the hospital and wondering why the Balzacs of Tours were so
  wealthy when their peasant relatives back in Albi were, quite properly, poor. In November 1814, Bernard-Franois would have himself transferred to Paris.


  His wife was partly to blame for this official hostility. Public life in the provinces at a time of social upheaval was as perilous as a military campaign: If she is too well-dressed, a
  woman gives the impression of being frivolous and even irresponsible, she advised Laure at the time of her marriage. People start saying that your husband is
  too successful in his dealings . . . If my Mother had warned me of this, I should never have had all the women of Tours on my back. Because of his age, your Father was tactful enough to say
  nothing. We were able to afford very elegant clothes for me.55


  Mme Balzac measured social success by the envy she inspired in other women and was an obvious target for malicious gossip. She was attractive even at the advanced age of thirty-five; she enjoyed
  an elderly husband who ignored her affairs in the name of domestic peace. (Balzacs novels are full of such enlightened husbands.) And things were not improved by the fact that, on selected
  occasions, the Balzacs were now in the habit of ennobling their name with a de. It was a common conceit, but one which seemed more than usually pretentious in the Balzacs case,
  hinting as it did at some connection with the ancient and noble Balzacs of Entragues, extinct though they were.


  Honor was introduced in this way to the delightfully petty world of provincial intrigue. Learning to survive, as his sister Laure suggests, by watching his mothers unpredictable
  changes of mood, he was becoming an expert in the art of observation. With Laure, whose company he enjoyed immensely, he practised his skill on the specimens of Tours society who came to visit and
  who reappear, transported to Angoulme, in the first part of Illusions Perdues:56 would-be Parisians painfully laced up in cheap imitations
  of the current fashions, dignified people who have temper tantrums when they lose at cards, mothers hunting husbands for their repulsive daughters, men who memorize passages of Cicero or
  descriptions of the latest agricultural machinery for use in conversation  all of them more or less consciously obeying a complicated set of social rules. Balzac was soon to discover that
  the Germans had a name for this amusing activity  a word he was one of the first French writers to use in the modern sense: it was Anthropology.57


  During the day, Honor was pressed into service as his brothers playmate and, by all accounts, enjoyed himself. If Mme de Balzac caught him gazing dreamily at beautiful sunsets (as
  Laure remembered), lapsing once again into thoughtfulness, she sent him off to help little Henry fly his kite. But there would always be a nagging unhappiness. Names, for Balzac, have a mystical
  significance, and it would not have escaped his attention that Henry  endowed at birth with his brothers consonants and sporting a fashionable English y
  instead of the usual i  was supposed to be the new improved version of Honor. His mother rarely bothered to conceal her preference, even in the will she drew up in 1832 during
  a cholera epidemic: the majority of her books were to go to her dear son Henry (to judge by Henrys pathetic record at school this was wishful thinking), along with the big
  coffee-pot, while the books on metaphysics and the little coffee-pot go to Literatures greatest coffee-drinker, soberly referred to as Honor Balzac my elder
  son.58


  In the early tale, Le Doigt de Dieu (1831), the child of love is pushed down a steep slope by the child of conjugal duty and disappears, screaming, into the
  thick mud of the river as an unnamed narrator  suddenly appearing in the story  watches from behind a tree. This extraordinary, almost mythical scene conveys a strong impression of
  unconscious motive in the creation of characters and hints at sinister analogies between the art of the novelist and voodoo. The rest of the story makes it clear, however, that the pins were
  intended for his mothers effigy. Balzac never bore a lasting grudge against Henry, who, as if by divine decree, turned out to
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