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- Foreword

In the Avant-Propos of the Comédie Humaine, Balzac
declares hils intention to accomplish for human society that
which Charles Buffon had done for the animal kingdom:

Since people are as different from one another as, he says,
the lion is from the lamb, his plan is to catalogue them and
to study the dissimilarities in their make-up. But opposed

to Buffon who "quand il peignait le lion... achevait la lionne

en quelques phrases, nl

he is going to give his work a triple
subject: "les hommes, les femmes et les choses, c'est-i-dire,
les personnes et la repre'sentation mate’rielle qu'ils donnent
de leur pensée.“2 Woman is to be quite as important as man and
since "dans la Socie’tel, la femme ne se trouve pas toujours
’étre la femelle du lee,".i she is to be carefully examined.

It is the purpose of this dissertation to examine
Balzac's attitudes towards les femmes and to define the
varying currents of sympathy for them, many times undeserved,
which run through the novels of the Comédie Humaine. Balzac's
compassion for his feminine creations 1s apparent in whet he
says and in what he leaves unsaid, in his descriptions of

them and of the men in their life.

1Honoré de Balzac, "Avant-Propos," La Comédie Humaine,
ed, Marcel Bouteron (Paris: Gallimard, Biblioth®que de la
Pléiade,1951), vol.I, p.kh.
2.
Ibid., p.5.

3 Ipi4., p.b
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In order to discuss the subject with any degree of
validity, it was necessary to treat a large number of Balzac's
novels. Since the author tends to type his characters, I
felt it would be logical to consider them in groups,
separated according to theirbasic characteristicss la jeune
fille, the adulterous woman, the wife, the mother, the courtesan

and la vieille fille. At the risk of breaking the continuity

and causing some confusion, some women appear under more
than one heading because they have the traits of more than
one group., For example, la Marana, the personification of
la_courtisane, exhibits the most tenderly concerned maternal
feelings.

But since in typing his characters, Balzac did not
stereotype them (at least not to a marked degree), and
since there is a great deal of differentiation within
categories, it was necessary to include discussions of a
large number of them. In this way, the differences and the
similarities could be seen more clearly.

It is impossible to read the Coﬁ die Humaine without
giving much thought to its historical and soclological

framework. As it is meant to be l'histoire des moeurs, the

full representation of the society of the Restoration and

of Louils-Philippe, the characters naturally reflect their
times. The conditions of 1life for Balzaec's heroines correspond
faithfully to the information which social historians

like Michelet wrote of so movingly. They are word

iv
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paintings of Daumier's drawings, which capture the human
pathos, the suffering, the vices and the pleasures of the
people. It would@ have been possible to discuss Balzac as a
social historian much more fully in vieﬁ of the wealth of
material in his work. The various classes and types described
in his novels, the young girls and their inept, unsuitable
education, the women reduced to the most straitened
circumstances, exing out a living as best they could, some-
times even dying of hunger, the tragic courtésans, the wives
of the nobility who think nothing of committing adultery, all
are taken from reality. Balzac as a novelist magnifies and
dramatizes the historical facts, but he doesn't distort
them.ngn order to limit the material of this dissertation,
it was thought best not to concentrate on this historical
and sociological baczground.

With the same view in mind, I have isolated Balzac
from other literary creators. In his introduction to Stendha%,

Balzac et le féminisme romzntique, Bolster comments that it

is possible to separate into two currents the pre-Balzacian
works that are concerned with women. One portrays her in the
hazy, rosy light of a sometimes mawkish ideallzation. To
this group belong novels like Jean-Jacques Rousseau's

la Nouvelle Héloise as well as Bernardin de Saint-Pierre's
Paul et Virginie. The second tradition shows women playing
a far from admirable role, for example in Manon Lescaut

and in la Religieuse. Though Balzac 's works have their

share of corrupt women, the author tends rather towards the
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the writers of the first groun. Te finds redeeming features
even in the least noble of his fewminine characters. In order
to restrict this work and to prevent it from becoming a
discussion of nineteenth century woman, it was necessary to
separate Ralzae from his contemporaries, many of whom
treated the same subjects as he did. For example, there is
?tendhal's proud and forceful mademoiselle de la Mole, and
his tender and loving Clélia Cai. In Rolla; Musset

tells the story of a noor' voung girl sold into prostitution
by her mother. And Flaubert's Madame Bovary is the
detailed history of one women's adultery.

Not discussed either are the women who played important
roles in Balzac's own life. There are many biographies which
give detziled accounts of his relationships. While it is
obvious that some of these women's characteristics eventually
found their way into his heroines, Balzac is essentially
a creatorand he has transformed his own exveriences with
the ald of his imaginatinn into the fiction of his books.
0f couse, there is no denying the fact that Balzac must have
thonght of hi=z own sisters at least some when he discussed
la jeune fille , that he must have been remembering his
own yearnings for a warm, tender mother in the face of
his own mother's cold indifference when he praised the noble
maternlty of some of his characters, that his attitude towands
adnltery as a soclal phenomenon was developed at least in
part by his awareness of his own mother's infidelity.

And thergis probablv a fair amount of Madame de

Castries in la duchesse de Langeais, as there

vi
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is of Laure de Berny in Henriette de Mortsauf. But all
this has been much discussed, and I have preferred to
concentrate on the text of the novels and on the concrete
expressions of the au’chpr 's words rather than on the
chimerical traces of the'flesh and blood women that he knew.

There have been many books written about Balzac, but
only a number/of them had any bearing on my subject.
Bolster, in his study Stgndhal, Balzac et le féminisme
romantique, sets the climate of the nineteenth century
as a time of increased consciousness for women and of
growing feminist feelings. He underlines the Romantic
elements in some of Balzac's heroines and studies the problem
of liberty, freedom to love, which was one of the chief
demands of the centuryt‘sfeminists.

E. R Curtius discusses the general themes of the
Balzacian creation and iﬁcludes a chapter on love which
gives some insights into the emotions and actions of the
Comédie Humaine's heroines. (Balzac)

In Ralzac and his World, #€licien Marceau gives a

general overview of Balzac's universe. He describes many
of the myriad characters which people the novels of the

Comédie Humaine, but in a most superficial manner,

preferring to whet the reader'gk curiosity rather than
satiate his appetite.
Among the other volumes which have helped are

La Comfdie inhumaine by Wurmser, which gives a sociological

vii
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view of Bnlzac, and Beguin's Balzac Visionnaire, particularly
the chapter on the courtesan.

These works were helpful in giving the background of
the subject, but none of them discusses precisely my topic.
I have tried to show through a detailed examinations of
the heroines, of their actions and their thoughts, the
attitudes of the author vis-a-vis his creations, particularly
his sympathy and his empathy with them, which earned him the

gratitude of many thousands of women.

viii
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Chapter One
The jeune fille

,

A quinze ans, ni la beaute

ni le talent n'existent:

une femme est tout promesse.
(Une Fille d'Eve)

In Balzac et le mal du sidcle, Pierre Barbéris comments

that the jeune fille as a character in the romantic novel
has the depth of a cardboard cutout.l She has no past, only
the potential for a future. Balzac's jeune fille however,
is a more substantial presence, but she too lacks, in most

cases, the richness of his preferred femme de trente ans.

Most of the young girls that he treats are "poetical
creations, virgins with a halo of purity... angels of modesty,
overflowing with devotion."2 Ill-prepared for life by
short-sighted parents and by totally inadequate educators,
they suffer much until they learn wisdom through bitter
experience. Balzac follows these young girls through the
vicissitudes of their fate, illuminating the causes of their
difficulties and shedding much light on their actions.

Balzac usually works from the outside in. That is, he
first supplies a physical description of the character
whereln are strong clues to her personality and temperament.

But his delineation rarely goes above the ankle or below the

oy .
Ga111%5%83i378?fb531§e??1za° et le mal du giécle (Paris:

2P.Bertau1t, Balzac and the Human Comedy, trans.
R. Monges(New York: New York University Press,1963), p.152.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



throat, observes Diana Festa—McCormick.3 Rather, he concen-
trates on his subject's head.

The color of the jeune fille's hair seems to be an
indicator of the strength of her character and the amount of
her vitality. The palest gold hair belongs to Angélique

Bontems, Rocger de Granville's fiance’e in Une Double Famille.

It seems to presage the pallor of her feelings towards every-
thing outside of religion, particularly the feebileness of her
love for Roger. Victorine Taillefer, boarder at Madame

Vauquer's seedy establishment (Le Pére Goriot), has hair of

tawny blond and Balzac compares her to '"un arbuste aux
feuilles jaunies,"l"' because she too is withering slowly away.
Véronique Sauviat, heroine of Le curé de Village, is 2 blonde
as well, and she turns out to be a rather weak character.
While Laurence de Cing-Cygne is the bravest personage in
Une Ténébreuse Affaire and the most forceful, Balzac notes
that her hair is of the nicest blonde color, seeming thereby
to render her coloring less signifiecant.

All these girls are unsuccessful in their personal
relationships. Either they lack the ability to attract the
person whom they love- for example, Victorine's passion for

Rastignac is never reciprocated- or they lose their loved one

3piana Festa~McCormick, Les Mouvelles de Balzac
(Ann Arbor:University Microfilms,1972), p.18k,

l“Balzac, Le Pére Goriot in la Comédie Humaine(Paris:

L6 _sere UOoriot
Gallimard, Bibliothéque de la_pléiade,1951), II, p.856.
Al1 quoted from Balzac's novels are taken from this edition.
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to death as does Laurence de Cinq-Cygne, whose beloved

de Simeuse twins die on the front in the battle of Sommo-
Slierra. A few of these young girls are even incapable of
keeping by their side the man they have picked; Angélique
Bontems drives her husband away with her bigotry, for example.
None of them is ultimately happy.

The two girls who fly in the face of parental authority,
Marguerite Claés (La Recherche de 1'Absolu) and Eugénie
Grandet both pile onto their head, thick chestnut tresses.
And black hair suggests the possession of a strong vital
force and a vibrant will. Emilie de Fontaine (Le Bal de Sceaux)
and Ginevra di Piombo (La Vendetta) are both raven-haired
beauties with vivid personalities, and the quality much
beloved by Balzac, energy. The author's sympathy goes with
her who reaches out for what she wants and is willing to fight
for it.

The eyes are also of prime importance in the Balzacian
description. Aangélique Bontem's are a pale, pale blue,
reminding one of the winter sky in northern climes, an
impression of ccldness which will be confirmed later on.
Louise de Chaulieu's blue eyes are "fiers" and '"pas b%tes,"s

and Augustine Guillaume's (La Maison du Chat-qui-pelote)

reflect a Raphaelian calm. Sweetness and a Christian resig- )

nation shine out from Victorine'!s grey orbs, and the glow

5Balzac, Mémoires de Deu% jeunes Mariéés, Pléiade I, p.1l4k4,
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in Euge’nie Grandet's similarly grey eyes is the result of
her chaste 1life. Grey signifies religious purity in the
jeune fille. Intensity of color here too means strength of
purpose and resolution., Laurence, who dedicates herself to
fighting bitterly against Napoleon, has deep blue eyes, and
fmilie de Fontaine, whose resolution to marry un pair de

France is unshakeable despite the strongest temptations to

abandon it, looks out at the world with eyes black as coals.
One can read the destiny of a young girl in her eyes.
Héleéne d'Aiglemont has "(des) yeux de feu"® which are an
indication of her extraordinary fate. She runs away with
a fugitive murderer who becomes a pirate and spends her
1life sailing the seven sea with him. The Granville girls
have, in their eyes, an exovression of "naive insouciance,
d'étonnement non prémédité, bien rendue par la manidre vague
dont flottaient leurs prunelles dans le blanc fluide de
l'oeil."7 They are destined to lead their lives in the same
vague, undecisive manner.
As an indicator of character, the brow is also very
important. Angélique's is narrow, suggesting an extreme
narrow-mindedness. Ginesra's is a "front de mar‘nre"8 which

_hints &t her hardness and stubborness in the face of fatherly

6Balz.a\c, La Femme de Trente Ans, Pléiade II, p.802.

7Balzac, Une Fille d':ﬂve, p1éiade ITI, .70,

’ 8Balzac, La Vendetta, p1éiade I, p.870.
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opposition to her marriage. "Le front masculin mais daélicat"9
of Eugénie foreshadows her virile resolution in the face of
her father's commands, and Marguerite's brow shows a great
firmness of purpose. Finally, Adélaide, heroine of"La Bourse",

has a noble front and the reader knows immediately that

she could never be the thief that the artist Schinner suspects
her of being.

All of these young ladies have white skin, so white .
that the tracery of blue veins is clearly visible. White is
the symbol of purity and of virginity. In fact, Véronique
Sauviat is knicknamed la petite Vierge because "elle
promettait d'étre bien faite et blanche."lo

Pur and pureté are the words that occur most frequently
in Balzac's description of the, ;jeune-fille. He thus emphasizes
her purity before the struggles and the injustices of life
have soiled her,

The calm that» radiates from the young girl is the
direct result her gréat purity. "La paix profonde et sereine
imprimée., ,. au.;c visages vierges... ce calme est le plus
gra’ziii" charme d'une fille, il est le signe de sa pureté;
rien ‘encore ne 1l'a émuej aucune passion brisée, aucun intferl:et

trahi n'a nuancé la placide expression de son visage; est-il

9Balzac, Eugénie Grandet, Pléiade I1I, p.528.

10
Balzac, Le Cure de Village, Pléiade VIII, p.543.
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jcue’, la jeune fille n'est plu.s."l:L Her emotional life is
still a tabula rasa. In every description he gives of the
young girl, Balzac is at pains to emphasize this tranquillity
"de ces vierges (de Raphaél) devenues proverb:l.a?].es."12

Mostly small and thin, the jeune fille seems to have
difficulty doing battle with the realities of life. The
ones who are capable and willing to meet the hardships of
living head-on are tallj E,.milie de Fontaine for example,
has regal height and even Eugénie Grandet is not insignifi-
cantly small.

All Balzac's young ladies have melodious voices,
except for Laurence de Cing-Cygne, whose guttural speech
is yet another sign of her masculine outlook.

When Balzac gives a description of a young girl, he
describes her as though she were a painting. He frames her
face in a bonnet or in a ruff. And he compares her to the
figures painted by various artists. For example, Ce’sarine
Birotteau (César Birotteau) is like a Flamande of Rubens,
Pierrette resembles a Raphaelic figure of the Swiss Leopold
Robert, and Eugénie Grandet "&tait belle de cette beauté dont

. 13 theoush
s'eprennent seulement les artistes."“°Balzac sees everythinga

11Balzac, Le Contrat de Marbage, P1éiade III, p.102-
12

103.
Balzac, La Maison du Chat-qui- elote,Ple‘iade I, p.20.
I‘-"’Balzac, Eugénie Grandet, Pléiade III, p.528.
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the palnter's eye and verhaps that is why he gives such
a minute and detailed description of the facial features.
Even while individualizing them, Balzac places his

characters into certain type groups. In Balzac and his

World, Félicien Marceau speaks of the different kinds of

Jeune fille in the Comédie Humaine. He classifies them

according to their energy, judgment and honesty.ll"

Victorine Taillefer personifies the members of the
first group. Locked away from life in the pension Vanquer,
with only an old lady for a companion, ignorant of the ways
of the world, she is doomed to failure. Her fellow boarder
Rastignac catches her fancy and she falls in love with
him; but, her love is never to be fulfilled because instead
of devloying all her talents and energles to fight for his
love, she sits back and waits for him to love her. In

the world of the Comédie Humaine, love has to be won by

cunning or by force.

The second group does have energy, but uses no judgment.
Laurence de Cing-Cygne works very hard to accomplish
Napoleon's downfall, but she fails because, among other things,
she acts without carefully considering the consequences her
actions are liazble to bring. Hfalgne d'Aiglemont fails,too,

because of the same reasons. She runs away with a known

1)+F€11cien Marceau, Balzac and His World, trans. Derek

Coltman (New Yorke Orion Press, 1966), P.149-161.
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murderer and eventually suffers great disasters and dies
in misery. And Clotilde de Grandlier finally chooses a
husband, but unfortunately for her, she chooses Lucien de
Rubempré whose weakness leads him to commit suicide at
the first obstacle in his path. (Splendeurs et Miseéres des
Courtisanes)

Possessing judgment, but of an inferior sort, others,

like fmilie de Fontaine, attain some sort of success. She,
lixe Bathilde de Chargeboéur, marries an older man, and
walts quite patiently it seems, for time to remove him from
her life so that she may marry happily the second time.
There are some young girls who have the judgment
to pick a man who is sultable, the honesty to pick only
a man they can love, and the energy to act on their choice.
Marguerite €laés truly loves her Emmanuel who is eminently
right for her,and she knows how to capture his heart. Just
. as skillful is Ursule Mirouét whc lives happrily ever after
with Savinien.
The key to this classification is the conceont of energy.
E. R. Curtius emphasizes Balzac admiration of energy. The
vital force which impels a person to accomplish great
feats always caught Balzac's attention. His heart is with
those who are willing to work for what they want or even
to go to any extraordinary lengths to acquire their
desires.

There is of course a whole group of young ladies who
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display no interesting or unusual characteristics to set
them off from the stock image of the jeune fille. For
example, mademoiselle Adélaide has a face like a painting
by Prudhon, all poetic, delicate features, and her every
motion wafts waves of sweetness, tenderness and,modesty
around her. True to the accepted romantic image of the
jeune fiile, she embroiders various little gifts for her love,
inclucing a ourse. It is easy to visualize her, straining
her eyes in the light of a flickering flame, setting her
tiny stitches with care and hope. O0f course, such true
devotion is rewarded, and her artist marries her. It is
to be supposed that they will live happily ever after, since
there is no jarring element in Balzac's description of her,
as there is for example in his sketch of Augustine de
Sommervieux, where he says: "Un homme du monde n'aurait pu
reprocher & cette charmante créature que des gestes mesquins
ou certa;nes attitudes communes et parfois de la géne."lsThe
trouble that is hinted at loses little time in coming.
Césarine Birotteau is yet another conventional young
lady. All pink and white and happy, she lacks the poetry of
the pensive figures so beloved by painters. A true daughter
of the bourgeoisie, she is practical and somewhat prosaic
in looks and in spirit.(Elle)"inspirait l'amour sans laisser

Ie temps d'examiner si elle avait assez d'esprit pour le

6 lsﬁalzac, La Maison du Chat-qui-pelote, Pléiade I,
0.26.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



10

rendre durable. nl6

Her milieu, the merchants who are her
father's friends, the constant talk about business and
money-making, the very sane instruction that she gets

from her mother, a former shop girl, all are not conducive
to the formation of a scintillating personality. "Mais 3
quoi bon, "demands the author, “ce qu'on nomme 3 Paris
l'esprit, dans une classe ot l'éle'ment principal du bonheur
est le bon sens et la vertu?"1l6 While it is true that
Césarine does benefit from an unusually good education, it
somehow has not helped her to acquire some sparkle. Balzac
eriticizes her rather querulously, commenting for example
that the complete library of the classics that she buys

her father as a housewarming gift is a "biblioth&que
vulgaire."l7 When disaster strikes and her fether goes
bankrupt, she is willing to go out and work as a demoiselle
de magasin to help him out. She's nice, but she 1s not in
a class which elicits Balzac's enthusiasm.

Weither is Charlotte de Kergarou€t. She has "une
vulgaire fra:'Lcheur"18 and a decisive manner of speaking
which belfes her essential insignificance. Daughter of a
noble provincial family, she is totally guileless and her

feelings for her love, Calyste, are true and pure throughout.

16pa1zac, César Birottean, Pléiade V, p.389.
178a1z2c, César Birotteau, Pléiade V, p.450.

18Balzac, Illusions Perdues, Pléiade IT, p.uil.
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She describes herself when she says: "Nous avons le malheur
d'avoir une sante robuste et d'aimer nos amis sans

coquetterie,"l9

which is truly a decided disadvantage for
a Balzacian heroine.

Charlotte Kergarouét, with her robust good health
and her vulgar rosiness, impresses herself on the reader's
vision first by her appearance and then only by her deeds

and words, as do all the young girls in the Comédie Huinaine.

Balzac's use of characterizing through physical characteris-
ties and particularly through physiognomy is quite
effective. The success of thils method depends, of course,

at least somewhat, on the reader's own preconceived preju-
dices. For example, a narrow forehead means a narrow
intelligence and the eyes are the windows to the soul.

But it is a psychologically sound method because most people
tend to form a judgment about someone whom they are meeting
for the first time just by physicsl appearance. When the
reader "meets" the character for the first time, the author's
descriptions channel his thinking into a certain direction.
Of course, some of the statements the author makes are

hard to accept. He says, for example, that Natalie
ﬁvangelista "avait la taille ronde... indice immanquable
d'une volonté qui souvent arrive a 1'entétement." Her hands, -

he continues, announce "un esprit de domination illogique,

19Balzac, Illusions Perdues, II, p.478.
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le vouloir pour le vouloir."20 Though such details are
vividly impressed on the reader's mind, they sometimes

strike one as illogical and untrue.

20Ba].zac, Le Contrat de Mariage, III, p.103.
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The young girl's education

Balzac was very sympathetic intellectually if not
emotionally to the Jeune fille. Dissatisfied with the
French attitude to her and with the way she was treated
from the time she was ready to be educated until the
moment of her marriage, he entered the lists carrying her
colors)in order to do battle with age-old taboos and
practices.

In the France of 1829, the year that the Physiologie
du Mariage was published, the education that was being
given to girls was in every respect inferior to that
being given to the boys. Indeed, in most cases it was not
to be dignified by that name. Until 1836, there was no
official primary education for girls and, of course, secondary
education was almost non-existent,2k This state of affairs
was the result of a long accepted tradition that girls did
not need much instructicn to accomplish their God-given
tasks on earth.

This tradition was questioned by Fe’nelon, the greatest
educator of his age. In 1687, he wrote a "Traité de
l'éducation des filles" in which he recognized that it
i1s necessary for a girl to learn a certain number of things:

She should be able to read and write her own language

. ~
21 1.Abensour, Le Feminisme sous le regne de Louis-
Philippe {Paris:Plon,1903), p.78.
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correctly, to do the small amount of arithmetic it is
necessary for a housewife to know, and to understand the
little legal information that she may need. No knowledge of
modern languages is necessary , since a taste for novels
might be disastrous. Nor should a young girl learn the
classics; no one wants a bluestocking for a wife. This
education, which consists then of a bare smattering of
literacy, plus a training in the social accomplishments and
in the usages of polite society, and of course includes some
religious instruction, is the education that Fénelon
advocates for thé girls, whose function in society does not
demand more. To become a good wife and mother, it is sufficient
that a girl learn to think and to see things as they really
are, and that she learn to be a good housewife and manager.
If she has sound character and is a faithful daughter of
the Church, then she has accomplished all that is necessary.
This education outlined by Fénelon was a revolutionary one at
a time when a girl's instruction consisted traditionally
of purely religious training.

A century later, Laclos wrote three essays on the
problem of educating young girls. These essays affirm
that woman, who should be men's companion, ends up being
his slave because she has not been properly educated. A
proper schooling would develop her faculties and direct

them towards some sort of social utility. A proper
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training should include study of the works of the historiens
which teach what men and society really are like. The

Jeune fille should also peruse the works of the moralists

in order to know how to act,and the works of the 1ittérateurs
to develop her ideas and to make her a more interesting
person. This type of knowledge would liberate her to

become a true companion of mam.22

Oberman de Senancour pleads the case of numerous
women, who being condemned to an insupportable repetition
of the peines comprimantes, do not have the possibility
to form their own perscnalities, nor even to obtain a
respectable education. This is the fundamental thesis of
every feminist theory of the nineteenth century.23

Charles Fourier, creator of the phalanster movement,
1s convinced of the superiority of women, both in spirit
and in body. He accuses the education of the jeune fille
of making her servile and of preventing her from
developing her full potentialities.

In his article on some of the aspect of Balzac's
Saint-Simonisme, Donnard gquotes him thus: "...mals n'est-ce
pas 5 ce defaut de formation intellectuelle et morale
qu'il serait juste d'imputer les désordres des femmes (qu'on)

ne les juge pas dignes de recevoir une instruction,

220hoderlos de Laclos, Oeuvres Com 1Etes(Paris:Gallimard,
Edition de la Pleaide,195li, P.450-553,

23R, Bolster, Stendhal, Balzac et le £éminisme romantigue
(Paris:Minard,1970), p.22,
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une instruction Stendue." It's a vicious cycle. Other
writings of the period express the same opinion.
"Ltéducation des jeumes filles est si arriérée qu'il est
impossible qu'arrivées 3 l'ége de la raison, elles ne

se trouvent bien au-dessous de l'intelligence de 1'homme,"25
writes a contemporary pamphletist. Or as another thinker
says, "On vise a faire de la Jeune fille une oie blanche...
c'est:a-dire, un étre timide aux yeux baissés, ignorant tout

6 The result of this is that

des réalités de la vie."2
her education) " faussés des 1'enfance) la laisse désemparée
lorsqu'elle se trouve aux prises avec les difficulte’s de
1a vie."27 Tt is Balzac's intention to show all this in
the Physiologie.

The Physiologie du Mariage discusses at great length
the problem of teaching young girls about 1life. The issue
is how to educate a jeune fille so that she be suitable to
run a house and raise her children properly, as well as
be a fitting companion to her husband. Balzac seems to be

a member of the second of the two feminist groups predominant

21"Jean-Hervé Donnard, "Aspects inconnus du Saint-
Simonisme de Balzac," I.! Balzacienne 1961,p. 140,

25Le Conseiller des Femmes, 10 mal 1834, quoted in
Abensour, Le réminisme sous le régne de Louls-Philippe,p.71.
26La Femme Libre,no.10, quoted in Abensour, p.80.

27()1311‘2 Brune, preface de L'Ange de Spola, quoted in
Abensour, p.80.
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in the early nineteenth century. The first group advocated
exactly the same instruction for girls as that given to
boys, from literature to gymnastics. The second, on the
other hand, were the Christian feminists, who saw the
purpose of education forming "les femmes accomplies,
capables de remplir avec courage et intelligence leurs
devoirs de filles, d'épouses et de n'x\eres.“28 The develop-
ment of religious sentiments was regarded as most importamt;
it would help the jeune fille lead a moral and righteous
life.

A proper education would be useful in helping
prevent bad marriages as well. Since the shallowness of
"les &tres brilliants et i’rivoles"29 wouldn't attract her,
the young girl would pick her husband with more discernment.
Once married, she would be intelligent enough to share her
husband's thoughts and work. And she would be better fitted
to f£ill her role as educstor to her children. The Christian
feminists believed that a woman should not leave the narrow
circle of family and home where "sa nature la renferme."3o
Balzac too, is of much the same opinion. In the Avant-Propos

»
of the Comédie Humaine he comments: "Aussi regarde-je la

28l‘iladarue Dudreze‘ne, article dans le Conseiller des
Femmes,7 décembre, 1833, quoted in AbenSours p. 87.

2 /
9Madame Sircey, La Mére de Famille, fevrier 1835,
quoted in Abensour, p.87.

30adeleine de Sirey,la Mére de Famille, £év.lg3s,
quoted in Abensour, p.87.
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Famille et non 1'individu comme le veritable element
social."31 His main interestwas with keeping the family
unit intact; this was the woman's assigned task. Balzac
deals very little with the woman whose main concern lies in
the masculine world of professions. Only the writer
Pélicité des Touches-Camille Maupin breaks completely out
of the family-woman mold and she ultimately regrets it.

In Balzac's day, there were three places a jeune fille
could get some instruction: in a boarding school, in a
convent or at home, under the tutelage of her mother or
of a governess. None of these 1s judged particularly

satisfactory by Balzac. In a pensionnat, the girls spend

their time in idleness. Much of the day, they sit with
their heads together and pass back and forth a philosophy
of life and love which has no basis in fact. In formal
lessons, they are taught a little geography and a few
historical facts from Le Ragois' history of France, a most
unscholarly work. Raised in the knowledge that they are to
be slaves to their menfolk- "Notre destinée est faite

par 1'homme et pour 1‘homme“31:'they become accustomed to
the fact that they exist "pour imiter leurs grand'méres et
faire couver des serins de Canarie, composer des herbiers,

arroser de petits rosiers de Bengale, remplir

31Balzac,"Avant—-Propos', Pleiade I, p.%

31% 1 ‘ P -
42 alzac, Memoires de Deux jeunes Mari€es, Pleiade I,
P. . .
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de la tapisserie ou se monter des cols."32 Thelr main .

» concern in life is how to arrange "cette feuille de fig{lier
que prit notre mere I\Bve."SLIn an article in la Mode, 2 avril,
1840, Balzac palnts a satirieal picture of the pensionnats
and accuses them of concerning themselves only with "des
bonnes manieres et les arts d'agrément."33 The pensionnaires
learned practically no useful occupations and they certainly
did not learn how to think practically. In fact, Laclos
comments in his"Essai sur 1'éducation des femmes" that
mce qui eloigne beaucoup de gens de mérite de la sociéte
des femmes ...clest l'impossibilité de causer avec elles,
ou méme devant elles, des objets auxquels 1ls stintéressent,..
(Car) un des grands moyens de plaire est de parler a chacun
son langage.“31"

The convents are even worse than the boarding schools.
The inactivity there is greater and the results are even
worse. "Les grilles claustrales enflamment 1l'imagination.
La solitude est une des provinces les plus chéries du
dilable; et l'on ne saurait croire quel ravage les phénoménes
les plus ordinaires de la vie peuvent produire dans 118me

35

" .
de ces jeunes filles reveuses, ignorantes et inoccupees."

32pa1zac, Physiologie du Mariage, Pléiade X, p. 71l.

33Pradalié, Balzac historien(Paris: Presses Universitaires
de France,1955), p.210.

31"Laclos s D451,

35Balzac , Physiologie,Dp. -659.
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Both the boarding schools and the convents produce
girls with unchaste spirits. Having discussed together
many times the important questions concerning lovers, "la
corruption aura nécessairement entamé le coeur ou l'esprit."36
This is where the seeds of bad marriages are vplanted.

In actual fact, very few of the jeunes filles in the

Comédie Humaine have attended a pensionnat or a convent.
The only ones that come to mind are Renée de 1'Estorade and
Louise de Chauliew(Mémoires de Deux jeunes Mariéés). It is
Loulse who particularly illustrates the dangers of a convent
education. She confirms that "le sujet qui nous occupait
tant" at the convent was 1‘amour.37 She admits that she is
"d'une ignoraneé crassé,"3B but she believes that it is
only an unawareness of "les choses extérieures"39 like
literature, music and science. She believes that she did
manage to acquire "une éducation inconnue, celle," she says
to Renée, "que nous nous sommes données 1'une 3 1'autre

en raisonnant & perte de vue,"ho in their discussions and

surmises about life. She is convinced that she has grasped

36Ealzac, Physiologie, p. 658,

N 37Balzac, Mémoires de Deux jeunes Mariéés, Pléiade I,
p.1k2,

381n14., p.aka.
39p1d., p.143.
Y01pid., p.1k3.
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the essentials which are necessary for a successful life.
The third, and according to Balzac, the best education
a young girl can secure, takes place in the home. He
believes that it is a woman's main function to teach her
children, and the woman who sends her daughter away from
home to be educated by strangers 1s likely to belong to
"la partie la plus douteusSe .de nos femmes honné‘tes,"ul since
she is afraid that her activities will be too closely
watched by her "argus" of a child. A mother who does
keep her offspring at home is doing her a great service.
Away from the society of young, foolish, idle girls a
1”levée au logis »ar une mére ou une vieille tante vertueuses,
bigotes, aimable ... une jeune fille... environnée de
chaperons, dont 1l'enfance laborieuse a ote fatigue’e par des
travaux,... a laquelle tout est inconnu.. est .. un,..
tre’sor."h-2 This is the author! s belief in theory, but in
practice, the jeunes filles of the Comédie Humaine who are
educated at home under thelr mother's surveillance usually
turn out to be ignorant of the world, incapable of holding
thelr own in society, and totally unable to deal with their
husbands. Their mother's eagerness in preventing their being
sullied by a knowledge of the world, is to their daughters®
detriment. The young girls of the bourgeoisie are doubly

handicapped. "La médioerité marque la culture

¥13g12ac, Physiologie, Pléiade X, p.659.
Y21pi4., p.660.
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de la bourgeoisie.“h3 Raised in homes where everyone lives
and breathes business and practicality, "elles sont rompues
aux soins du m;nage, s'inté}essent de bonne heure an
commerce, mals manquent de largeur d'esprit.")+l+ They are
mostly innocent and totally without interest.

The Guillaume sisters are typical of this type. Their
home is the darK and culturally unstimulating maison du
chat-qui-pelote. Except for a few hours spent learning
the rudiments of grammar and a few more spent with the
unremarkable history text of le Ragois, their book learning
is rather neglected. Madame Guillaume strictly censors
their reading material and consequently "leurs iddes n'avaient
vas pris beaucoup d'étendue.“hs Their horizon is only as
wide as the narrow frontage of their medieval house.

The Guillaume sisters are incapable of imagining an
existence differing from that of their parents.

Several times a year, the doors of their "prison" open,

and mesdemoiselles Virginie and Augustine Guillaume are

allowed out to attend a ball or entertainment. They profit
1little "des enseignments que le monde offre aux jeunes
3mes."u6 So strict is their mother's surveillance, that they

dare not converse with their partmers and their entire

%3pradalié, p.5s.

Ibid., p.58.
¥9Ba1zac, La Maison du Chat-qui-pelote,Pléiade I, p.27.
¥61114., p.28.
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conversation consists of monosyllables, mostly ouil and
non. Their mother is unaware of the inadequacy of such a
strict education and is pleased with herself and with
her daughters! perfect characters.

Madame Guillaume is pleased, too ,with her daughters'
housewifely abilities., Trained in modest virtues and in the
running of a household, living a 1life of "une regularité
monastique,“lﬂ doing everything according to an inflexible
schedule, they never think of breaking out of their
milieu, even in their dreams. Augustine's insurmountable
difficulties when she marries out of her mercantile class
and into a more liberal circle,are caused by this rigid
education.

Eugénie Grandet, as far as can be ascertained, receives
no formal education. She lives in Saumur, a very narrow-
minded and stifling provincial town . Her days are spent
sitting with her mother near a window which looks out on
the perpetually silent streets of the town. Mending the
household linen keeps her busy day after day. Her chief
enjoyment in this stultifying existence is embroidering
some small item, perhaps a collar for her mother. She
seems to have no i‘riends, and ‘her only society outside her

parents consists of the Cruchots and the des Grassins.

47Ib1d., p.b8.
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She knows nothing of the world, never having learned by
direct experience with people or by indirect experience
through literature., This is the cause of her na¥veté
in her dealings with her cousin Charles.

Marguerite Claés is also educated at home, but she
has more native intelligence than Eugénie or the Guillaume
girls. Probably the fact that her family is more social
and more open to the world helps her develop into a more
wordly wise individual. The author doesn't speak of any
intellectual accomplishments she may have. What she does
learn she probably has from outside sources; her mother
has a very weak grasp of ideas and is not capable of teaching
her daughters anything else but lace making, embroidering,
drawing and how to play the piano?mgggsis determined that,
come what may, her children would never starve for lack of

a trade. (La Recherche de 1'Absolu).

Harguerite's 1s a saner upbringing than that of
Angélique Bontems (Une Double Famille). Madame Bontems

wants to bribe her way into heaven. Obsessed by religion,
she has dragged her daughter along with her. Angéiique,
who has been practically brainwashed by her devout mother
and by the priests that constantly surround her, is in
danger of retiring from the world because she has been

advised to live out her life as a "vierge et martyre."’+8

l+8Ealzac, Une. Double Famille, P1éiade I, p.959.
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Only a prompt marriage can save her. The comte de Granville
has chosen her as a daughter-in-law; he strongly suggests

to his son that she will make a good wife because, having
been nourished on prayers, confessionals, masses, fasts and
hair shirts, she must have "principles." He is to be
proven wrong. Religion is only one aspect of the total
person, but if an exclusively religious education turns

it into an all-encompassing obsession, no good can come out
of it. 4An inflexible bigot whose face is a mask of
“rigidité silencieuse"“‘9 makes a very bad wife.

Madame de Granville attempts to turn her own two
daughters into carbon copies of herself (Une Fille d'Eve).
Having lived all their lives in s somber hotel du Marais,
Marie-Angélique and Marie-Eugénie reach the moment of their
respective marriages without ever having left the narrow
domain over whlch the spirit of their mother, "femme dévote
et d'une intelligence Etroite"so rules. Thelr rigorous
education, as rigorous as that given in any convent, prevents
their attendance at any entertainments. Instead, "les églises
de Paris furent leurs thédtres."51 fThat is not to say that
they receive a good education. They da not; they learn
about the same things that the Guillaume sisters do : a

%98a1zac, Une Double Famille,Pleiade I, p.962.

0y

50Balzac, Une Fille d'iive, Pléiade II, p.62.
Sl1pid., p.63.
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bit of grammar, a.little French language, some history in
Le Ragois and a smattering of arithmetic. This is supplemented
by some reading, but only of books approved by the most
intolerant of priests, for example Les Lettres édifiantes
and les Legons de littérature. Since these are the studies
which filled out days spent mostly in religious dutiles and
in sewing for the poor, "aucune iaée dangereuse, malsaine
ou geulement équivoque ne souilla donc la pulpe blanche de
leur cerveau."52 One gets the impression that the author

1s a 1little revolted by such brains,which are like unripe
and tastelees fruit.

"Cette éducation," comments the narrator, "porta ses .
fruits. Imposée comme un Jjoug et presentée sous de formes
austgres, la Religion lassa de ses pratiques ces jeunes
coeurs innocents, traités comme s'ils eussent &té criminels;
elle y comprima les sentiments et quoiqu'elle y jeta de
profondes racines, elle ne fut pas aimée."53 This repressive
education provokes an equally strong reaction. These two
girls wish desperately to escape from their home. And
since marriage 1s the only socially acceptable form of
escape possible for a young lady of the nineteenth century,
they eagerly await the first suitor who will ask for their

hand. Running into marriage thus, is inviting disaster.

521pid., p.67.
53Ibid., p.73.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



27

In fact, '"cette se’vére et religieuse dducation fut la cause
des meriages de ces deux soeurs."szn'lt was also the cause

of their marital difficulties because it left them Msans
armes contre le malheur comme sans expe’rience pour appréc:i.er
1le bonheur.n53a'Marie-Euge’nie's husband is du Tillet, a

most difficult man whom she doesn't know how to handle, and
Marie- Angellique, who is luckier in her marriage, cannot
appreciate her Félix de Vandenesse. Du Tillet explains

the situation clearly when he remarks to his wife: "Les filles
elleve’es comme vous l'avez e‘te’, dans la contrainte et les
pratiques religieuses, ont soif de la 1iberte', aésirent

le bonheur, et le bonheur dont elles jouissent n'est

Jamais ausst grand ni aussi beau que celui qu'elles ont réve’. u5M
Raised in an unrealistic setting, they have a most
unlifelike idea of the world and of its opportunities.

Du Tillet seems to express Balzac's own opinion about
girls who are repressively educated . The opposite view,
vhich was more commonly held in the nineteenth century, is
expounded by the Granville daughters' father, Roger. He
concerns himself only with his sons! education because
he feels that there is danger solely to them under his wife's

oppressive and narrow tutelage., Only the male's intelligence

521bid., p.70.
53Ibid., p.76.
HIvid., p.76.
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must remain free from the violent constriction and restraint
of extreme religious ldeas , in order that it not deteriorate.
A woman does not need a free intelligence. "Les deux
Marie, destinées 2 subir quelque tyrannie,"ss that of thelr
parents or that of their husbdnds, are not fated to be free
agents. When they leave the maternal home to go to the
Church and the Town hall for their marriage, they go "avec
la simple mais épouvantable recommandation d'ob:—.\,ir en toute
chose auprés desquels elles devaient dormir ou veiller
pendant la rxuit."56

Dangerous as this education which forms des petites
oies blanches iIs, the other extremeis just as likely to
lead to trouble. Anais de Négrepelisse (later to become
madame de Bargeton in Illusions Perdues) is taught by an
abbe Niollant,from whom she receives "une male dducation. n57
She learns Italian, German, Latin, Greek, music and the
natural sclences. What's more important, she also learns
how to think. The abbé is M"surtout remarquable par l'esprit
particulier aux artistes ...qui s'éléve au-dessus des idées
bourgeolses par la liberté des jugements et par 1'e’tendue

des r=1per9l.1s."58 Having eommunicated to his pupil "sa

551bid., p.68.
561bid., p.67.
57Balzac, Illusions Perdues, Pléiade IV, o 49k,

581bid., p.hok.
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hardiesse d'examen et sa facilité de jugement,"59 he helps
turn her into a difficult person. Unused to society as
a young girl, the rough edges created by this education
remain unsmoothed, and when she finally enters the provinecial
society of Angouléme, her boldness and her audacity sit
badly with that company. As a matter of fact, Balzac main-
tains that these qualities developed in her by this
progressive education are wasted and even harmful,because
“ees qualiteé si neéessaires 3 un homme deviennent des
défauts chez une femme, destinée aux humbles occupations
d'une ﬁére de famille."60

An even more masculine education is that of Féﬁicité
des Touches, "l'incarnation masculine de la jeune £i1le.n6l
Pélicité is self-taught; she has read voraciously all
the volumes in her uncte Faucombe's 1ibrary(Béatrix).
Devouring literary works indiscriminately, "son instruection
devint surprenante, excitéé par les passions de la lecture
et servie par une belle mémoire."62 Not only is she highly
intelligent, but she is much more chaste than the young
girls who receive their education in a convent. "Ces

prodigieuses lectures continrent ses passions beaucoup

59Tbid., o9k,
601bid., p.u4gu.

6lBalzac, Beatrix, P1éiade II, p.370.
621p14., p.371.
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mieux que la vie de couvent ou s'enflamment les imaginations
des jeunes f‘illes."63 Her inclinations are toned down
because she can conceive everything mentally and doesn't
need to carry it out physically. "Son esprit avait pris
une énorme Etendue, et des habltudes de critique lui
permettalent de juger sainement les hommes,"6’+ but this

is a great hindrance to her since she finds it impossible
to subjugate such a superior spirit to an inferior male in
marriage. "Le hasard 1l'a jete'e dans le domalne de la
science et de 1l'imagination, dans le monde litte'raire au
lieu de la maintenir dans le cercle trace par l'éducation
futile donnée aux femmes, par les enseignements maternels
sur la toilette, sur la décence hypocrite, sur les grﬁces
chasseresses du sexe."65 Her/education, gloriously complete
though it may be, 1s really not suitable, because it kills
her desire to take up the task that woman was created

for, the raising of a family.

There should be a golden middls road between one
extreme in education for the jeune fille and the other.
Zémilie de Fontaine seems almost to have accomplished it.
She learns tlose skills that a woman of the world should
have; she paints, speaks the modern languages

English and Italian, plays the plano and sings

831p14., p.371.
641bid., p.372.

651pid., p.37%4..
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in a gracefully trained voice. She's witty and she is
knowledgeable. "Nourrie de toutes les littératures, elle
aurait pu faire croire que les gens de qualité viennent au
monde en sachant tout."66 But, remarks Balzaec, education
consists not only of facts and skills, but also of the
strengthening of one's moral fibers. Though she is a
well-read, modern woman who is at home in the world of
society, Emilie is desperately spoiled. Given every
material advantage that she could ever wish for, she has
never been taught to consider others; she is the center of
her universe and never lets anyone forget it. Her terrible
pride prevents her from making a truly good marriage. As
Geneviéve Delattre says of her, she is dragged into
misfortune "justement par cette irrespcnsabilité qui cr:‘:e
chez elle une éducation qui en fait un enfant g'éte’ et
ignorant ..."67
Ursule Mirouét (Ursule Mirou&€t) is the jeune fille
who is educated in the best possible way. Raised by
three elderly men , a doctor, a priest and a military
man, she learns the easy way all that they have gleaned
from bitter experience. They are “motheg’but with
168

7
intelligence. The "savante educztion' develops her at

-
66Balzac, Le Bal de Sceaux, Pleiade I, p.78.

67Genev:t.;ve Delattre, Les Opinions Litte’raires de
Balzac,

®85a12ac, Ursule Mirouet, P18iade ITI, p.310.
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her own pace. Ease and freedom for the intelligence and

for the body are the characteristies of Ursule's training.
She is taught language and all the arithmetic she may ever
need. She reads books chosen from the doctor's library

for their ability to teach while entertaining. Learning is a
pleasure, not a task for her. And her development into a
lovely person is assured. "Abandonne; a la divine culture
dtun naturel amené dans les régions pures par ces %trois
prudents instructeurs, Ursule alla plus vers le sentiment
que vers le devoir et prit pour r;gle de conduite la voix
de la conscience plutSt que la loi sociale."69 She doesgohJ
because that is her nature, not because she is forced.

"Le jugement confirmait 1'élan du coeur.... Cette nuance est
le propre de 1'éducation chrétienne,%70 This training is
fitting for a woman who is and should be "le géﬁie et la
conscience de la famille, l'éiégance secrete de la vie
domestique, enfin presque reine au sein du mé%age."7l
Ursule's virtue and her pztient resignation are the weapons
with which she will fight her battles. It is her religious
training which helps her to become "la pieuse et mystique

jeune fille dont le caractére fut toujours au-dessus des

691p14., p.311.
"1via., p.311.

71
Ibid., p.311.
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événements et dont le coeur domina toute adversité."72

To sum up, the Physiologie pleads in favor of an
education which will fortify young girls against the
dangers of the social life. The author is in favor of a
system where nature and reason will control teaching, much
as they do for Ursule Mirouét. He asks that the pupil
not be shut up in a dreary house, away from other peovle,
with only religious works and edifying but boring opera
for her to read, and needlework for her to do. Neither
should she be sent to such institutions of learning where
there are a lot of other idle young women, spending their
time in 1dle fantasies and useless conversations. Rather,
she should be able to read at will any books that interest
her, for they will teach her som::g%out life. If she is
given the opportunity to give free reign tc her ideas and if
she is not held back by narrow-minded individuals, she
will develop an independent,thinking mind. But she should
also be taught)that though her self-confidence is very
necessary, her pride must be tempered with modesty and with
consideration for others. Though she should learn some
science, it should not be an inordinate amount since a
woman must "éviter toute pédanterie."73 Religious training

too holds an important place, but it should be moderated

72

731bid., p.

Tbid., 0.312.
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so that she not end up a martyr in a hair shirt. And most
important of all, she should learn all that she can about
the workings of society, so that she not fall into one of
the pitfalls that are ever present in life. In the dédicace

of Ursule Mirou$t written to his niece, Balzac says: "On

vous defend de voir la Société telle qu'elle est."71" He 1s
4
protesting 'comme son maitre Moliére contre l'education

des filles. n?3

,

In L'Ecole de Femmes, Chrvsalde 1s speaking
for Moli®re when he sayss

Mais comment voulez-vous, aprés tout, ,%u'une bete

Puisse jamais savoir ce que c'est qu'etre honnéte?

Une femme d'esprit peut trahir son devoir;

Mais 11 faut, pour le moins qu'elle ose le vouloirs

Et la stupide au sien peut manquer d'ordinaire

Sans en avoir l'envie, et sans penser le faire.

l106-107, 113-116)

Better instructed, Agnés would have been more distrustful
and more prudent. Since she knows nothing of the concepts
of friendship, thankfulness and love, she doesn't know how
to differentiate between them. Neither can she tell the
difference between right and wrong. Agn:as typifies the
young girl who is secluded from all knowledge of the world
and who cannot know how to act in society. This is Balzac's
point. This young girl 1s liable to fall into the arms of
the first man who asks her since she doesn't realize what

danger this may entail. So, as the author says in his gre’face

i
7 Balzac, dédicace to Ursule Mirnuet, P1éiade III, pe265.

75Andre Aurmser, La Comedie inhumaine (Paris: Gallimard,
1970), p.618.
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to the first edition of Sienes de la Vie Privée, 76 his

purpose in writing these pieces is to "relever par avance
le rideau du thédtre qu'elles doivent un jour embellir,"
the theater of life where the the young girls of today will
play the social scene. Rather than have her daughter wait
as much as possible before learning about life, and rather
than have her learn the hard way by "suffering maked and
defenseless in the storms that she is bound to encounter,"
a mother should have her read these Balzacian scenesy in
them, she may learn about the difficulties and the pitfalls
of social and married life and perhaps avoid shedding
"les larmes de sang" which would be her lot. The purpose
of these books is to replace "les sots livres que les
esprits mesquins ont présentés aux femmes jusqu'i ce jour.®
Once a girl knows where the dangers lie, she will be
able to pick the correct husband and not run after chimeras
as do Louise de Chaulieu and Julie d'Aiglemont. If the
jeune fille were emancipated, as she is in England and the
United States for example, there would be less unfortunate
marriages. This freedom, "le droit d'aimer" advocated by
the feminists of the 1830's, means anything from freedom
to marry the man of her choice and the anthority to divorce
her husband if she so desires, to complete sexual emancipa-

tion. It is this emancipation that Balzac advocates in his

76Balzac, Preface of Scines de la Vie Privée, P1éiade
XI, p.162-163.
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Physiologie. He quotes the following statement from
Rousseau to prove his point: "Chez les peuples qui ont
des moeurs, les filles sont faciles et les femmes sév‘eres."77
That is what he would like to see in France. Instead of
placing a young girl in purdah, she should be given the
freedom to love as she wishes. Soelety should keep its
censure for the erring married woman whose adulterous
relationships are apt to ruin her whole family. Anticipa-
ting critieism of this highly liberal attitude, Balzac
avers that this license would not produce high scale
corruption because every jeune fille has enough innate
modesty and caution not to submit to2 man who does not
love her. She will be careful too, because she knows the
high price that a man puts on the virtue of his bride. It
is here that Balzac contradiets himself: If France could
change its moral attitude as Balzac would like, and virtue
in a young girl would not be so precious, then the reason
for her prudence- the value of her virtue~ would be wiped
out and she would be totally corrupted.

In the Balzacian world, the jeune fille who does
follow the dictates of her heart, like Juana in Les Marana,
brings great misfortune on her head. Perhaps though, had
she been educated as Balzac advocates, she would have known

enough of the world to reject with disdain a man who could

77Balzac, Physiologie du Mariage, Pléiade IX, p.661.
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accept the sacrifice of her young life in return for a
few moments of pleasure for him.

"Si elle était libre, une &ducation exerpte de
pfejugés 1'armerait contre l'amour du premier venu."78
Seduction would hold out no snares for her. She would know
the dangers hidden and lying in wait to trip her. No more
would she be the romantic jeune fille who, at the first
sight of "les régions enchantées de 1'amour" would err

"y cause de sa croyance au bien ou de sa confiance dans le
i.”79

vra

781p1d., p.663.
791bid.,
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Tyranny and the young girl

Perhaps the most heart rending painting of a young
girl suffering the cruelty of her relations is that of
Pierrette {(Pierrette). Sent to live with her cousins the
Rogrons, because lack of money has forced her grandparents
to enter the poor house, Plerrette Lorrain brings with her
a pure , frnak and loving nature, a happy disposition and
an uncomplicated personality. Under the harsh treatment of her
guradians, she is transformed into a washed out, tormented
little girl. At fist, she is tortured only verbally: "Elle
est maltraitée en paroles,"80 but this mental torment turns
life into a hell for her. Slowly, she closes in on herself
and locks herself into a sort of passive obedience. "Les
roses d'affection qui s'élevaient ...dans cette Jjeune ame...
¢taient impitoyablement Scrasées."8l at fist, she thinks of
escaping from the frigid and corrosive atmosphere of her
cousins' house, but the abbé Habert persuades her to take
refuge in the mystical aspects of religion, where she begins
to see some sense in her sufferings.

After the mental torment, comes the physical. Pierrette
is gradually turned into a servant in the Rogron household.

Her maltreatment causes her desperate illness. Brigaut,

80, .
Balzac, Pierrette, Pléiade III, p.709,
Ibid., p.709.
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a childhood friend, saves her from death and brings her
grandmother to take care of her. But it is too late for a
cure and worn out by her miseries, she dies on Easter morn.
She dies like an angel: %Ces &tres (marqués par la Mort)
exhalent comme un parfum céleste, leurs regards parlent de
Dieu..."82 The Rogrons are brought to trial for the part
that thelr maltreatment - overworking- of her and their
refusal to grant her proper medical care has played in her
death. But the trial ends inconclusively and they are not
convicted. A young girl, says Balzac, really has no recourse
to justice. There 1s no legal power that can help her if she
is unfortunate enough to be without a loving family to help
her.

Eugénie Grandet also suffers from a tyranny, but it
differs totally from the despotism of which Plerrette is a
vietim, Eugénie's oppressor is her father.

Eugénie and her mother are only pale shadows who live
in the dark and cheerless house of the Grandets. Papa Grandet
controls everything that goes on in the home. It is he, for
example, who doles out the daily supplies for the kitchen,
and he who declides what dates the fire is to be 1it in the
drawing room. He keeps his wife and daughter virtually
penniless, Prisoners in their constricted world. He 1s the
god of their universe and they cannot imagine ever defying
him.

821p14., p.775.
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Life is a very colorless affair in the Grandet house-
hold. Grandet allows only one candle to be 1lit in the
evenings. It is always dark, dreary and cold within
those walls., DNo cheer livens the hours and the first time
that Bugénle ever attempts to make a joke is on her
twenty-third birthday.

Balzac dwells on Eugénie's naiveté and pure heart and
on her utter lack of mercenary feelings. "Encore
combien d'ignorance dans leur na’iveté.’ Eugénie et sa mere
ne savaient rien de la fortune de Grandet, elles n'estimaient
les choses qu'h la lueur de leurs pales idges et ne prisaient
ni ne mprisaient l'argent, accoutumées qu'elles &talent
2 s'en passer."83

Eugénie"s life is as pure as the 1life in a convent.
Imbued with the spirit of the Christian religion, she leads
a chaste existence. All her days are spent mending her
father's socks and staring out of the window at the
dismal streets.

It is in Eugénie Grandet that can be seen the force
that repressed emotion 1in a jeune fille can acquire. Never
having had the opportunity to communicate with other young

people nor with different strata of society, she is
completely transformed at the first sight of her elegant

cousin Charles. Exaltation takes hold of her soul and
she fervently wishes to do anything for him in order that

83Balzac, Eugénie Grandet, Pléiade III, p.505.
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she might please him, That is precisely the first time that
she relizes that Grandet is "maltre de son sort"a)"' She
experiences terror when she looks at his face. Her father
has heretofore controlled every facet of her being to

such an extent, she is so totally brainwashed,that "elle

se crut coupable d'une faute en lul taisant quelques -
pensées."85 Even her thoughts are not her own. And so,

it is all the more remarkable that she manages to secrape
together enough courage to face her father on the Charles
question,

The first conflict occurs at the breakfast table. As
Bardéche says, she effeets "un coup d'état intérieur" in
bullying Nanon to make a galette for Charles' breakfast,
thus breaking the hard and fast economic rules of the house.
And from this act we can guess, he continues, "tout ce
qu'Eugénie dépensera plus tard d'esprit et de courage pour
défendre son amour."86 For it is a formidable difficulty
to break out of the chains that a mental tyranny can make,
and to oppose the verson who has been the dictator of one's
universe. When Eugénie puts the sugar bowl back on the
table under the terrible eye of her father, she shows no

less courage "que la Parisienne qui pour faciliter la fuite

841bid., p.529.
85Ipid., p.529.

86?. Bardéche, Balzac Romancier,( Geneva: Slatkine reprintis,
1967), p.k79.
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de son amant, soutient de ses faibles bras 1'échelle
de soie.“87

The climax comes when Eugénie begs Charles to accept
the hoard of gold,which her father has been adding to, each
birthday. For Grandet, this gold is like a second soul-
he loves it so much. Charles takes the treasure and leaves
Saumur. Eugénie, meanwhile, lives in an "effrol morte1"88
waiting for her father to find out that she has given away
her coins. The active part of her rebellion against her
father is over; from this moment, it will be merely a
passive resistance to her father®s tyranny. Grandet has
resumed his god-like place in her world, again wielding the
power of life and death. Though she is no longer 2 minor
at twenty three years of age, Eugénie places herself
completely under her father's authority and lets him do as
he wishes. In only one thing does she oppose him: She
refuses to tell him what she did with her gold. Her
stubborn silence and her rock like immovability show that
she too is & Grandet. "Elle devient aussi rusée par 1'amour
que son pére &tait par 1'avarice. 89 Her father knows that
he cannot force her to tell her secret; legally, he has

no right, so he tries to fight her with religion.

87Balzac, Eugbnie Grandet, Plélade III, p.543.
881p14., p.599.

891b1d., p.606.
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"Les prétres vous ordonnent de m’obé&r,"go he tells her.
But nothing will make her move from her position; not even
the dictates of religion will break her resistance. Grandet
refuses to accept defeat and locks her in her room on a
bread and water regime. This is treatment about which she
could complain to the courts, but she refuses to so betray
her father. "Mon pére est maitre chez lui....Tant que
J'habiterais sa maison je dois lui obéir. Sa conduite
n'est comptable qu'é Dieu.“91 Eugénie has reverted to her
original subservient state. She is psychologically

unable to oppose her father.

Madame Grandet's imminent death brings the end to the
war-like state of affairs in the house. Grandet wants to
keep control of the family's entire fortune in his hands.
Since Eugénie inherits directly from her mother, she can
demand the division of the whole property. In order to
divide it, it must be liquidated. Grandet's pride and Joy,
the forest Froidfond, would have to be sold in order to
make a proper division. Eugénie can prevent this liquidation
by simply asking that it be dispensed with. In order that
she do this, Grandet makes his peace with her. Eugénie
1s so pathetically grateful to him that he is speaking to

8
her again and that she is once more in his good graces, that

901pid., p.607.
91
Ibid., p.61k,
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would agree to anything he requests. She even refuses to
accept the louis d'or that he tosses to her, saying that

she needs only his tenderness, not his money. After her
mother's death, she signs a document denuding herself of

all her property and giving it all to her father. And she
is pleased with what she does because she has thereby pleased
him. She doesn't exist in her own mind as an independent
and worthy being. It is a wonder that she had the temerity
to oppose her father on the matter of Charles and the

gold. Balzac attempts to explain her behavior by saying
that "les penchants naturels de la femme ...durent se
déployer d'zutant plus vivement qu'elle avait atteint

sa vingt~troisiéme année,"gshich illustrates the point

of the theory he posits in la Physiologie. If the feelings
of a young girl are repressed, they will eventually explode
with the force of a pressure cooker., In Eugénie, the
explosion subsides quite fast. Though her love for Charles
lives on, she quickly sinks back into and under her father's
tyranny. In fact, she eventually becomes a replica of himg;
she takes on his varsimonious habits and even some of his
speech patterns., At the end, she is probably genuinely
convinced that she mu;gd%arefully to his way of life because
she will have to give him a reckoning of her accounts

in heaven,

921bid., p.529.
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Marguerite Claés, heroine of La Recherche de 1'Absolu

lives also in a house where the father's relationship with
his family is not normal. But Balthgar Claés' mania is
something quite different from that of Grandet. Balthazar
is looking for the “Absoluteand he spends everything on
his experiments, thus reducing his family to penury.

When Marguerite's mother lies dying, she promises her
that she will not do anything to cause her father any
chagrin nor will she judge his actions. But when she meets
her father's eye across her mother's deathbed, she breaks
her pfomise: "La fille jugeait son pEre.“93 She sees him
and his faults very clearly.

Marguerite takes over the management of the house, and
from the very first moment, she gives proof of her feminine
courage, "de cette sérenité constante que doivent avoir les

anges chargés de répandre la paix.“9l+

Hiding her sufferings
under a calm exterior, she worké hard to better her family's
fate. As newer and newer proofs of her father'!s profligacy
come in, the pressure on her increases. She must save the
family from total ruin. Since she can't marry, having
promised her mother to wait until her younger brother is

old enough to succeed her as manager, another way has to

be found to vermit the liquidation of the Claés fortune)to

vrevent at least part of it from falling intc Balthazar's

93Balzac, La Recherche de 1'Absolu, P1éiade Tx, p.57%.

Mipia. , 0.577.
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hands. Emmanuel, Marguerite's frilend, finds a way.
Gabriel is emanclpated by a family council. Throughout
all the legal manoeuvring, Marguerite insists that nothing
be done to cause vain or sorrow for her father. However,
Balthazar, by his irresponsible behavior, gives her no
choice. He has put into circulation a number of unpaid
lettres de change and Marguerite finds the situation
desperate. So, she opens the letter that her mother has
left for her and in it, receives vermission to do what she
thinks is necessary to save the family, even at the risk
of hurting Balthazar. She is desperately upset at defying
her father and cannot bear to see him angry with her, but
still, she does the neces8ary unpleasantness and arranges
for him to take a position as réveur des finances in Bretagne.
She plays the part of a mother for him. '"Vous gtes mon
eni‘ant,"95 she tells him. She is sending him away from
home, she continues, because he would be an obstacle to

to the reestablishment of their fortunes. Though her
heart is very heavy, she thus literally throw him out. It
is only in her "etreinte désespérée"96 that there is a hint
of the desolation in her heart at having to do such a
thing to her father. When he leaves his home, she prays
for strength to do all that she has to do.

95Tpid., p.613.
%6
Tbid., p.62k.
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In three years, Marguerite succeeds in reestablishing
the family fortune. She works very hard all through and
is bothered throughout by a gullty conscience that shemh'ad
to banish her father. When she goes to fetech him back
home, she throws herself weeping into his arms. "Elle se
sentait criminelle ;a la maniere de grandes hommes qui
violent les libertés pour sauver la patrie."%’ ghe is
pardoned by the author and admired for her courage. She
has behaved more like a man than like a“timid and incapable

eune fille, saving with her bravery the future of her
brothers and sister.

There are in the Comédie Humaine various other young
ladies who have troubles because of their fathers. For
example, Victorine Taillefer lives in the greatest misery
because her father won't recognize her as his daughter,
and Ginevra di Piombo has to invoke the Code against her
father so that she can marry the man of her choice.

Marguerite Cleés is an intellectually virilised woman.
There are several other such Balzacian creations, others
like Fe’licité des Touches and Laurence de Cing-Cygne.
Laurence whose frail body houses "une 2me trempée comme celle
d'un homme du plus beau caractdre"%® niges it under a sweet,

sheeplike exterior. The usual occupations of women do

$7Ibid., p.633.
98palzac, Une Uénébreuse Affaive, Ploiade VII, p.480.
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not interest her. "Elle dirigeait sa pensee vers un but
trop éleve pour descendre aux occupations (d'une femme)."99
Even the usual female vanlties like fine clothes bore her.
She is a woman with a missionj to kill Napoleon and to help
the triumph of the royalist cause., "Elle portait dans sa
téte une resolution virile et une fermeté stoique.”loo
Laurence shoots well and rides magnificenﬁly. All her
outstanding qualities are maseciline and Balzac has no end

of admiration for her. "Elle &tait une noble et sublime
10

fille."

991v1d., p.usl.
101154, p.u83.
101

Ibid., p.525.
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The jeune fille in the Comédie Humaine is thus more
-a character to be pitied than anything else. Shunted
to the side in favor of her more important brothers, she
has a difficult time fighting for her place in the sum.
Much of the time, she is so demoralized by her situation
and by the coldness of her family that she gives in to
their plans for her without much of a battle.

Ill-prepared for the life outside the narrow confines
of her home, the young girl is often the prey of
unserupulous men in search of a dowry. She is naive in
the ways of the world and often has no ideas of the dangers
she is courting. Her upbringing is usually totally
useless; she learns very little that will help her in life.

Some jeunes filles are unfortunate enough to spend
their young lives cowering under one tyrannical master or
another. Since she is considered in some ways unimportant,
the daughter of the house suffers much from the dictates
of the master. Whether she is Eugénie, trembling under
her father's eye, or Marguerite, fearing to offend her
irresponsible father, she probably would have fared better
had she be born a boy. It would have been easier for her to
make herself heeded’ and her opinions would have carried more
weight.

Balzac's jeune fille seems to be rather a conventional
character. She 1s mostly just sketched rather than fully
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studied and she usu!alle lacks greatness, whether it is great
tragedy or great passion or great spiritual strength.
She fails to touch the reader's heart as his creations of

more mature women do.
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Chapter Two
Mai-riage and the young woman
Bonne famille, bien éleve’e,
Jolie, et trols cent mille
francs comptant.
(Petites Miseres de
la Vie Conjugale
Having shown how lamentably the education of the day
prepares the jeune fille for marriage, Balzac traces her
fate further. He accompanies her from the day that she
bids good-bye to the convent walls, through the
difficulties that attend her choice of husband, the hard-
ships that are associated with her marriage, and the
problems that arise during her first years of matrimony.
Marriage, in Balzac's day was the only really
respectable career for a woman. "Le mariage £tait pratique~
ment la seule 'profession' ouverte aux femmes, 5 celles des
classes aisées surtout ...“1 0f course, there were women
who worked , but they were mostly of the lower classes
who had to earn their daily bread as seamstresses and
laundresses. But Balzac hardly concerns himself with this
class at all, preferring the women whose only possible
profession was marriage. In the Comédie Humaine, all the
respectable women and some of the unrespectable ones are
married, or want to be or should have been. The only

outstanding e:n;ufh:nn is Fe’licite’ des Touches or Camille

1Richara Bolster, Stendhal, Balzac et le féminisme
romantique(Paris: Minard, y Do B
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Maupin, the famous writer; but even she finally acknowledges
that her way of life was not the right and proper one, and
certainly not the most fulfilling.

The all-importance of marriage colors the young girl's
existence. She must marry quickly and as well as she can.
Life only begins with merriage. Desperation fuels the
search for a proper husband. "Ignorez-vous," says madame
I{Jvangelista to a friend, "ce dont est capable une mére
quand elle a sur le bras une fille qui ne se marie pas....la
mefre et la fille en qugte d'un mari, c'est des hyénes...
qui cherchent une proie 3 de;vorer...“2

While the jeune fille's immediate goal is marriage, most
young men are not too anxious to set up housekeeping. The
typical young man has a business or some sort of liveli-
hood to keep him busy, and the years are not so cruel to
him as they are to the female of the species. "Physiquement
et moralement," says Balzac in la Physiologie, "1'homme
est plus longtemps homme que la femme n'est femme.“3 He
leads, what 1s painted in the same work, as a felicitous
bachelor existence, and there has to be a very strong induce-
ment to make him give it up. As Balzac says: "Un homme se

marie:Par Ambition...cela est bien connu(et) Par Intérét

2Balzac, Le Contrat de Mariage, P1diade III, p.lk46.
3Balzac, Physiologie du Mariage, Pléiade X, p.627-629.
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mais c'est presque toujours ainsi."“‘

For a girl to be able to attract a marriage-minded
man, she must offer him something he wants and cannot
get otherwise: a large amount of dowry money or perhaps
a social advantage like a title or entry into the higher
classes of society. Making a marriage is like arranging
a business deal; most often, it 1s the girl who contributes
the most in exchange for the coveted position of married
woman. "La plupart des hommes ," says Balzaf "se marient
absolument comme s'ils achetaient une pertie de rentes
3 la Bourse.“5 And he amplifies elsewhere,"On sait comment
se font presque tous les mariagef..on cherche une bonne
dot, on prend une femme 1; ou la met le hasard des e’cus..."6

It is obvious then, that it was quite difficult for
a young girl to find a suitable husband, because men could
pick and choose amongst the many girls offered for marriage.
A Jeune fille literally had a price painted on her forehead
and was sold like a piece of merchandise. Balzac keenly
felt the injustice of this system,and in la Physiologie
he is careful to point out the miseries which are created
by the lack of a proper dowry. In order to prevent the

abuses inherent in the system, he suggests a new system,

41pid., p.605.
5Tbid., p.660.

6'Balzac, Mémoire sur le proces Peytel, in Wurmser, la
Comédie Inhumaine(Paris: Gallimard,1970), p.629.
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marriage without dowry, which would entail the disinheritance

of the Jeune fille.
The concept of exhérddation is one of the pet concerns

of the nineteenth century feminlsts, who favored les mariages
d'amour,which were possible only if the dowry was suppressed.
One of the most interesting works of the period, Voyage

en Icare, written by Cabet, depicts the ideal life ih that

fabled land. One of the anthor's main purposes 1s to show
how much happiness and contentment there is in Icare because
the dowry system doesn't exist ; the young people merry
those whom they know and resvect, instead of selling
themselves to the highest bidder as it is done in France.
Balzac is enthusiastic about disinheriting the
young girl and vastly improving her chances for a happy
life. Since every girl would enter the matrimonial
sweepstakes with equal monetary advantage, poorones as well
as rich ones would have the same chance to acquire a husband.
Married life,too, would be more satisfyingj;one would pick
one's mate from those who would offer one "des gages de
bonheur par leurs vertus, leur caracte\re, ou leurs talents,"7
and a rapport would be established. Depending only on
character and temperament, more firm relationships would be
created than would be if money were the criterion. Marriage

would be an altogether happier institution, as it is, says

7Balzac, Physiologie du Mariage, Pléiade Xy D.
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Balzac, in England, in the United States and in Switzerland,
countries where there is no dowry system. The germ of

this ldea can be found in Moliére, who was one of Balzac's
inspirers. In Molidre's plays, says Wurmser,8 love is the
most important ground for marriage. It triumphs over

meternal foolishness(Les femmes savantes), over paternal

vanity(Le bourgeois gentilhomme), over any number of mano-
manias (bigotry in Tartuffe and avarice in L'Avare) and
finally over everything. Moligre‘s bourgeois marry for
love and in the Comédie Humaine, Balzac has retained some
of this tenden¢y; when there 1s a marriage made for love,
it is usually in the bourgeolsie. Examples are Ce’sarine
Birotteau and Anselme Popinot in César Birotteau, and

i:ve Chardon and David Sechard in Illusions Perdues.

Theoretically, Balzac 1s all in favor of the love
match; a marriage vwhere money is the chief factor repels him.
In practice however, there is cause for wonder. Balzac
himself was constantly on the lookout for a suitable match,
suitable meaning with a large dowry. And he always judged
every marriage on the basis of money. For example, when
his niece married he exulted:"On trouve pour Sophie le
phénix des maris. Il se contente pour dot d'actions sur
le pont du Jura que Surville finit en ce moment. Il est
riche,"?

8Wurmser, La _Comédie inhumaine(Paris: Gallimard, 1970)
p. 634,

91Ibid., p.630.
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In Balzac's novels too, when there is question of
marriage, the subject of money is always lurking in the
background if it is not in the open entirely. For example,
one person suggests an eligible parti thus: "Bonne famille,
bien élevée, Jjolie et trois cent mille francs comptant ."10
It is the mention of the trols cent mille franes which is
meant to decide the reluctant suitor, for it is said last,
and last impressions last the longest. Balzac paints an
amusing picture of the young husband, who having been won
over by the large dowry, spends his time trembling for the
safety of a legacy he is not sure will ever reach his wife.
(Petites Misdres de 1a Vie Conjugale)

Heiresses are often the object of battles fought over
them by determined suitors. In La Vieille Fille, Balzac
details the struggle of two old bachelors for the hand of
mademolselle Rose Cormon. To both of them, Rose is only
incidental. What they rezlly want is the fortune that
will go to the man who marries her.

An even longer, more protracted duel is fought over
Eugénie Grandet by the Cruchots and the des Grassins,who
dedicate themselves to charming the great heiress so that
she might bestow her hand and her millions on one of them.
It is in the analysis of the finally hoped for (by the
groom) marriage,that Balzac shows what he really thinks

1OBalzac, Petites MisSres de la Vie Conjugale, P1éiade
X, p.896.
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about a man whose sole criterion in choosing a wife is the
amount of money in her dowry.

Eugénie chooses to marry the président Bonfons (Cruchot)
who uses his "habileté juridigue"? to compose the marriage
contract in which the couple give to each other , in the
case that they have no children, all their wordly goods.
Eugénie, whose "education" at the hands of Charles Grandet
has taught her to be a good judge of human nature, guesses
that her husband wishes her dead so that he alone may have
control of their vast combined fortune, and she pities him.
He 1s, believes Balzac, a man whose avarice has prevented
him from experiencing any of the warmer feelings which
enrich one's 1life,and as such, he is surely to be pitied.
His life is a wasteland with none of the budding promise
of truly human emotions. But if he is to be pitied, he is
also to be condemned for his cold calculations and his abso-
lute callousness in the matter of his merriage. And
retribution comes, from a just Providence who avenges
Eugénie "des calculs et de 1'infame indifférence d'un e’poux
qui respectait, comme la plus forte des garanties, la passion
sans espoir dont elle se noumssait."2 pysdniets undying
feeling for Charles precludes any emotion for her husband.

Bonfons does not want any children because a child

1lBalzac, Eugénie Grandet, Pléiade III, p.647.
121p1d., p.6u8.
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would mean the end of his most cherished ambition, to be
the sole heir of his wife's fortune. "Dleu ne frappe
Jamais 2 faux."13 He dies soon after the marriage, rightfully
punished, says the author, for his falseness and uncaring-
ness for his wife. Balzac brands this husband a despicable
creature, motivated only by his egoism and his avaricious
ambition. Money is necess ry to life and very good to have,
but deifying it leads to no good. Even if one merries for
money, one should be able to place it in its correct
perspective. A husband should not be so blinded by money
that he forgets the true purpose of marriage, the bullding
of a satisfying life. If he does, he, like le Président
Bonfons, is apt to be punished.

There are,in the Comédie Humaine, husbands who have
enough delicacy of heart, tact and understanding to behave
properly to the wives whom they have married for their dowry.
FPélix de Vandenesse, for example, is persuaded to marry Marie-
Angélique de Granville by the enormity of her dot; but he is
the model husband for her. "Les méres de famille
devraient rechercher de vareille hommes pour leurs filleS...
Les recherches, les délices que ses habitudes d'homme 2
bonnes fortunes et d‘homme élégant avaient apprises t Félix
...les enseignements de la haute politique, les observations

7 ~
de sa vie... toutes ses foreces furent employees a rendre sa

131bid., p.6u7
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femme heureuse, et il y appliqua son esprit.“ll"
’
Felix is,however, quite unusual in the world of the

Comédie Humaine. Most of the marriages that Balzac chronicles

in which money was the deciding factor, are not happy.

For example, Ve’ronique Sauvilat's father believes that he

is ensuring the happiness of his only child by endowing her
with an enormous dowry. Plerre Graslin, a rich banker, is
only too happy to teke possession of it by marrying the
young Ve'ronique. His truly rapvacious nature manifests
itself a short while after the wedding. He then decides that
though his wife has brought him over a million franes, it is
not necessary for her to have even the smallest allowance,
nor does she need any of the small luxuries that she

was used to enjoy before her marriage. This avarice
eventually kills him; the events of July, 1830, lead to a
business disaster in which he stands to lose all his money,
and he cannot bear the thought of becoming poor. He dies
amidst the cruelest sufferings. Perhaps this is Balzac's
idea of poetic justice: Graslin marries for money and thus
destroys the illusions and ruins the life of a pure young
girl, It is this thirst for money which eventually kills
him. The author has made it clear that Graslin has felt

no spiritual or emotlonal affinity with Véronique. His

motives were always mercenary and he never even attempted

1
)
Balzac, Une Fille d'Eve, Pléiade II, p.78.
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to ereate any stronger ties with his wife than those
exterior ones of church and contract.

Ironically, Véronique Sauviat did not have to marry
Graslin as her father believed. "...si cette dot efit été
connue, Veronique aurait pu choisir un mari,"15 a man after
her own heart. Tragically unaware of the power of her dowry,
she throws her life away.

Not so the daughters of le pére Goriot, who know that
they can choose their husbands "suivant leurs goﬁts; chacune
d'elles devait avoir en dot la moitié de la fortune de son
pére."l6 With such riches, Anastasie can satisfy her longing
and marry into the nobility and Delphine can accomp‘lish
her ambition and marry even more money. Needless to say,
both of them are unhappy in their marriages. Having picked
their husbands without sentiment, just as they were selected
merely for their fortunes, their marriages are dry and
joyless. Once it is that only practical money considerations
decide a union, there is very little possibility of happiness.

The converse of this theory seems also to be viable.

In these marriages where monev is not an issue, the likeli-
hood exists of domestic felicity. ‘Eve Chardon and David
Séchard are truly in love. If anything, David's fortune is
an impediment to thelr union, because Eve doesn't want to

be thought setting her cap for a man whose father passes for

15Balzac, Le Curd de Village, Pléiade VIII, p.559.
16Balzac, Le Pire Goriot, Pléiade II, p.922,
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a rich landowner. But the "intime union de leurs ames"1?
1s not to be denied. They marry and live very content with
each other. ’

There are several similar marriages in the Comédie
Humaine. Ce’sar Birotteau marries his Constance and they
both look forward to the satisfying, but quiet existence
of the petite bourgeoisie. Thereis no question of a dowry
here, but of the mutual sympathy and shared closeness which
are the cornerstones of a good life together. Their daughter
Césarine weds Amselme Popinot under similar conditions.

Her dowry lost in the unfortunate business deals her father
has entered into, she is no less desirable in her groom's
eyes. Even a bankrupt father-in-law does not deter Anselme.
Someone comments on this extraordinary behavior in wonder:
#(Popinot est) le seul étre 3 Paris, capable d*épouser

une belle fille sans le sou. Ces gens-l3 sont fous."18

The Popinot union seems to be a very happy one.

All these happy couples are tied together by a love
which has a bon bourgeois flavor. Not for these couples
are the tumultuous passions which mark the progress of
other, less fortunate lives. They respect each other and
love each other in a sweet, quiet way, enjoying "le bonheur

égal, sans exaltation ...(et) sans orages."19

17Balzac, Illusions Perdues, Pléiade IV, p.520

18palzac, La Cousine Bette, Pldiade VI, p.151.

19Balzac, La Maison du Chat-qui-pelote,Pléiade I, p.56.
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It is in the aristocraey that the road to marriage is
the most difficult if one has not the sufficient funds.
The higher classes use marriage as a means to get ahead
in the world. The bourgeois marries so that he may have a
home and a wife and children, but the aristocrat uses marriage
mostly as a stepping stone to a better life. So, when
Julle d'Aiglemont ecries out szgainst the dowry system, she
is speaking mainly for her own social class. nExhéredez
les femmes!," she demands, "...au moins accomplirez-vous
ainsi une loi de nature en choisissant vos compagnes, en
les épousant au gré des voeux du coeur," she says, echoing
Balzac's idea in la Physiologie. Those girls who do
marry are the lucky ones. '"Quant aux pauvres filles sans
dot, elles deviennent folles, elles meurent; pour elles
aucune pitié."21 Balzac knew well the terrible stigma it
is not to be able to get married. He had seen many girls
waste away and die in the awful position their lack of
money placed them. He watched daily, the anguish of such
families as the de Bernys, whose daughters sat at home,
single and melancholic, because funds to buy them a
grogriétaire Just did not exist. Even his own sister
suffered heartbreak when she fell in love with a certain

Auguste de 1'Egreville who refused to marry her because

2OBalzaLc, La Femme de Trente Ans, Pl&iade II, p.753.
2
llbid., p.752.,
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there was not enough Qonex. "Ah," he wrote abont this
episode, '"maudit argent,."22

Not only do unmarried girls themselves realize thg
frightfulness of their situation, bnt all of society regards
them with disdain. Falzac, too, looks down on them as
§terile="2 uncontributine u!embers of soclety, and understands
well their desperation to march to the altar.

The author of the Comédie Humaine studies several
aristocratic young eirls and their financial woes. Louilse
de Chaulieu is a member of one of the most blue-blooded of
French families. Her family packs her off at a tender:
age to a far away convent in the hove that she will find
her vocation as a nun. However, when she reaches the age
of eighteen, she decides that a life in the convent would
ki1l her. WHer family is forced to bring her back home, though
she constitutes an obstacle to their plans. ‘he problem
in hie Chaulieu family is also a matter of money., Louise
has inherited a l=rge fortune from her grandmother; this
should be used for her dowry. But her father wants to
employ the money to advance her second brother's career.
"Yous ne devez pas avoir de fortune," he tells her,"ta.nt}
que celle de votre freve cadet n'est pas assurée et je veux

23

employer tous vos capitaux 3 luil constituer un majorat."

22ymrmser, p.636=637.

23
“Balzac, Mémoires de Deux jeunes Mariées, Pléiade I,
p. 175. :
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It is for this reason, to use her money for their son, that
Louise's parents have kept her in the convent, shut away
from life behind those thick walls. As Louilse writes to
her friend Renée:'Ma fortune doit &tre a son fils le

24

marquis."“' She calls him gon fils and not mon frere

because she apparently feels very little kinship with him,
nor can she feel much closeness to such parents. The author
here is underlining the desperately inferior place that
aia@&rhas in a family. She is sacrificed without a quelm
to the welfare of the sons, and she herself is expected

to recognize that it is just and proper for her to give

up her chance at marital happiness for a sibling who happens
to be born male. "Vous me paraissez plus raisonnable que

Je ne le croyais,"= her father tells her. He means that
what he wants her to do, to hand over her fortune to her
brother,is the reasonable thing to do.

The treasonable way that Louise's family treats her
colors her feelings about them. Every fresh betrayal
wounds her more. The author traces the three main deceptions
of Louise by her family. The first is When she is sent to
the convent in the hope that she will never return. Wishing
to spare themselves the bother and the unpleasantness sure

surface in a disagreement over the princesse de Vaurémont's

24Tpid., p.140.
251bid., p.139.
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fortune, a fortune which has been left to Louise, they
immure her, for life they hope, in a Carmelite convent.
In all her years spent behind those walls, they never visit
her because they want to cut all psychological ties with
her so that she may never wish to return home. The second
betrayal comes when her parents tell her pointblank that
her inheritance cannot be hers because her future 3s a
girl is novhere nearly as important as her brother's.
And the third betrayal which is perhaps the most ugly of the
three, shows the mentality of the aristocratic houses.
Loulse finds out that her father is ezgerly awaiting the
implementation of a law which would give restitution to
the returned emigrés for thelr lost properties. Her father
intends to use this money, not as a dowry for her, but
to refurbish his h_ét_e_;. The elegance of his home apparent-
1y means more to him than the welfare of his daughter.
"Cette confidence," writes Louise bitterly to her friend,
velit pour effet de me jeter sur le sopha de mon salon.
Eh quoi, mon pére, au lieu d'employer cette somme a me marier,
me laisserait mourlr au couvent?"26

The interesting thing is that Louise, after an initial
bit of resistance, is ready to do as her father says and

to hand over her fortune. She seems to feel the futility

1p1d., p. 192.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



66

of opposition and accepts the fact that she will have to
find, as she half-jokingly says, "un vieux pair"27 who
will be willing to marry a young and very noble girl
without a dowry.
In the normal run of things, no one is willing to
marry a jeune fille, be shé of the highest nobility, if
she has no money. Only the opportunist bourgeois are
happy to trade money for nobility of birth in their brides.
Some noble families are desperate for someone to marry
their daughters and are even willing to give them to
members of the middle class. The de Fontalne family marries
its daughters to rich men who are beneath them socially.
But the comte de Fontaine, the father, is very pleased at
the matches he has made: "Des mariages si avantageux ne se
rencontraient pas tous les jours pour les filles sans dot:."28
There 1s one renegade in the de Fontaine family.
fmilie is a different breed from her sisters. A true snob,
she wants to marry only a pair de France, an ambition which
arouses the exasperation of her father. "Tu voils, mon en-
fant," he says to her, "que la faiblesse de ta dot ne
saurait &tre en harmonie avec tes idées de grandeur.“29
And he proceeds to give his (and Balzae's) opinion about

marital happiness: "Le bonheur conjugal ne se fonde pas

271bid., p.175.
28B’nllzac, Le Bal de Sceaux, Pléiade, p. 81.

29Tbid., p.90.
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pas tant sur des qualités brillantes et sur la fortune,
que sur une estime réciproque."30

Though many of the bourgeois marriages in the Q_@i_e.
Humaine are illustrations of this prineciple, the society
of the nineteenth century did not subscribe to this way
of thinking. The upper class man looked mainly for money in
his alliances. Wurmser point out that the Balzacian
heroes almost never fall ir love. They keep a clear head
when choosing a wife, and they base their choice on
strictly material considerations. "La beauté, les vertus
ne sont pas des valeurs dans votre bazar humain,"alcries
madame Julie d'Aiglemont. The author puts the same thoughts
in the mouth of the formidable madame E’:vangelista. When
my husband married me, she tells. the two notaries hired to
draw up her daughter's marriage contract, 1 had only my
name and my person. 'Ma dot était la beaute’, la vertu, le
bonheur, la naissance, 1'€ducation. L'argent,donne—t-il
ces tr'esors?"32 Money should be unimportant to the groom
who 1s selecting a wife. It is surprising that Balzac has
made the disreputable madame I'?vangelista express this
opinion, and thus has diminished its force, just as he has
put the plea for exhérédation in Julie d'Alglemont's tirade,
thereby lessening its efficacy; Julie despises her husband,

301bid., p.
31

32

Balzac, La Femme de Trente Ans, P1&iade II,p.752-753.

Balzac, Le Contrat de Mariage, Pléiade ITI, p.125.
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and she is arguing with the representative of Church,
who, by definition has the last word. This is in spite of
the fact that the opinions expressed by Julie and madame
évangelista are favorite ones of Balzac, which he expounded
perticularly in la Physiologie.

The oceasion for madame ﬁvangelista's remarks 1is the
writing of the marriage contract, one of the most important
documents in the life of everyone. This document, which
sezls the financial fate of the two spouses and their
descendants, brings out the primitive worst in the participants.
While the parents of the couple are each manoeuvring to
to put their own child in the better position, and the
groom is allowed in on the negotiations, the bride must
sit outside; it is thought best to keep her in total
ignorance of money matters. Balzac emphasizes the point,
but allows the reader to draw his own conelusions. Perhaps
she is not considered clever enough to take vart in the
discussions, or perhaps, since her place is in the boudoir
or the salon, she is not to mix into affairs that do not
concern her. At any rate, it is an insult to the intelligence
of the woman, who is considered incapable of controllingher
own destiny.

The writing of the contract, is "le plus saint des

devoirs."33 As Paul de Manerville's respectable attorney

331bid., p.107.
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remarks In Le Contrat de Mariage: '"On se marie en Espagne
; 1l'espagnole et comme on veut; mais l'on se marie en France
3 la frangaise, raisonnablement et comme .on peut."3l+
Though it is tragic that a girl's opportunities in the
marriage market are directly proportional to the amount of
her dowry, and though ideally the whole system should be
changed, society in its present form would not allow any

of these necessary changes. So, to marry well, one must
reasonably try and pick a wife whose other qualities are
equally as attractive as her dowry. To marry solely for
money is despicable and dangerous because it often leads

to an unhappy marriage. Rather, a clever man tries to find
a woman who has the best possible balance of good gquali-
ties and financial basis.

For, money 1s very necessary in a marriage. The
practical man will not marry a poor girl, becsuse, as they
say in the provinces, that would be like marrying hunger and
thirst. In poverty, in the constant battle against
misery, all dreams die. "La plus belle ambition s'éteint

w35

dans le livre de dépense du ménage. This is a simple
statement of fact. In the nineteenth century, the economic
opportunities were not too broad, and in order to start any

business or to get ahead in some way or another, one had to

Mrpid., p.125.
35Balzac, Ferragus, P1éiade V, p.30.
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have money. Credit was difficult to get and the surest way
to have a financlal background was to marry it. Balzac
is merely opting for the practical solution to a young man's

problems.

,
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Having shown the difficulties which attended a girl
with insufficlent dowry on the marriage market, Balzac
continues to deseribe the fresh uwroblems:that picking a
suitable groom entails.

It was the author's avowed purpose to show that a
jeune fille, left to her own devices, cannot have, because
of her lamentably inadequate education, enough discernment
to pick well amongst her suitors. But he intended too
to show that the success of marriage is usually dependent
on parental approval. Fathers, it seems, know best and
should be heeded by headstrong daughters who want to
succeed in their marital life. While this was the
accepted premise in many of his stories, there is a strong
feeling of sympathy for those daughters who defied their
parents to go their own ways.

Ginevra di Piombo, the fiery daughter of a Corsican
baron (La Vendetta), marries in the face of the most violent
parental opposition. Her husband is Luigi da Porta, the
son of a family who was feuding with the di Piombos. It
1s ostensibly the fact that Lulgl is a ‘member of a family
who are arch enemies which releases the violent anger and
the dreadful opposition of Ginevra's father to the match.
But the narrator is careful to show that di Piombo is against
his daughter's marrying even before he knows who the
bridegroom is. He is hostile to the idea that she will
leave him and love another man. "0," he cries, "Reste avec

~
nous, reste aupres de ton vieux pere. Je ne saurais te voir
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aimant un autre homme."36 He is trying to form a guilt
complex in her. He is o0ld and she is abandoning him at
the end of his life and with such an unadmirable purpose,
to love another another man. He is sveaking in his second
sentence, not like a father, but like a lover, jealous of
anyone else his daughter might love. "Tu n'attendras pas
longtemps ta liberté,“ he says bitterly. He is meking

her marriage conditional on his death and trying to make a
strong connection in her mind between her marriage and the
thought of death. And when she insists that she wants to
get merried,; his great psin and bitterness spill over.
"ﬁlisa," he eries to his wife, "nous n'avons plus de fille,
elle veut se marier."37 When Piombo finds out that the
intended bridegroom is a Porta, he feels himself justified
in his bitter opposition to the marriage, and in his terrible
wrath, he cuts himself off from his daughter forever.

Of course, he leaves her penniless ; at their wedding Ginewra
says to her groom: "Nous n'avons d'zutr: fortune que

notre amour-"38 And that is precisely the problem. Here
is a2 perfect illustration of the necessity of money in a
ménage. Ginevra and Lulgl are both loving and passionate

young veople and are totally devoted to each other. Their

36pa1zac, La Vendetta, Pléiade I, p.895.

371pid., p.895.
381pbid., p.907.
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spirits are in harmony, and they should be very happy
together. But poverty rears its ugly head; the misery in
their home becomes so great that eventually they can no
longer buy bread,and Ginevra and her baby son starve to
death.

If it is Balzac's intentlion to prove thet a girl
should always listen to her father in the matter of
marriage, he does not succeed here. Ginevra's tragedy is
the direct result of her father's foolish obstinateness.
Had he been possessed of insight and of fatherly tenderness,
had he truly wanted only his daughter's happiness, he would
not have allowed her to marry without any sort of financial
support. There - . no intrinsic harm in Ginevra's choice
of husband. Only her father's unreasonable and unreasoning
hate causes her death. Plombo is a less likeable character
than 1s his daughter, who pulsates with life. He is a
selfish, unbending man, who finally outsmarts himself and
causes the death of his beloved Ginevra.

While destruction comes from within the family for
Ginevra, Héléne d'Aiglemont's life is shattered by forces
completely outside her group. Hgléne has special problems.
At the age of seven, she pushed her little brother into the
swollen Bidvre river. Her action caused by a fit of jealousy,
she regrets it bitterly for the rest of her life; her

brother drowns. Ever since that day, she has lived with a
cloud of gullt over her head. She believes herself to be
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a murderer, and her mortal sin-has blackened her life

from thatmbmet. Though the -narrator insists on her constant
awareness of this childhood erime, it is hard to believe
that a seven year old can fully realize the gravity of her
act, nor that her every moment, even after the passing of
ten years, was colored by her guilt. It is this guilt that
the narrator uses to explain her elopement with the young
self-avowed murderer who knocks on the door of the
d'Alglemont honsehold, late one night. When her father
calls the night visitor assassin, she feels that it is she
who is being named; sympathy for Victor, for that is the
name of the young man, strikes a chord in her heart. She
feels a strong kinshlp with him, feels that she is the
same kind of person he is and thus believes that she must

share his destiny. (La Femme de Trente Ans )

In order to explain Hélene's flight with this totally
unknown young man more completely, the narrator emphasizes
a mystical closeness which there seems to be between them.
Vietor looks at Héléne "et son regard remua dans le coeur
de cette singulidre jeune fille un monde de pensées encore
endormi chez elle... Son &me fut terrassée, subjuguée, sans
qu'elle trnqut la force de se défendre contre le pouveir
magnétique de ce regard ... un regard de serpent."39

The word "serpent" implies treachery. Viétor is seducing

39Balzac, La Femme de Trente Ans, P1éaide II, p.803.
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a young girl away from her family and home . Actually
though, he has practically no part in this bizarre episode,
except to accept her passively as a companion. It is
H;le‘ne who makes the decision to escape with him.

Victor, fugitive from the law, becomes a successful
pirate and makes Hgl\ene very happy aboard his ship. They
love each other and find perpetual joy in each other's
company., Daughter of a soldier, Hgle\ne exults in the
war-like life aboard their vessel.

For, Hé"le is a majestic creature. Her face conveys
an expression of "grandeur, une fermeté majestueuse, un
seRtiment profond par lequel 1'4me 1la plus grossie}e devait
Stre impressionne’e."h‘0 She resmbles a queen "d'un grand
empire au milieu du boudoir dans lequel son amant couronn;
aursit rassemble’ les choses les plus élggantes de la terre."""l
Image oF some sea goddess, she is "suave de beaute’, riche
de bonheur, et faisant pélir tous les trésors qui 1l'entouraient
devant les trésors de son Qme, les éelairs de ses yeux et
1'indescriptible poésie exprime’e dans sa personne et autour
d'elle.")+2 She is a personification of power and pride,
of triumphant satisfaction and contented womanhood. "“Les

froides et Stroites combinaisons de la socité mouraient

¥0rpid., p.821.
"lrpiq., p.822.

L’:’Ibid., p.826.
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devant ce 1::=\1>1ceau")+3l ofn"kms‘jughter with her husband,and
her children tumbling around them.

But He’l‘ene has joined forces with her husband against
soclety's strictures and must therefore be punished.
Magnificent creature though she is, she comes to an
ignominious end in Les deux rencontres. The author;,though,
seems to be paying a mere 1lip serv_;Lce to erities of his
moral rectitude who were offended by his happy and success-
ful pirate family and particularly by the portrait of the
magnificent He'l:ane, a murderess and a runaway from home.
The moral of the story, "Le bonheur ne se trouve jamals,
pour une fille, dans une vie romanesque, en dehors des
idées rec’:ues, et, surtout, loin de sa mére,"m" seems tacked
on,as does Hél\ene's terrible death. Hélene and her
husband have dared to fight and stand up against established
soclal laws,and no matter how much solidarity Balzac feels
with them, soclety's censure forces him to conform and show
a just retribution for anyone stepving outside its bounds.

Ginevra di Piombo and Hélgne d'Alglemont could have
been and should have been very happy with their husbands,
but someone or some force outside of themselves destroys their
lives. There are, however, many marriages in the (Mlg

Humaine which fail, not because of an outside influence,

but because the two spouses do not undérstand each other

%31pia., p.826.
Whrpia., p.833
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and cannot communicate. It 1s interesting to note that in
two of three instances of unmatched couples in the Comédie
Humaine, it is the wife who has the superior intellect, while
in the third case, the young wife is treated with compassion,
though she is at the root of the breakup of the marriage.

The unfortunate young woman who marries a man out of her
class is Augustine Guillaume in La Maison du Chat-gui-pelote.
Daughter of a bourgeols cloth merchant, she is raised within
the narrow confines of her mercantile family., "Sa figure
silencieuse et immobile respirait cette mélancolie passagere
quil s'empare de toutes les jeunes filles trop faibles pour
oser résister aux volontés d'une m‘ere."ks She is not a
sparkling personality; rather she possesses a certain rigidi-
ty and inflexibility resulting from her background and
training. When she announces to her stunned femily that she
wishes to marry Théodore de Sommervieux, her father makes a
statement which later events prove to be a prophecy: "Pour
trouver le bonheur, une femme devait épouser un homme de sa
classe.“l*é’

In spite of great opposition, Augustine marries Théodore.
He 1s a nobleman and an artist who has fallen in love with
her pink and white beauty and her air of innocence. Their
mutual passion burns bright for a year and they are very happy.

But when passion wears off, Augustine has no hold over her husband.

l*sBalzac, La Maison du Chat-qui-pelote, Pl&iade I, p.26.
46
Ibid., p.uU7.
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Maitre Guillaume is fond of saying: "...l'amour resistait

si peu au tracas du ménage, qu'il fallait trouver 1l'un chez
1tautre des qualités blen solides pour étre heureux; il ne
fallait que 1l'un des deux époux en sut plus que l'autre,
parce qu'ton devalt avant tout se comprendre; un mari qui
parlait grec et la femme latin, risquaient de mourir de
faim.")w Augustine marries Theodore with blithe irresponsi-
bility. "Incapable de deviner les rudes chocs qui résultent
de 1'alliance d'une femme aimante avec un homme d'imagina-

tion, ntt8

she cannot imagine what is happening when the
honeymoon atmosphere ends in her home.

Augustine Sommervieux is the same person as Augustine
Guillaume has been, "l'ignorante petite fille qui vivait
obscurément rue Saint—Denis."l*'9 Though now she lives in
a very different world from the one she grew up in, she
has made no effort to acclimatize herself to it. Very
conceited by her hold over The’odore, she thinks that his
passion is deathless. She knows nothing at all about men ,
having been brought up in the restricted atmosphere of la

maison du chat-qui-pelote. The only two romances she has

ever read are the trashy novels the family cook devoured,and

they give her a completely distorted view of life. She

%7Ibid., p.47.

¥81p1d., p.35.

l+91b1d., p.50.
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believes fervently that her 1life will be the continuation of
the fairy tale:"And they lived happily ever after.

But they do not live happily or even contentedly.
Gradually, Augustine's 1life becomes a hell. Thébdore,
who at first laughs at her nafveté and at her social
solecisms, begins to be annoyed by them. 1In the artistic
circles that the young couple frequent, Augustine becomes an
embarrassment to her husband. "Elle laissa percer son
ignorance, l'impropriétg de son langage et l'étroitesse de
ses 1ddes. " ynable to throw off the constricting influence
of her upbringing, she moves into her husband's world
with a disconcerting inflexibility. She brings with her
an air of self-righteousness and a spirit of distrust and
suspicion of these bohemian artists. She constitutes a
foreign element in their world, never laughing at their
jokes, looking clearly shocked at the irreligious opinions
being expressed. Augustine is incapable of the hypocrisy
which would have allowed her to function in such a crowd.

What is even more pernicious to her marriage is the
fact that Augustine is insensitive to the beauties of the
art world; when Théodore recognizes this, it is the beginning
of the end of the marriazge. "“Sa femme," he realizes,
n'était pas sensible ; la poésie, elle n'habitait pas sa

sphdre, elle ne le suivait pas dans tous ses caprices,

50pid., p.51.
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dans ses improvisations, dans ses joles, dans ses douleurs;
elle marchait terre a terre dans le monde réel, tandis
qu'il avait la tete dans les cieux."51 They are an
unbridgeable universe apart. For an artist and his wife

to live together in harmony and mutual satisfaction, she
has to be a part of his world and of his work. If he is
obliged "de refouler sans cesse les plus chéres expansions
de sa pensée, et de falre rentrer dans le neant les images
qu'une puissance magique le force 3 créer,"52 because his
wife, with whom he should be sharing everything,is by her
nature incapable of understanding and taking part in his
spiritual world, then eventually some feeling in him towards
her will die and he will begin to think of her with a
certain coldness.

Théodore fights against the growing antipathy he feels
for his wife. At first he hopes that time will teach his
Augustine what she has not learned yet. He starts to
become secretive with her, judging her incapable of
appreciating "les considérations morales qui justifient, 2
ses propres yeux, la singularité de ses maniéres envers
elle, et se crut fort innocent en lui cachant des pensées
qu'elle ne comprenait pas et des écarts peu justifiables au

au tribunal d'une conscience bourgeoise.“53 He is deluding

51l1pid., p.52.
521bid., p.52.

531pid., p.53.
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himself about the correctness of his actions; he has taken
the first step to the dissolution of the marital bond.

The second step 1s the betrayal. Instead of staying
at home with his wife and child, instead of going into
company with Augustine, he begins to go out alone and to
the salon of the duchesse de Carigliano, a celebrated
coquette. The domesticity of his wife repels him. Her
talk of mended linen and unbalanced household books is
definitely not in keeping with the "laissez-aller des
artistes!>™ when a "good" friend of Augustine's takes it
on herself to inform her of the exact nzture of the
relationship that Théodore has with the duchesse, she falls
into a deep despair. Pale and resigned, she walks like
a sleepwalker through all manner of gatherings, alive only
to the knowledge that Th€odore has disdained her love.

At first, Augustine lacks the energy to try to do something
about the deplorable situation in her home; she is content
to let things be and merely broods about them. Though

the narrator recognizes that she is to be pitied, he takes
a condescending tone to her. Instead of collapsing from
"un incroyable désespoir"? when her husband addresses some—
thing contemptuous to her, she must fight in any way that
she can to regain his affections. Recognizing that "il est

SL‘Ibid., p.5H.
55Ibid., p.4.
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des nfesalliances dtesprit aussi bien que des mésalliances
de moeurs et de rang,"s6 she plucks up her courage and
sets out to fill the sizeable gaps in her knowledge.
"pussi osa-t-elle entreprendre 3 vingt et un ans de
s'instruire et de rendre son imagination au moins digne de
celle qu'elle admirait.“57 But though she becomes more
cultured and less ignorant, though she learns to appreciate
music, to understand some literature and to listen with
intelligence to the conversations around her, she remains
fundamentally the same woman. It is impossible to learn
"la légéreté de l'esvrit et les grsce_s de la c:onversad::ion,"58
since these are talents one has to be born with or at least
taught from the cradle. Neither can she extract from her
soul the religious ideas and the prejudices with which she
grew up, and these "s'opposerent 2 la compl\ete émancipation
de son intelligence."59

Théodore sees the efforts that she is making to
please him and should be touched, but he isn't. He mocks
those who praise his wife to him and so frightens his wife,

"cette jeune et touchante créature,"6° that in his presence

561bid., p.5.
57Ib1d., p.55.
58
59
60

Ibid., p.55.
Ibid., p.55.
Ibidsy DPe55e
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she trembles. The burden of gullt for destroying this
marriage has shifted from Augustine to Théodore. Though
other men are attracted to her, she remains solitary and
virtuous. "La fidelité d'Augustine deplut meme a cet
infidele mari, qui semblait 1'engager a commetre des fautes
en taxant sa vertu d'insensibilité."61 He is so prejudiced
against whatever she does, that he even finds fault with
her faithfulness to him. WNo matter how hard she tries,
no matter how completely she suppresses her own individuality
and bends herself "aux caprices, aux fantalsies de son
mar:’t,“62 no matter how completely she dedicates herself
“5. 1'e’go‘isme de sa \ran:H‘,e':,"63 it is all to no avail. Her
husband's ggéggggigg, prejudice,is too strongly rooted
in his heart.

Finally in desperation, Augustine does something which

requires "un courage surnaturel"&*

to accomplishj; she pays
a visit to the duchesse de Carigliano in order to see

for herself what great attraction it 1s that draws her
husband there and away from her. This excursion to "the
other woman" could only have been undertaken by someone

’
possessing "un coeur aussi pur, aussi vertueux qu'etait

611bid., p.55.
621314, , p.55.
631pb1d., p.55.
64Ipid., p.62.
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le sien. u65 She realizes the futility of her mission when
she sees the voluptumus elegance of the duchesse's house.
A loving heart is not sufficient to satisfy an artist, she
sees. He must have a woman with a strong temperament and
a powerful soul. If at least she would have had the same
upbringing as the duchesse, she would have started out
with equal advantages, but now, it is too late.

The duchesse de Carigliano, the toast of a certain
sector of Parisian socilety, can afford to be generous, and
touched by the tears of Augustine, she gives her some very
practical advice on how to deal with Théodore. In essence,
she tells her that it is necessary always to play a role
with one's husband, to keep him at a certain distance
and to make him grateful for any attentions that she may
give him. Augustine is horrified; "faudra-t-il donc dissimu-
ler, calculer, devenir fausse, se faire un caractere arti-

ficiel et pour toujours?"66

She is obviously not going to
be able to, and thus, she has lost the battle. The author
says that she is "épouvantée"67in the face of the reality
that life and marriage are a constant struggle of never-
ending vigilance. Nevertheless, she goes home with the firm

intention to have a showdown with Théodore. Compared to

65:bid., p.62.
66Ibid., D.66.

671p1a., p.67.
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the sheep who are very courageous in the absence of the
wolf, she prepares a whole tirade that she will deliver
to her erring husband. But as soon as he enters , she is
quelled by his terrible eye, and all her prepared words
evaporate as dew under the sun. She cannot behave as she
should, but rather shows a patient resignation "“qui chez les
meres et chez les femmes aimantes, surpasse dans ses effets,
l'e'nergie humaine, et révgle peut—étre dans le coeur des
femmes 1l'existence de certaines cordes que Dieu a refuse/es
Ca 1'homme."68 A martyr to her fate, she dies a few years
later, destroyed because she, "a humble and modest flower"
is-transplanted from her native valley, "trop prés des
cieux, aux regions oli se forment les orages, ol le soleil
est brulant.“69 She is not strong enough to be able to
live with the genius of her husband. Had her husband really
loved her, he would have appreciated her pathetic efforts
at self-improvement and would have cherished her purity and
her nafveté. But he needs a wife of whose affections he
can never be sure, a wife who can make him jealous, a coquette
who knows that one of the cardinal sins in love is to show
just how much one loves.
Though Augustine is lacking in the talents necessary

to keep Théodore happily at home, she is a victim and as

681p1d., p.70.
70Tbid., p.71.
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such she is to be pitied. While the narrator praises her
patient resignation, the truth is that she is much too
meek, much too passive, and her inexpertmess at the art of
sulking is excessive. But it is the husband who is the
villain of thils story,and it is he who is shown to be a
callous person whose fits of anger border on madness.
While Augustine is the "inferior" spouse in her
marriage, Balzac, more often than not, makes the woman
the superior personality . One such woman who finds
herself tied to an inadequate man is Julie d'Aiglemont.
Julie's father has warned her against Victor d'Aigle-
mont. "Sa gaieté est une gaiete/ sans esprit, une gaiete'
de caserne, 11 est sans talent et dépensier. Ctest un de
ces hommes que le ciel a erées pour prendre et dige’rer
quatre repas par jour, dormir, aimer la premigre venue
es. 11 est ignorant, égo‘iste «..un Jjour, tu de}ploreras
amérement sa nullité, son aéfaut d'ordre, son égoi'sme."71
Julie's father is a very good judge of character. A
short while after her marriage to Victor, Julie finds her-
self in a very unpleasant position. She has, of necessity,
become "le conseil de son mari,“72 directing his actions
and controlling his fortune. In spite of all her desires
73

"(de) repousser le fardeau)' her superiority compels

71Ba1zac, La Femme de Trente Ans, Pléiade II, p.684-685.
72Ibid., p.706.
71vi4., p.706.
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her to accept it. This influence "contre la nature"7%
humiliates her and causes her a great deal of mental and
emotional anguish, She would rather obey a man of talent
than lead a fool, and she feels that her rdle has

turned her into a monster, a being who is neither man nor
woman. A young wife who takes up such a rale, "abdique
toutes les grﬁces de son sexe en en perdant les malheurs, et
n'acquiert aucun des priviléges que nos lois ont remis
aux plus forts."75 Femininity devends, it seems, on not
doing anything that infringes on the domain of the male;
a woman should not get involved with finance or politics
or military affairs.

Since it is against nzture for a woman to rule her
husbznd by her superior intellect, Julie feels very unhappy
in her marriage. Her husband knows that her mind is
much better than his, but saves his self -respect by
concluding that she i1s morally and physically weak, which
gives him the right to wallow in self-pity. Not at all
concerned with her well-being, he throwst:her, much as one
might throw a bone to a dog, "1'amour égo’iste des maris."76
A husband's love is égo’iste, a woman's love 1ls unselfish.
D'Aiglemont is interested only in his own physical and

emotional welfare. 1In his wife, "il ne voyait (en elle) que

7¥Ibid., p.707.
75Ibid., p.707.

76Ibid. s P.707.
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77

la femme," an insignificant creature. Since he considers
her so unimportant, he doesn't concern himself with her
emotional well-being, not deigzning or not knowing, "injure
tout aussi profonde, s'inquiéter de ses plaisirs.!'78 The
irony of this statement is fully apparent. Julie controls her
husband's fortune, and indeed all his affairs, because he
1is not clever enough to do it himself, He knows that he him-
self 1is incapable and would be lost without his wife, and
vet, he looks down on her because she is only a woman, after
all. Meanwhile, Julie is obliged to smile at her husband
and accord him the honor which belongs to the head of the house-
hold.

Julie's all-consuming bitterness is a little difficult
to understand. She cannot stand the thought that she is
the "power behind the throne, the force which controls
her husband's affairs. But, for centuries women have always
been trying to manipulate their husbands' affairs with more or
less success, even while keeping up, as Julie does, the
socially necessary pretense of their husband's superiority.
It is true that Julie is thrust into the rale, but just
the fact that what she does, she does well, should mitigate
her depression at having to do it. It seems that Balzac
1s too set on emphasizing her essentially feminine

nature to accord her any affection for the job of

771vid., p.707.
781p14., p.707.
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of head of the household.

The true source of Julie's desperate unhappiness lies
elsewhere, though. The problem dates from the first
days of her married life. When Julle's father cautions
her against marrying Vietor, he says: "...il n'est pas
doue/ de cette d€licatesse de coeur qui nous rend esclaves
du bonheur d'une femme ...Victor blessera les naives
qualités de ta jeune &me....Un jour, tu déploreras amerement
...son ineptie en amour. "79 His prophecy comes true.

The first time that Julie is portrayed as a married
woman, she 1s barely recognizable; she has been transformed
from a gay and laughing Jjeune fille into a tired, sickly,
apathetic young woman with deep ecireles under her eyes and
tired cheeks. ™"Elle a l'air aussi stuvide que peut
1t&tre celui d'un paysan breton écoutant le prone de son
cure."so She is perfectly satisfied to sit in silence, not
looking at anything or anyone:. What is the cause of this
dramatic transformation? Balzac at first skirts the subject
delicately, only hinting at the awful problem. The first
hint comes with a lightening of Julie's tragic air as soon
as her husband leaves her to go on army business. He is
the origin of her sadness, apparently. The second hint, the
sign that there is something radiecally wrong';’in Julie's

attitude when she sees that she has made a conquest in

79Ibid., p.684-685.

8°Ibid., 0.688.
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the young Ehgllishman, lord Arthur Grenville. Instead of
being pleased as any other young woman would be, "le
regard de Julie fut terne et froid. Son visage indiquait
un sentiment de repulsion voisin de l'horreur."sl She
looks,at the moment when she realizes that lord Arthur is
coming to see her, like the person to whom the memory of a
too present danger is causing great pain. The aunt with
whomshe is staying at this time, "bien convaincu que sa
niece n'aimait pas son neveu, fut stupefaite en découvrant
qu'elle n'aimait personne."82 This is Julie's real
problem; she is revolted by the thought of normal marital
relations. She admits,when her aunt oprompts her, that she
feels an indefinsble anxiety when Victor is around. She
says that she is ashamed of herself because it is torture
for her to see Victor made happy by an act which causes
her torment, and she accuses herself in secret because she
cannot share his pleasures. Who is to blame for this
lamentable state of affdlrs? Balzac charges Victor, who
mishandles his bride on their wedding night and turns her
whole life into a nightmare. Her aunt recognizes in Julie
"une jeune femme a qui 1'experience d'un jour, d'une nuit

... avait suffit pour apprecier la nullité de Victor."83

8l1pid., p.695.
Ibid., p.696.

81p14., p.696.
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She tries to explain to Julie that military men take
brutality for gallantry, that thegaéractically nothing about
women just as they know very little about love, and that
they think that since they may die in battle any day,
they can dispense with the consideration that is owing to
a woman. The narrator thus , very: emphatically, lays the
blame for these difficulties at Victor'!s door and
absolves Julie from any imperfections. The situation never
improves because the aunt, who would have taught Julie
how to overcome her problems, dies suddenly. Besides,
ula perfection méme de son caractére(de Julie) s'opvosait
3 ce qu'elle osdt se soustraire 3 ses devoirs, ou tenter
de rechercher la cause de ses douleurs; car les faire cesser
efit été chose trop délicate: Julie aurait craint d'offenser
sa pudeur de jeune i‘:i.lle."sl+

The reader is never told exactly what caused this
terrible trauma in Julie. From the information given, it is
difficult to understand why Julie is so repelled. She
admits that she loves Victor, that he loves her, and their
love should count for something. (This is at the beginning
of their marriage and she has not yet found out about his
incapacity and incapabilities.) And yet, when he comes
looking for her, she wants to flee. One is inclined to
think differently from Balzac and conclude that there is
something wrong with Julie, some mental disorder which

84Tbid., p.70%.
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ruins her marital 1ife, The fact that she doesn't discuss
her problem with her husband, of course, is the result of
education given to the young girls of the day. They were
imbued with a maidenly modesty which was characteristic of
many women for the duration of their lives. Julie is not

to be blamed, thus, for her reticence.

The young woman who encounters the type of problem
that julle has, 1s rarer in the Comédie Humaine tha_rvx the
wife who has to battle another WOn;an for her husband's
affections.

Sabine de Grandlieu marries Calyste du Guénic(Be'atrix)
knowing full well that his heart is full of another woman.
He as and still is in love with an older woman, Be'atrix
de Rochefide, but Sabine marries him anyway. She is young,
beautiful and eharming and could have her pick of youthful
suitors. It is possible that she is in love with Calyste,
though she knows that he doesn't love her. She even goes
through the degrading procedure of dressing to ressemble
Béatrix for the occasion of the signing of the marriage
contract. One wonders that she is willing so to abase
herself in order to find a sort of perverse favor in Calyste's
eyes.

Calyste 1s convinced to marry her by her resemblance
to Beatrix and by the very generous marriage settlement
a gift from Félicitg des Touches. Fellicit; has left her
fortune to Sabine; she belives that Sabine will make Calyste a
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good wife and will make him forget Béatrix.

Marriage however, does not change Calyste's emotional
state. Sabine finds herself "le garde-malade d'un coeur,"85
a situation which seems to have been quite common
according to Balzac., Calyste doesn't trouble to conceal
his feelings from his bride and tells her in the coach
that is taking them on their honeymoon, that it would be
best if they start their life together as they are sure
to end 'up; they will be like brother and sister and not,
he implies, like lovers. This callous suggestion seems to
be made in the best of faith. Calyste apparently believes
that Sabine,too,has madea marriage of convenience just as
he has. Sabine is very hurt by his remark, but she says
nothing; her effort to control herself is evident in her
"petit rire foreé." 86

Sabine is a sophisticated young woman "de l'école
de mademoiselle Louise de Chaulieu,"87 who lent herself
"aux combinaisons inventées par mademoiselle des Touches
vour la mariez‘."88 Her mother has given her very pertinent
advice on how to conduct herself with her husband. She is

to act “"grande, noble, digne et fi¥re pour obtenir de Calyste

BSBalzac, Béatrix, Pléiade II, p.
861pid., p.526.
87114, , p.5ok.
88 p1d. , .52k,

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



9k

des sentiments qui ne seraient sujets 3 aucun changement
dans la vie,(c'est-a-dire) 1l'estime et la considération."89
But in spite of all this, Sabine is unable to control
herself, unable to put a rein on her feelings, and she
shows Calyste how much she loves him. She abandons herself
to her love and acts, not with the dignity of a woman
who knows that she deserves consideration, but with an
abandon which is "un peu trop fille.n90
Sabine loves Calyste so much that she loses her
perspective,loses what self-esteem she has had and becomes
his slave. She loves him, she remarks, with the devotion
of a mother who finds that everything her son does is
fine, even if he beats her a little. She, like Augustine
Guillaume, finds it practically impossible to play with
him, to be a coquette, to be ,sometimes,a little hard on
him. She can't play at war when her heart is full of love.
"Calyste," she says, "fera de moi tout ce qu'il voudra ...
Jje ne tiens pas contre un regard de mon seigneur."9l This
attitude is going to lead to much trouble for Sabine.
Lulled by her love, Sabine gets the first cruel
shock when she realizes that Calyste occasionally pretends

that she is Béatrix, even in their most intimate moments.

891b1d., p.525.
901pid., p.525.
911bid., p.534.
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She 1s disgusted by the idea. "Mals," she cries, "ec'est
une prostitution! Je ne suils plus moi, jtai honte. #92 She
feels the bitterness of a“retrospective adultery.”

In truth, Calyste thinks of his marriage as he has
always thought of it, as a marriage of convenience. Sabine
of course, thinks of it as a love match. He is '"un bel
indiri’érent,"93 cold to Sabine and inconsiderate of her
feelings, while she is a warm and loving soul. He is
perhaps unaware of Sabine's love, but that doesn't excuse
his callous behavior to her.

Once back in Paris after their honeymoon, Calyste
Jjoins a set of young noblemen who abandon their wives,

uI

"les plus nobles et les plus belles créatures, for the
pleasures of cards, smoking and horseracing. He is thus
gradually weaned away from the little bit of closeness
to Sabine which developed on their honeymoon and is
easy prey for Béatrix who happens to catch sight of him
one evening at the Opéra.

Béatrix is now une femme abandonnée and she is only

too glad to see Calyste. Calyste is more than pleased
to meet her; all his old feelings for her are awakened

and are intensified by his wish to escape from the domestici-

921b1d., p.537.
B1vid., p.539.
MIbid., p.sho.
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ty of married life, which to him represents duty and bore-
dom. All of Sabine's ineffable tenderness cannot compete
against one look from Béatrix's eyes. What attraction
does she, a dried out woman of thirty-six have for a young
man like Calyste? Balzac attempts to explain it thus: There
are natures so noble that they tire of any nature which is
similar td their own. They look, not for nobility in their
partner, but for some fault of character or of personality,
They want a partner who is inferior to them. They are
searching for the excitement of moral decadence, for
someone to whom they can feel superior. Sabine is so
irreproachable that Calyste cannot deploy any of his hidden
forces to protect her. He turns therefore to Béatrix, a
social outcast who needs him.

Cheating dbes not come easily to Calyste. He knows
that he is the object of a cult; his wife idolizes him,
and he finds it difficult to lie convineingly to her.
But he.gradually becomes more expert, inventing dinner
dates and card parties to lull her suspicions. She however
feels that he is betraying her and when she has proof that
he is spending his time at the comtesse de Rochefide's,
the shock almost %ills her. Calyste is so caught up in
Béatrix's tolls that even when his wife lies on the edge of
death, he refuses to gtop seeing his mistress.

Sabine recovers from her illness and resolves that she

will win Calyste back with excessive sweetness, "par un

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



97

tendresse d'agneau pascal.“95 Of course, this is not the
way to do 1t, but Sabine is untutored in the coquetterie
which would catch Calyste's interest. She has not
developed any of the wiles and strategy any normally
intelligent girl would have, but remains a bit frozen

in the attitude she has always had, an attitude of purity
and submissiveness. She spends her time primping for
Calyste, trying to lure him back with exotic meals and
humility. BEvery failure she has, breaks her down a little
bit more, and one can see the chagrin growing and the
bitterness eating away at her 1ife and corroding her being.
In her eyes, there is only humility, but in her heart there
is deéath. Finally, she gives up her battle for Calyste and
and admits to her mother that her life holds no more
attraction for her; she would like to die.

The duchesse de Grandliew is a great lady and a clever
one. She sees that something drastic must be done in
order to save Sabine's marriage and her life. When she
tells her daughter that she will take care of the matter,
Sabine's remarks make it obvious to what depths she has
sunk. She cries:"Cela fera du chagrin & Calyste?" Her
sister echoes the reader's sentiments when she answers:

“0Oh! mon Dieu! serai-je donc aussi bte que cela."'96

Calyste 1s killing her with his cruel behavior and she is

95Ibid., p.563.
9%1bid., p.568.
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worrying about causing him the slightest chagrin. She has
lost her perspective entirely and is not thinking quite
rationally. If not for her mother, she most probably would
end her days as does Augustine Guillaume, dead at the
age of twenty seven of a broken heart.

0f course, there are, in the Comédie Humaine, one or
two young wives who are clever enough and intelligent
enough to lure their husbands back to hearth and home with
their strategies. One such woman is the comtesse de

Soulanges(La Paix du Ménage), a blue eyed beauty whose

husband has left her to pine at home for a year, while he

is out with his mistress, the ravishing madame de Vaudremont.
With just a little prodding from a world-wise aunt,

madame de Soulanges consents to dance with a handsome

young officer in order to make her husband Jealous. She
manages the whole thing very adroitly, succeeds in inflaming
him , and he realizes the error of his ways and comes back
to her.

Balzac is the champion of womanhood in these works,
denouncing the husband as callous, cold and even cruel, but
finding the wifemilve, trusting and loving. He feels
compassion for the woman who 1s not capable of the machiave-
lian instinct for polities, nor of the falseness which
requires her to show a cold face when her heart is agonizing
inside. He never blames her for any of the qualities

which might be regarded detrimental to her marriage.
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Balzac is intent on showing that most marriages are
failures. He sees the young married woman as a most
unfortunate creature, unfortunate because her education
doesn't prepare her to cope with a husband, unfortunate
because the fact that she is a woman presupvoses her
inferiority and unfortunate because she must compensate
this inferiority by bringing to the marriage a large dowry.

It is mostly the woman too, who brings to the
marriage a wealth of love which is, more often than not,
unreciprocated.

The husband usually only marries for money. There are
many instances in the Comédie Humaine of young men whose
only concern in marrying is the lucrative gain. Most,
like Victurnlien d'Esgrignon, who weds a rich bourgeoise,
have nothing more to do with their wives after the wedding.
A wife's place is in the home, where she can sit and
watch helplessly while her husband goes out and dissipates
her fortune.

Balzac recommends the instituting of a dowryless
society in order to give marriage as an institution more
of a possibility of success. "Le mariage," he says,"implique
des convenances d'humeur, des sympathles physlques, des
concordances de caractére qui font de cette nécessité sociale

97
un éternel probléme."”’ If these are missing, there is

9%Ba1zac, Béatrix, Plélade II, p.522-523.
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is nothing. It is the lack of these elements which make
failures of most of the marriages in the Comédie Humaine.

Women always cry at weddings, says Balzac, because they
are aware of the risks. Men always smile because they
think that they are risking nothing.and can only gain.

They are both right. Many women spend their married years
1like Augustine Guillaume, crying bitterly at their husband's
desertion, while many of the men are out in the world, enjoy-
ing their lives.

Very rarely, a young couple actually marry from mutual
love, but that love is usually doomed. Some outer force
will destroy their happiness. Thereis no future for
happiness in marriage, Balzac suggests, especially a

happiness based on mutual passion.
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Chapter Three
Happiness in marriage and motherhood
Tu as fait ton destin
au lieu d'etre son

Jouet. |
(Mémoires de Deux

Jeunes Mariées

Since the Comédie Humaine is meant to be a faithful
picture of a soclety, and since it 1s to be assumed that
in every society there do exist at least a minimum of
happy marriages, Balzac probably felt it to be necessary to
include in his novels a few descriptions of ménages which
could be classified as happy, and to analyze what makes
them so.

There are fleeting glimpses, in the Balzacian universe,
of domestic felicity. Such couples as Virginle and Joseph
Lebas (La Maison du Chat-gui-pelote), ﬁve and David

Séchard (Illusions Perdues) and Césarine and Anselme

Popinot (César Birotteau) embody 1deals of quiet contentment.
Mostly members of the bourgeoisie, their lives are spent
against a background of commerce or trade. These couples
love each other with a calm love, mostly devoid of the
ravages of searing passions. In describing these marriages,
the author gives the credit for their success to the wife,
but doesn't analyze her role in this success. It is only

in Ferragus that he attempts to explain to the reader just
how it is possible for a woman to create and sustain a happy

home life.
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When Clémence Desmarets marries her Jules (Ferragus),
he 1s a poor clerk, Poor also, she is of unknown parentage,
but Jules doesn't care. A short while after the marriage,
Jules is mysteriously helped to become a stockbroker and
very quickly becomes one of the richest men in his company.
Later in the tale, the reader finds out that this help
has originated from Ferragus, the ex-convict who is really
Clémence's father. It is significant-that Balzac has
chosen to endow Clémence and Jules with a fortune whose
source is actually Clémence. This is either a disguised
dowry or it is meant to show that the origin of benediction
in a household is the wife.

Clémence seems to be the ideal woman. Her great beauty
is a reflection of the loveliness of her spirit. Her
virtue, her "gréce décente" and her "imposante sainteténl
are admired by all the men of her acquaintance. "Cette
femme était vraiment digne d'inspirer un de ces amours
platoniques qui se rencontrent comme des fleurs au milieu
de ruines sanglantes ..."2 Her appeal is a very innocent
appeal; she does not set out lures for any men, but moves
in society, cocooned in the knowledge of her virtue.

The happiness of Jules and Clémence is perfect.

They love each other with a deep passion "qui résistait

J'Balzac, Ferragus, Pléiade V, p.2l.

2Ipid., p.21.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



103

au mariage,"3 a thing wvhich is very unusual in the Balzacian
universe. "Pour tout exprimer en un mot, 1l se prirent

sans honte tous deux par la main, au milieu du monde, comme
deux enfants, frére et soeur, qui veulent traverser une
foule ou chacun leur fait place en les admiran‘c."k They
share a purity of spirit and of sentiment which is child
like in its innocence.

Clémence goes to great pains to keep their love
burning brightly. She creates a luxurious atmosphere in
her home, "un luxe qui allait si bien a l'amour."s
Her room is "une chambre coquette,"6 and she herself is
often more elegant at home than in publie. Her aim is to
please her husband: "Elle aimait 3 ne se parer que pour
son mari, vot'J.lant lul prouver ainsi que, pour elle, il
tait plus que le monde."’

Since love is fed by illusions, Clémence is at great
pains not to shatter any that her husband may have about
her. She never allows him into the dressing room where
she divests herself of her ballgown and whence she issues,

tall and stately, ready for the night and "mystérieusement

3Ib1d., p.31.
%rpia., p.30.
5Ibid., p.6l.
61bia., p.61.
7Ibida., p.32.
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parée,"s Other women, remarks the author, are impatient
for sleep and drop their clothes on the floor, scatter
their wilted bouquets and worn shoes all over the room,
caring little that their husbands see all the underpinnings
of their elegant parures and coiffures. "Plus de mysteres,
tout tombe alors devant le mari, plus de fard pour le mari."9
All the artifices which a woman uses to carefully build

the fazlse picture that she shows of herself to the world,
all lie strewn about on the floor, under the repelled at
first and then bored,eye of her husband. Cle’mence, on

the other hand, goes to enormous pains to see that this does
not happen in her marriage. Inspired by true love, she is
willing to work to invest strength and patience in the

small details which perpetuate love. She proves, too, by
her actions that she has a very attractive self-respect.

"Ces devoirs, ne proce’dent-ils pas d'ailleurs d'une dignitg
personnelle qui sied 3 ravir?...X'est-ce pas respecter

en soi 1'8tre aimé?"'C Juies believes it is and his love

grows every day. Her admirable "entente du métier de

femmet1l is the secret behind Jules's suffering "avec

87ptd., p.62.
9Ibid., p.6l.
101pi4., p.62.
1lrbid., p.63.
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délices les bonheurs de sa fidé1ité.n12

Jules too is an exemplary man, a man of high personal
dignity and nobility of heart. The love he bears for
Clémence, like the love she bears for him, is true, pure and
happy.

Given the character of the two protagonists, the
story does not follow a logical line to its conclusion.
Clémence, the most faithful of wives, is suspected of
infidelity by her husband; she dies in a few short days
because she cannot bear his odium. Of ﬂo consequence is the
fact that Jules admits that his suspicions are unfounded
and that he is deeply sorry for the hurt he has caused her;
the reconciliation comes too late. It is difficult to
believe that such a misunderstanding can cause so precipitate
a death in a wordly young woman. Human beings are made of
more resilient stuff. But Balzac is resolved to show that
even such a seemingly perfect husband as Jules, is quick
to suspect his very innocent and blameless wife. He plays
the role of the villain in this story, while she nobly
forgives him with a "gélicatesse de mére, délicatesse
d'ange."13 She, the accused, is really the innocent victim,
while he, the accuser, is in reality guilty of the foulest
murder. The happiness of this couple is shattered only

15
Ibld., p.63.

131p14., p.100.
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because of the self-centeredness, impatience and intolerance
of the husband. (Balzac does mention that this is the
second incident of something irregular in the marriage.
Jules has killed a man who besmirched the name of his
wife. The author doesn't claim this to be a mitigating
circumstance for Jules's suspicions in this case. He merely
offers the information to make his behavior more under-
standable. ) '

Jules's and Clelence's marriage seems to be perfect
until the final disaster, but in reality it is doomed
as are all marriages in the Balzaclan universe which are
not a blend of affection and reason. Félicien Marceau
comments that for marriage to succeed in the Comédie
Humaine, it is necessary for the spouses to have some sort
of goal, some project for social or familial ut:il:l.ty.:u4
Everything is too perfect in the Desmarets marriage; they
have nothing to strive for. It is also significant that
they have no children. "Je me sens contente de ne pas
avoir d'enfant," says Clémence to her husband,"et (je)
n'en souhaite point. Je me sens plus épouse que mere. "5
She has not yet reached the stage where she would bemoan
her childlessness.

In contrast to Clémence, Balzac has created Rem;e de

Maucombe. Renée 1s one of the rare women in the Comédie

ll’Félicien Marceau, Balzac and his World(New York:
Orion Press, 1966), p.265.

15Balzac, Ferragus, Pléiade V, p.6k.
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Humaine who painstakingly succeeds in bullding a satisfying
and happy marriage from the most unpromising elements.
The credit for her success 1s all her own. As she tells
her story in Mémoires de Deux jeunes Marides, her husband
1s only incidental in the scheme of things and a puppet in
her hands.

Renée is a remarkable person. Ralsed in a Carmelite
convent, she ought to be a very sheltered and naive young

lady. Instead , she is an extremely knowing and natural

individual. She has no illusions about her possibilities;
either she marries Louis de 1'Estorade who is willing to
wed her without a dowry or she must return to the convent
forever. Louls is thirty seven years old, she but seventeen.
He has Just returned, a broken man, from long years in
Russian captivity. Prematurely aged by his extended
suffering, he is really just a shell of a man, desperately
thin, with eyes sunken in their sockets. Prematurely
grey, he is also prematurely deaf. And perhaps worst of
all, suffering has imparted a greyish tinge to his face and
to his outlook on life. Though he seems to be a bad
marriage risk, Renée agrees to marry him. She makes her
decision coldly and resolutely; he is the best that she

can hope for and she sheds no tears of self pity or of
frustration.

Marceau says that Renée has in her character "that
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greatness of soul and ambition that is one of the recognizable
traits of Balzac's best characters."l6 She has the greatness
of soul to accept what f‘atg has meted out for her and the
ambition to undertake the great job of rehabilitating

Louis and of bullding a good life for them both.

Like Clémence, Renée works hard to create an ambiance
of beauty in her home. She,too, knows the importance of
surroundings to set the proper mood in her relationship
with her husband. And she 1s careful,too, of her appearance
always appearing fresh and well-groomed. But if Clémence
dedicates her existence only to pleasing her husband in
such frivolous ways, Renée has a broader ambition in 1life.
"Nous avons," she writes, '"des terres a faire valoir, une
demeure 2 orner, 2 embellir; j'ai un intérieur 3 conduire
et 3 rendre aimable, un homme 3 réconcilier avec la vie.
Jtaural sans doute une famille 3 soigner, des enfants 3
é1ever., 17

Renée attacks her assigned tasks with a vigor and
an energy that never flag. Her first task is to insure the
stability of her marriage. She begins by consoling "ce

8

Jeune homme sans jeunesse"l who is her husband,Louis.

"La tache de faire croire au bonheur un pauvre homme qui

16Mar ceau, p.122.

16817Balzac, Me’moires de Deux jeunes Mariées. Pl(;iade I,
Pe. .

181pid., p.153.
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a été le jouet des tempotes est une belle oeuvre.'OHer
Jjob is made easier by the fact that Louls, who has been
starved of feminine companionship for years, has no
difficulty falling in love with her. He 1is moreover grate-
ful that such a young and pretty girl is willing to marry
him and that she cares so much about making him happy.

She works hard to change Louls into the man he would
have been had not his Russian captivity soured him. She
lightens the mood and the atmosphere in her house. She
plays the coquette. "Une femme doit avolr les charmes
d'une maitresse,"20 she cleverly realizes. She sets out
to try and preserve Louls's illusions about her. And she
resolves to deal with him so that he never becomes bored.
A man must have "de 1l'incertitude dans les plaisirs,"21
so that he be always interested and tantalized.

It is partly to this end that Renée asks Louis not to
force her to live with him immediately after the marriage,
but rather to wait until she comes to him of her own
free will. Other reasons for this request include her desire
not to submerge her personality in his; she wants to
remain an lndependently thinking and feeling individual.

Primarily however, it is to give her sufficient time to

191p14., p.168.
201344, , p.18%.
217pbid., p.18%.
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get to know and like him and maybe even love him.

Throughout the novel, Renée reiterates that she doesn't
love Louls even though he loves her. But if one traces
her remarks about her relationship with him, one gets a
different picture. After a few months of marriage, she
comments,"Maintenant, je suis presque heureuse ... Insen-
siblement je me suis habituée a 1ui."22 yhen she looks at
him, she sees a lover, "dont les paroles m'allaient a l'af‘me."23
Touched by his love, she finally decides to give herself
to him. Her happiness is overwhelming. "Sache cependant,"
she says, describing the moment to Louise, her friend, "que
rien n'a manqué de ce que veut l'amour le plus de’licat,
ni de cet imprévu qui est, en quelque sorte, 1l'honneur de
ce moment-l?x; les graces myste'rieuses que nos imaginations
lui demandent, 1'entrainement qui excuse, le consentement
arraché, les voluptés idéales longtemps entrevues et qui
nou:sdnuguent 1'3me avant que nous nous laissions aller 3
la réalité, toutes les séductions vy Staient avec leurs
formes em:hamteresses."22+ This is not the rapture of a woman
of a woman to whom her husband is indifferent. Clearly
then, her marriage is no longer only one of convenience,

but rather one "“auquel," as she says, "je puisse donner

221bid., p.185.
231pid., p.185.
7p1q., p.185.
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un consentement entier-“25 She feels a great liking for
Louls, she says. Passion, she believes, is not necessary
for a happy marriage. "Aussi ne faut-il pour faire un
mariage heureux que cette amitié, qui en vue de ses douceurs,
cgde sur beaucoup d'imperfections humaines."26

Renée is contented with her marriage and eventually
finds happiness. "Si je n'ai pas 1l'amour," she asks,

pourquoi ne pas chercher le bonheur?"27

She finds a quiet
joy in being able to nurture the love that Louis has for
her. "ﬁtre le principe constant du bonheur d*un homme
quand cet homme le sait et méle de la connaissance E
ltamour ...cette certitude développe dans 1'ame une force

28 And

qui dépasse celle de 1l'amour le plus entier."
later she notes that Louis' joy "est si profonde qu'elle
oo jette ses reflets jusque sur moi. Je le trompe," she
continues,"par le sourire ou par le regerd plein de satis-
faction que me cause la certitude de lui donner le
bonheur."29 It seems that her pleasure in his joy is proof
of her very deep affection for him, in spite of the faect

that she admits that "son amour est actif et ma tendresse est

251p1d., p.183.

26Ibid., p.181.
27

28

Tbid., p.181.
Tbid., p.186.
29Tpid. , p.209-210.
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abstraite."30 Actually though, her affection for Louis
spurs Renée to work hard at keeping him happy. She creates
activities for him as well in order to keep him occupied, as
she says, "pour le distraire de moi, au nom de son propre
bonheur."31 A wife should be always a little inaccessiblle to
her husband she believes.

Renée seems to personify the brains of the marrizge,
while Louils represents its heart. She strives to turn
Louls into a superior human being and she succeeds. But
she does it without offending his sensibilities or hurting
his pride. She knows "que l'influence d'une femme doit Stre
entierement secréte,“32 and she only advises and teaches
Louls in the privacy of their room, in not, it should be
added, a supercilious manner. She never makes him feel
inferior even though she is fully aware of his faults.
In effect, she is the power in the marriage, because "dans
la solitude ol nous vivons, si une femme ne commande pas,
le mariage devient insupportable en peu de temps.“33
But she believes that since marriage 1s like a constantly
ongoing chess game, a woman must never reveal her lnnermost

thought and feelings, but must be what Loulse calls, "un

301pid., p.209.
311pid., p.201.
321p1d., p.184.
331bid., p.18%.
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ministre en corset."sl"

Renée is ambitious and does her best to infuse some
of her drive into Louis. She makes her love contingent upon
his success, He must become a deputy "sous peine de
perdre mon estime et mon affection."35 With this punishment
held over his head, Louis does his best to please her
and attains quite a resvectable position.

Years after her marrviage, Renée glories in the idea that
she has helped transform "un fragile, un secret, un pauvre
bonheur" into something "durable, riche et mysterieux. n36
The love that Reneé bears for her husband, for love it is
no matter he disclaimers to the contrary, is a gentle
emotion, not related to the stromy passions of a Louises
ultimately, it is a more lasting and richer experience.

Ther is a strong element of maternal feeling in
Renée's affection for Louls. She says that when they are
alone, her pet name for him is mon enfant. She notes that
she lends herself to his illusions "comme une mére ...se
brise pour procurer un plaisir 3 son enfant,"37 Since
Balzac's first and perhaps only true love was madame de

Berny, a woman twenty or so years older than he was, he

341p1d., p.
35Tb1d., p.186.
361pid., p.

371pid., p.209.
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was keenly aware of the quality of a quasi-maternal
love, and he valued it above all other types. Renée
seems to cherish her husband and look after him with same
love a mother lavishes on the child who is not as successful
nor as talented as her other offspring. Her dedication,
her devotion has the same selfless quality a mother's love
has.

The emotions that Louils evokes in Renéels breast are
amplified and completed by the sentiments that the birth
of her first child awakens. She 1s deeply grateful to him
for having made her a mother. "Je ne sais si cette
tendresse, si cette reconnaissance dééagéé de tout intérat
ne va pas au-deld de 1'amour."38 In fact, "1l y a je ne sais
quoi de religieux et de divin dans l'affection que porte
une m;re ; celui de qui proéédent ces longues, ces eternelles
joies."39

Motherhood brings Rende the greatest joys as it does

to other mothers in the Comédie Humaine.

381pid., p.2u9.
39p1d., p.249.
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La famille belle oeuvre
des femmes ...

Dieu c'est un grand
coeur de mere.

(Mémoires de
Deux jeunes Mariées)

Balzac's feelings about mothers are necessarily
ambivalent. He strongly disliked his own mother. She
was rather a cold woman, at least towards him, and what
affection she was capable of, she lavished on her other
son. Balzac was put out to nurse in the country and was
only brought home at the age of four. Soon after, he
was packed off to a boarding school where he stayed for
long years. He practically never saw his mother and felt
the bitterness of her rejection. 'Reading his correspondance,
one often has the feeling that he hated her passionately
throughout his life,

There are a number of portraits of unsympathetie and
even cruelly cold mothers in the CDmédie Humaine. As soon
as their children are born, they hand them over to nurses
and governesses. As far as they are concerned, others can
raise them. A good example of such a mother is the
duchesse de Chaulieu and her non-relationship with her
daughter Louise (Mémoires de Deux jeunes Mariées).

On the opposite end of the scale, there are the
devoted mothers who dedicate themslves to loving and
raising their children. Balzac may have created these

mothers as antitheses and as therapy for the wounds that
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he suffered because of his mother's callousness. These are
the mothers that he would have 1liked to have.

In order to find any pretty scenes of motherhood,
comments Marceau, i1t is necessary to look at the studies of
women who live in the provinces or in the countryside. Women
like madame de Mortsauf and madame du Guénic personify the
maternal spirit. The Parisian aristocracy did not indulge
overmuch in the luxury of mother's love.

Rende de 1'Estorade, the reasonable and reasoning wife in
MEmoires de Deux jeunes Marides is the personification of
motherhood. She decldes, at the tender age of seventeen,
that her greatest pleasure in life will be in the children that
she will bear. Renée reads Bonald and she, like him,
considers the family to be the most important social unit, as
does Balzac. (In the Avant-Propos, Balzac declares: "Aussi
regardé-je la Famille et non 1'Individu comme le véritable
&1ément social."ho) Of course, it is the woman who bears
the children and it is her job to mold the family and hold
it together. This, according to Renée, is her true calling
in 1ife. As the Christian feminists said: "Une fois mére,
elle pourra remplir sa véritable mission: jouer 1le rdle
(auquel toute sa nature la destine) de 1'éducatrice de

1'humanité enfant, "l

l+OBalzac, Avant Propos de la Comédie Humaine, pléiade I,
. 9.
¥lre Conseiller des Femmes, 2aout 1834 quoted in Abensour
Le Féminisme sous le r¥gne de Louis Philippe (Paris: Plon,
1903), p. 87.
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Renée has accepted, with admirable calm, the fact
that passlonate love is rather more a chimera than a
reality in marriage. In her convent days, she dreamt of
fi1lling her days and her nights with great passions, but 2‘35:,\
she realizes the impossibility of those dreams, she has to
find ax;xother outlet for her energies. ",..(Je) voudrais
etre mére, ne fﬁt-ce que pour donner une p;ture 3 1a
dévorante activité de mon ame.... La maternité est une
entreprise a laquelle j'ai ouvert un crédit e’norme...elle
ést chargée de déployer mon e’nergie et dtagrandir mon
coeur, de me dédommager par des joles i1limitées...1a est
tout mon avenir, et, chose effrayante, celui de ma verfsu."l*2
Motherhood is to compensate her for the destruction of her
girlhood illusions. In her children, she hopes to find
the happiness that life has deprived her of until now.

Reneée's plercing joy when she first feels the child
within her move, surpasses her highest expectations. "La
maternité, n'est-ce pas la nature dans sa Joie?"l+3 she
asks. And a later later, she continues:"La maternite’,
n'est-ce pas 3 1a fols une passion, un besoin, un sentiment,
un devoir, une nécessite’, le bonheur?" A child £ills her
life, enriches it and makes it infinitely more meaningful.
"Quand une femme est mzare, elle déploie alors seulement

ses forces, elle pratique les devoirs de sa vie, elle en a

"’2Balzac, Mémoires de Deux Jeunes Marié'es, p.209-210.
431bid., p.239.
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tous les bonheurs et tous les plaisirs."l‘"l*
From the time that her children are born, Rende's
every thought and every action is dedicated to their
welfare. She pushes Louis into politics so that her children's
father might occupy a high position. She begs favors from
her friend Loulse, daughter of a ducal family, who has
the influence to advance her husband's career. She deprives
herself to amass fortunes for her children's future. The
great events of her life, as she once says, are the plain,
everyday childish occurrences that form the fabric of
family life: the baby's teething problems, grazed knees
and lost hair ribbons. Renée's total contentment with
her life shines from her eyes. "La Jole d'une mére est une
lumiére qui jaillit jusque sur 1l'avenir, et le lui gclaire,
mais qui se refléte sur le passé pour lui donner le charme
des souvenirs."ks
Renée believes that there is no really meaningful life
for a woman except as a mother. "Voilk la vie particuliére

de la femme. 't

Balzac, too’believes that "une femme qui
~ d
n'est pas mere est un Stre incomplet et manque."lﬂ Sterility

is abhorrent to the author. The tragedy of a childless

W1pid., p.250-251.
%5Ibid., p.249.
461514, , p.250.

*7Ipia., p.251.
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woman is explored in the history of Louise de Chaulieu,
Renée's friend and counterpoint. Desperately longing for a
éhil&, even though her marital life is a happy one, she
writes to Renée: "Ooui, tu es heureuse, tu as sagement accompli
les lois de la vie sociale tandis que je suils en dehors de
tout. Il n'y a que des enfants aimants et a2imés qui puissent
consoler une femme de la perte de sa beaut‘.e".“l*8 Once Louise
has re®hed a certain age, she has nothing; Renée has her
children and the satisfaction of knowing that she has created
and nurtured the greatest social entity, the family.

Motherhood reconciles Nature and Society. "...la
Société se trouve avoir enrichi la Nature, elle a augmenté
le sentiment maternel par l'esprit de famille, par la
continuité du nom, du sang, de la i‘ortune."’+9

Renée lives a happy and fulfilled 1ife . The quiet
and satisfying love that Louils and she feel for each other
is enriched by their goals for their family. The purpose
of her 1life is to raise her family well. Maternity to her is
"une de ces choses simples, naturelles, fertiles, inépuisables,
comme celles qui sont les &1éments de la vie."90

Balzac once said that he would rather live a day with

481pid., p.308.
491pid., p.
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Louise than a year with Renée. Loulse, who personifies
carefree love, is a much warmer person than Renée who calls
herself Devotion. Rende's constant caleculation makes her
an unnatural and unspontaneous person. Her every motion
has been planned ahead. She calculates exactly how to act
with her husband, precisely what she can tell him and
what she cannot. Her lack of emotion when she decides to
marry Louis inspires pity of a woman who does not feel

but rather reasons. This very pragmatic way of deciding
her future 1s not usually the way a seventeen year old
thinks, certainly not a young girl whose whole experience
in life has consisted of the rather restricted atmosphere
of a Carmelite convent. The wisdom of her choice and the
wisdom of her entire behavior which become apparent

with the passing of time, are rather surprising in such

a young girl, as is the strength of her personality and
the courage she shows to stick to her resolutions. In order
to prevent her from becoming overwhelming, Balzac felt it
imperative to show some of the little cracks in the veneer.
Renée sometimes sheds tears of self-pity when she reads
Louiset's letters detailing her gay Parisian life, but the
tears dry very quickly and she gées back to being her devoted
and capable self,

Renée's truest feelings, when she shows what she feels
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in the depths of her heart, are in relation to her
children. Her absolute, selfless devotion 1is a quality
that Balzac associates with the best mothers.

0f course, each of the mothers in the Comédie Humaine

has different traits and each approaches the task of
being a mother in a distinctive way.

Madame Fanny du Guénic in Béatrix is the mother of a
twenty year old son,Calyste, though she is still very
young herself. She is "une de ces sylphides, forte de
tendresse... douce comme la musique de sa voix, pure
comme &tait le bleu de ses yeux..,"sl A loyal and loving
wife to her elderly husband, she tries hard to make his life
comfortable. "Quand vous verrez une femme déployant dans
la vie intérieure 1a coquetterie ...croyez-le, elle est
aussi noble mere que noble épouse."52 A woman who is
tender to her husband will be tender to her children as
well. This is because a woman who loves her husband will

. necessar{y love the children that she has from her husband,
because she will see in them the characteristics of their
father. (The opposite of this is also true: A woman like
the duchesse de Chaulieu who feels nothing for her husband,
treats her children with the same coldbloodedness that she

shows her husband.)

5lpalzac, Béatrix, Pléiade II, p.338.
521bid., p.338.
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As a woman, Fanny has most admirable qualities. "Elle

a compris ses obligations de femme, elle a dans l'é\me et
dans la tendresse les élégances de son extérieur, elle
fait le bien en secret, elle sait adorer sans calcul, elle
aime ses proches, comme elle aime Dieu, pour eux-mémes."53
Her face expresses "l'inaltérable douceur s la tendresse
infinie des anges.“51+ £nd like an angel, she has been in
some ways removed from life; she is naive and would be
very shocked at much that goes on outside the confines of
her narrow circle.

Faxmy's only child, Calyste, is a noble creature
whose education has been lovingly controlled by his mother.
Calyste has the misfortune to fall in love with his
neighbor, Félicité des Touches. Félicité, who is a writer
known as Camille Maupin, has a life style which is complete-
1y foreign to Fanny. A woman of '"moeurs équivoques u55
who haunts the theater and fraternizes with artists, a
woman who never attends church, a profligate spender, she
is, in short, everything that is repulsive to Fanny.

The author traces Fanny's mental struggles and anguish
as she tries to accept Calyste's love for Félicité. Her

heartache is doubled, for she is hurt also by the fact

531p1d., p.338.
Tbid., p.339.

55Tbid., p.358.
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that she has been displaced in her son's heart. She is,
says Marceau, just a little bit in love with Calyste
herself. When she sees that Calyste has ceased to be a
child dependent on her, she is very sad. "Cette phase
dans la vie de l'homme, est un des maux de la maternité. n36
The fact that he loves '"une baladine... une femme qui le
trompera et le rendra malheureuse,“57 is salt upon her
wounds. Yevertheless, Fanny does all that she can to help
him succeed in wooing Felicité; she loves him too much to
try to deprive him of his love. "Les méres n'aiment pas
3 maudire," she says,"et je ne maudirais pas la femme qui
aimerait bilen mon Calys't:e."s8 Though her actions in
helping Calyste along with his affair go strietly against
the grain, Fanny is willing to do anything that will make
him hapoy. She puts her high moral principles into
abeyance, closes her eyes to the shocking happenings at
les Touches and allows Calyste to visit there often.

It must be noted that Fanny has never been in love
as Calyste is now in love. She realizes that she is
totally ignorant in the ways of love. "Je voudrais

maintenant avoir aimé d'amour, pour observer, conseiller,

561bid., p.359.
571bid., p.359.
58Ibid., p.368.
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consoler Calyste,“59 she thinks. Even this secret wish
of hers is totally out of character. Heretofore, she has
been satisfied with her almost saintly existence and has
never even given a thought to being something else than
she has always been.

The love that sickens Calyste drives all the conventional
plans that Fanny has made for his happiness out of her head.
Up to now, she has thought of his future in terms of a
good marriage, a good marriage meaning money and not passion.
Now, she is ready to give up that ambition, at least
temporarily, so as not to disappoint his desires.

Fanny sacrifices a great deal for the happiness of her
son. She causes herself pain in accepting the idea of
Félicité being her son's love. More than René;, she
has renounced her own feelings and desires.for her child, It is
true that Renée's children are still very young in
Mémoires de Deux jeunes Mariéés, and their problems are
much easier to handle than the problems of a grown up
son. But one feels that Renée loves her children because
they are a projection of herslf and an outlet for her
energiesy as well as a goal in her life. The author comments
that mothers prefer it when thelr children are young and
in need of maternal help and protection because they are

made to feel useful. "Les véritables méres...sentent

591bid., p.360.
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instinctivement les effets de la grande émancipabion
de l'amour....(elles) n'aiment pas cette tacite abdication,
elles aiment mieux leurs enfants petits et protége’s."GO
Fanny overcomes her reluctance to see Calyste going to
another woman's arms and actually sends him to Félicité.
When Calyste transfers his affections to Béatrix
de Rochefide, Fanny is very vleased. She has felt a
peculiar type of jealousy of Félicité since the moment
that she has concluded that Pélicité's motivation in the
affair is Yune fantaisie de la maternite. n6L In Béatrix,
on the other hand, she sees a type of daughter-in-law
and not another mother to compete with for her son's
affections. Fanny is even willing to give Calyste some
worldly advice on how to capture Béatrix, advice that is
somewhat incongruous coming from such an unwordly and naive
person. "Tu me rends bien perverse, mauvais enfant,"62 she
chides her son. The author emphasizes that Fanny "fﬁt
restée aux timidite’s de la jeune fille ignorante et pour
elle 1'amour ett tenu ses livres i‘erme’s," but that because
of her maternal feelings, she was able to reach beyond the

confines of her innocent world and think in terms of Calyste's

6
6

OIbid., p.363-36k.
Lrbid., .43k,
6211p1d., p.435.
63

Ibid., p.456.
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desires.

Eventually, Fanny suffers a change of heart; she comes
to hate Béatrix who so tortures her son and to feel very
sorry for Fe’licité. Fe’licite’, she feels, really loves her
Calyste and has proved it by generously giving him up to
Béatrix when she sees that that is where his heart is.

Fanny is a woman "quil vivait autant par les intére“ts
que par la tendresse de son fils."&* She has given him
life of her own life, "(elle 1'a) nourri de son lait

. ’ .
aprés avoir ainsi donne deux fois son sang."65

She has
done things to make him happy which have caused a great
amcunt of personal anguish for herself.

0f course, no human being can be eternally sweet and
good; Fanny has moments of selfishness and jealousy. At
times she feel that she cannot bear the fact that someone
else has superseded her in Calyste's heart. 3But she fights
down these feelings for the good of her son.

The way a mother's love can give her courage to go
against her own nature is thus clearly shown in Béatrix.
This phenomenon can be seen in various cther of the novels
of the Comédie Humaine. In Eugénie Grandet for example,
Balzac contrasts the type of wife that madame is Grandet

is, to the characteristics that she exhibits when she is

641pid., p.3¢2.
651bid., p.361.
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Madame Grandet is the prototype of the browbeaten
wife who is totally under the thumb of her rather frightening
husband. She accepts every edict of monsieur Grandet with-
out murmur and finds the courage to oppose him only in one
matter, the rebellion of her daughter Eugénie.

When Eugénie admits to her father that she no longer
has in her possession the gold coins that he has been
giving her over the years, his terrible wrath descends on
her head., He puts her on a bread and water diet and locks
her up in her room. Madame Grandet collapses from anguish
and takes to her bed. But she gathers her forces to beg her
husband to forgive Eugénie; she addresses to him "les plus
tendres, les plus religieuses, les plus touchantes
supplications,"66 but they all leave him unaffected.

Madame Grandet's strength is greatly diminished by
her efforts to sway her husband to mercy for her daughter,
and she never again rises from her bed. Though she is
physically 111 as well, "elle est devorée par le chagrin
encore plus que par la mala.die."67 (As a matter of fact,
this i1llness is a result of the mental suffering she has
undergone since the moment Eugénie has confided in her that
she no longer has her gold. Madame is so disturbed by this

confidence, that she cannot concentrate on knitting her

66 Balzac, Eugénie Grandet, Pléiade ITI, p.613.
671v14., p.6lk.
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woélen cuffs for the winter and in her underheated house, she
catches cold.)

When she sees that Grandet is persisting in shutting
Eugénie away from the world in her room, madame Grandet
gathers the fantastic amount of courage and resolution
it takes and does something “unfaithful" to her husband;
she turns to maitre Cruchot, tells him the story of Grandet's
anger and begs him to help Euge'nie.

Towards the end of her life, madame Grandet speaks to
her husband with a great deal of force concerning Euge’nie.

No longer timid in his presence, she becomes, as close as it
is possible for her to become, a ferocious tigress defending her
kitten from cruel attack. For the welfare of her child,

she changes her character and becomes a fighter, rather

than the shrinking, suffering woman she has been until now.

She attacks that which has been the-only constant in her
universe, her husband.

It is interesting to note that madame Grandet is
finally the instrument of Eugénie's reconciliation with her
father, unwittingly though it may. It is for fear of
losing control of his wife's fortune, which would go to
Eugénie, thet her father makes up his differences with her.
But peace descends on the household too late to save
madame Grandet. She dies soon afterwards, having in effect

lost her life because of her sensitive motherhood.
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Madame Balthazar Cla€s is perhaps more of a heroine
than madame Grandet when it comes to the well-being of her
children. While there never seems to have been toogreat
an affection between madame Grandet and her husband, their
relationship being held together mostly by his tyranny and
her fear of him, the Claés marriage is solidly based on love.
It is more difficult to stifle the voice of love than that
of fear. Madame Claés, in addition to loving her husband
deeply, 1is also very grateful to him for having married her
in spite of her hunchback and her limp. But her children are
very important to her as well. "Le sentiment de la
maternité fut chez madame Claés presque égal a‘ son amour

pour son époux. 68

During most of her life, Balthasar is
her sun, but towards the end, "se passa-t-il dans son Ime
«+s uUn combat horrible entre ces deux sentiments également
puissants."69 The two sentiments have become mutually
exclusive because of the extraordinary behavior of Balthasar.
He has become obsessed with the desire to find the
Absolute and has spent all his fortune on the search
(1a_Recherche de 1'Absolu). In order thet her children not
be left destitute by their father's experimentations,
madame Claés secretly and with painful frugality puts

a considerable sum of money aside for them. At first, she

feels gullty that she is thus cheating her husband, but as

68Ballzac, La _Recherche de 1'Absolu, Pléiade IX, p.500.
691bid., p.500.
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the love between her and her husband grows weakeq her
maternal love strengthens, and she feels more and more
justified in what she is doing. The money that she saves
from the sale of the Claés family paintings is a lifeline
that her daughter Marguerite will eventually use to rebuild
the family fortunes after her mother's death.

Madame Cla&s is tortured by feelings of guilt; she
thinks that she has neglected her children for thelr father
during most of her married life. These are '"torts

imaginaires, n70

because she has always been a loving mother,
but yet, she feels that she must atone for her sins by
caring for her children and protecting them even to a
greater extent. Though the narrator says that her
transgressions are imaginary, he does remark that she
wishes to love her family "en un jour pour tous ceux
pendant lesquels elle les avait negligés."’l Perhaps her
entire involvement with Balthazar has deprived her children
of some of her time and attention. As she says to her
daughter, Marguerite: "Je n'al pas su me sacrifier pour
vous.... Le bonheur rend dgoiste... j'al été faible parce

n72

que j'étais heureuse. She hasn*t dared tc oppose

Balthazar because she was afraid of offending the source of

701p14d., p.56k.
7l1pid., p.56k.
721pi4., p.570.
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her happiness. However, she exhorts her daughter to be stronger
than she has been and to sacrifice herself for the good of
the family.

Madame Claés leaves a letter as a legacy to her daughter.
In this letter, which is to be opened only if she f£inds
herself in the direst straits, madame Cla&s maternal love
shows its true strength. She has found the resolution to
set her daughter against her own father 1f it means the sal-
vation of the Cla&s children. This letter is the culminating
disloyalty of the woman who was always the worshipful and
adoring wife. The protective instinct of the mother has
triumphed over the love of a lifetime.

Madame Clagés belongs to the middle class as does
madame Grandet. Fanny du Guénic and Renée de 1'Estorade
are members of the provincial nobility. While these
women who come from the highest aristocracy do notusually
display strong maternal tendencies, there 1s one mother
in the Cogédie Humaine who comes from the highest nobility,
and yet lives only for her son. She 1s madame la comtesse
de Dey.

Madame Dey (Le Réguisitionnaire) is a widow with an
only son, Auguste. Auguste is an émigré, but his mother
refuses to emigrate , though she lives every day in the
shadow of the gulllotine. Her sole purpose in life is to
keep the inheritance of his son intact, so that he will

be able to enjoy it once he returns to France. To this
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end,she lives in the little town of Carentan and cultivates
the local people. "“Soutenue par un courage de mére, elle
sut conquérir 1'affection des pauvres en soulageant
indifféremment toutes les miseres et se rendait nécessaire
aux riches en veillant 3 leurs plaisirs."73 Her whole life,
thus, is organized around her effort to gain and keep the
good will of the town so that no one should denounce her

to the authorities, who would confiscate all her son's
domains.

A1l madame Dey's affections are concentrated "dans un
seul sentiment, celul de la maternité, Le bonheur et les
plaisirs dont avait eté privée sa vie de femme, elle les
retrouvait dans 1'amour extréme qu'elle portait a son
fils. w74 The reasons her love is so intense are many.

First of all, Auguste is her only surviving relation and

the only being in the world "auquel elle pﬁt rattacher

les craintes, les espérances et les joies de sa vie."75

He is the only person in her life who makes her feel anything
deeply. Second of all, Auguste Dey was a sickly child whom
all doctors doomed to an early death. But his mother

raised him with infinite pains and the greatest of care

and led him safely past the perils of childhood to be one

73Balzac, Le Réquisitionnaire, P1éiade IX, p.853.
MIpid., p.852.

75Ibid., b.852.

B
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of the most dashing young men at Versailles. Mothers
always love their weak offspring most (says Balzac in
Mémoires de Deux jeunes Mariées),and madame Dey is no exception
to the rule.

Madame Dey is the tyve of woman who needs to have
"une haute passion‘fs in order to survive. Her passion for .
her son fills her need. She loves him with the pure and
profound devotion of a mother, but also with "la coquetterie
d'une maltresse, avec la jalousie d'une e’pouse."77 She is
deeply unhappy when he is not near her and she never tires
of his company. She lives "par lui et pour 111:1."78

Madame Dey's feelings for her son are just like any
other mothers, but intensified by other interests.(He is the
sole heir to his family and her only living relative, etc.)
This aspect of the relationship is clear, but the other
side of the bond between mother and son is a mysterious
one.

There is a strong mystical tie between madame Dey and
Auguste. '"Leurs dmes s'entendaient par de fraternelles
sympathies.“79 The connection between their souls has no

logical explanation. It is almost as though they share

7671b1d., p.852.
771p14., p.852.
781p1d., p.852.

791pid., p.853.
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one spirit and one life.

One day, madame Dey receives the news of her son's
capture by the revolutionary government; he has attempted
the reenter France after having lived in exile. There is
a chance of escape and madame Dey, told of this, spends
her time in a fever of apprehension and hope. Meanwhile,
she is busy entertaining all the busybodies of the village,
because she dare not lock her doors to society, lest they
suspect that she is expecting anyone. Madame D@y never
shows by even a flick of the eyelid, the great emotional
upheaval that she i1s undergoing, waiting for her son to
knock on the door. '"Les m‘eres," says Belzac,"ont tant de
courage."go But Auvguste never arrives and the room that
his mother has so lovingly prepared for him is used by an
other conscript. At dawn of the same day, madame Dey
dies, at the precise moment that her son is executed many

miles away.

Madame Dey has given up her life because of her son.
If he dies, she has no more reason to live. The way
she dies underscores the mysterious and unbreakable bond
between mother and son. Ultimately, though there may be all
kinds of logical explanations for maternal love, it is a

mysterious force and stronger than life.

801pid., p.859.
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The same kind of mysterious bond between mother
and child can be seen in quite a different social stratum,
that of the Maranas in Les Marana.

The Marana women have been courtesans for many
generations. They have a certain pride in their position;
the antiquity of their trade has given it a certain
nobility.

One day, a day of "melancholy and religious intro-
spection,“gl the Marana of the nineteenth century makes
a vow to raise any daughter she may bear to be a virtuous
woman, "afin de donner a cette longue suite de crimes
amoureux et de femmes perdues, un ange,pour elles toutes,
dans le ciel."82

When a child is born to her, she regards it as "une
fille 3 sauver , une fille pour laguelle elle aésira une
belle vie , et surtout les pudeurs qui luil manquaient."83
For the sake of her daughter, she leaves the world of the
courtesan and lives the life of a virtuous woman. It is
surely a great sacrifice for a woman who has known only
one sort of life, to give it up entirely and all at once.

"Plus de fétes, plus de nuits, plus d'amours."el" Her

8lpaizac, Les Marana, Pléiade IX, p.802.
821p14., p.802.
831pi1d., p.803.
84Tbid., p.803.
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only joy is in her daughter. It is the first true, pure joy
of her life, which till now has been strangely arid in
spite of the welter of passions that she has inspired and
experienced. "Ce sentiment," says the author about her
maternal feelings, "n'eut rien qui pﬁt se mesurer ; aucun
autre. Ke comprenait-il pas tous les sentiments et toutes
les espérances celestes?"85

Motherhood, remarks Balzac, is the most beautiful of
all human sentiments because it is the most unselfish. Love
has a certain egoism, but maternal love has none. ILa
Marana is the most unselfish of all unselfish mothers. As
ignoble as her 1life has been until the birth of her child,
so noble is it afterwards when she is caring for her little
Juana.

The narrator makes a slightly ambigucus statement
about la Marana. "Elle fut mére," he says, comme aucune
mére n'etait mére; car, dans son naufrage e’ternel, la
maternité pouvalt &tre une planche de salut. Accomplir
saintement une partie de sa tiche terrestre en envoyant
un ange de plus dans le paradis, n'etait-ce pas mieux qu'un

tardif repentir?"86

Does la Marana think of motherhood as
as her salvation, or is this the narrator's comment on the

nobility of raising a child to virtuous adulthood?

85Tbid., p.803.
861414, 5.803.
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If it 1s she who is thinking this, then a'slight tinge of
self-interest has been injected into the selfless dedication
that she displays to her child.

The second great sacrifice that la Marana makes for
her daughter takes even more courage. When Juana reaches
the age of seven, her mother sends her to live with an
honest Spanish family, so that she may not grow up with the
stain of the "honte he're'cllitaire"&? of the Maranas. Her
renunciation of her child is sublime, She is giving up the
only creature whom she has truly loved; henceforth,
another woman will care for her and would be her mother for
all practical purposes. The narrator speaks of her with
great compassion. She is "une mere déshéritée de son eni‘ant,"88
and she leaves "sur le seull de cette maison une de ces
larmes que recueillent les anges,"88 a tear of sublime
suffering. The only way that la Marana can bear the
separation is to think of Juana growing up to be a virtuous
wife and a happy mother who will live a long, satisfying
life. She has sacrificed her happiness for her daughter's.

Though separated by physical distance, there remains
a mystical closeness between mother and daughter. La Marana

has promised never to see Juana againji yet she is drawn

871bid., p.80k.
881pid., p.8ok.
891bid., p.80k%.
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back to the Spanish merchant's house three times, by an
irresistible force. Thebfirst time, she feels thet some-~
thing is very wrong, and she flies to Tarragone in time

to nurse Juana through a dangerous illness. The second
time, she comes to watch from afar the first communion of
her daughter and her heart is torn because she has to

stay in the distance whille another woman vlays the part
that she should have by rights played. The third occasion
is when she has a oremonition that there is something
dreadful happening to Juana. She escapes from Naples,
where her life 1s a constant round of entertainments, where
she 1s surrounded by all the luxuries her royal lover can
give her, "et sans se soucier d'une cour , ni d'une courome,"9°
she flies across Europe, "munie d'un firman quasi impérial,

91 The urgency that drives her leaves no room

munie dtor."
for thoughts of what she 1s leaving behind. Every ounce
of her being is with Juana in her unknown peril.

To explain la Marana's extraordinary ability to feel
her child's danger, Balzac makes a sweeping statement:
"Pour les méres, il n'y a pas d'espace, une vraie mére
oressent tout et voit son enfant d'un p6le a l'autre."92

But this is not an explanation of la Marana's unerring

901pid., p. 815.
911bid., p. 815-816.
921p1d., p. 816.
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presentiments and they are comprehensible only if one takes
into account that the soul of the child is forever a part
of the mother's, who has given him life.

La Marana's daughter is truly in danger, but her
mother arrives only when the damage has already been done.
The soldier Montefilore has seduced Juana with promises of
marriage, promises he has no intention of keeping. ILa
Marana is fully ready to murder the seducer to avenge the
honor of her daughter. In the scene with Montefiore, she
is comparable to a wild tigress protecting her offspring
anyway she can. It never comes to murder and Juana is
married as honorably as possible under the circumstances.

Before returning to Naples, la Marana expresses the
desire never to see Juana again, because every time she
sees her, some danger is threatening. She is willing to
give up the joy of being able to kiss her daughter for the
knowledge that she is safe and happy.

La Marana is a very tragic figure. Her life, in the
midst of all the luxury that her profession brings her, is
arid and loveless. The daughter who could have brought her
much joy lives far away from her. But the knowledge that
this daughter will break out of the accepted mold of the
Maranas and live as a contented wife and mother redeems

all her hours of pining for her.

139
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Balzac brings much nobility and dignity to the character
of la Marana. The contrast between her greatness as a
mother and her profession is considerable. It is a contrast
that Balzac was fond of making. He is very insistent on

the good qualities of the courtesan.
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In the Com’edie Humaine, marriage is usually a dismal

affair and a good marriage is sufficiently unusual. Renée
de 1'Estorade finally declares herself happy with her Louis
and her children, but she has invested every ounce of her
strong spirit and every ounce of her determination in
order to achieve satisfaction in her home 1life. She has,
as Loulse de Chaulieu tells her, made her own destiny "au
lieu d'étre son jouet." But even if she does personify
the ideal wife who always knows what to do and what to
say and whose life runs almost only according to her plans,
one wonders whether she would not prefer the romance of a
more spontaneous existence. She herself once observes that
her life is like a wide boulevard where the sun rarely
shines. Perhaps it would be better to take a few more
chances so that one's joys should be all the more sharp.
Renée's purest joy is when she looks at her children.
Woman has the important job of raising and educating
the children and motherhood should be every woman's goal.
Though there are not too many mothers in the Comedie

Humaine, of the few that there are, a good number are

models of devotion. At various times, the mothers whom
the author singles out as notable, show great courage in
protecting their children from the dangers which threaten

them. They are even ready to declare war on their own .
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husbands if they feel that they are not treating the
children correctly., These mothers are ready to ride
roughshod over their own feelings, over the hablts of a
lifetime to prevent any harm from coming to thelr children.
Some mothers even give up their lives because of their
children. Madame Grandet dies from the effect of grief
caused by Grandet's refusal to pardon Eugénie and madame
Dey finds it impossible to go on living after the
death of her only son.

Perhaps the greatest courage is displyed by la Marana
who bravely gives up her child to others so that
that child might be happy.

A1l in all, mother exhibit the noblest of human

chzracteristies in Balzac.
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Chapter Four

Falthless wives and abandoned women

On comprendra bien alors
1'énorme différence que
nos lols et nos moeurs
mettent, chez les deux
sexes, entre la méne
situation.

(Béatrix)

Given the Balzacian theory that marriage is generally
an unhappy affair, and given also that human beings will
continue to search for happiness, it is natural to assume,
according to Balzac, that partners in a joyless marriage
will seek a measure of happiness outside the bonds of
matrimony. 1In his novels, men,as well as women, cast off
the responsibilities and the strictures of conjugal life,
but it is mostly the fate of these women that Balzac
chronicles so sympathetically.

The Revolution instituted divorce in France, but the
Restoration abolished it, creating, as Wurmser declares,
"une immoralité permanente." Marriage had its justification
as a social institution for the development and transmission
of fortunes, but husbands and wives lived in an atmosphere
devoid of love and often found it impossible to resign
themselves to such an emotionally barren existence. The

love that was glorified by the aristoeracy, the well-to-do

1pndré Wurmser,La Comédie inhumaine(Paris: Gallimard,
1970), p.617. m—_—
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bourgeoisie, and indeed the 1literature of the day, was not
conjugal love. "“'La femme divine' c'fest la maitresse, non
cette associée ou cette ménaggre: l'e'pouse... L'amour est
une chose, merveilleuse, le mariage est une autre-sociale."?
"L'amour est bien supérieur au mariage," says Balzac in

Petites Miséres de la Vie Con1ugale.3 And that model wife,

Sabine Gu Guénic avows that she loves Calyste "comme s'il
n'était pas mon mari." Apparently, the climate was not
favorable for love in marriage. Certainly there were nn
great moral barriers in the minds of the aristocracy to
being unfaithful to one's spouse.

Though moral barriers to adultery were almost non-
existent, there was strong social opposj tion to a mate
who looked outside of marriage for love, especially if it
was the wife who strayed. In fact, Wurmser comments that
"1 'adultere n'est pas un crime masculin. L'infide'lite‘
n'est péch’e capital que si la femme le commet. Clest elle
seule que ligotent ces liens sacre's."s The woman was tied,
both socially and practically by matrimony.

Practically, it was impossible for a woman to acaquire

economic independence., It made no difference whether she

21bid., p.635.

3Balzac, Pgtites Misé jug
Miseres de la Vie Conjugale, quoted
in Wurmser, 1’).63 A ’

Ypalzac, Batrix, Plélade II, p.525.
5WLu-mser, La Comedie inhumaine, p.617.
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was a worker, whose meager salary was much below the
subsistence level, a member of the bourgeoisie, who did
not consider taking a job because it was looked down upon
in her class, or a member of the aristocracy , who may
have brought her husband many thousands in dowry but had no
independent control over that fortune. All these women
were dependent upon their husbands for the basic necessities
of life and risked much when they embarked upon an extra-
marital affair. A husband literally had the power to cut
his wife off without a penny if he disapproved of her
behavior., A wife, of course, had no such power to exert
upon an unfaithful husband.

It follows that if a woman committed adultery, she was
jeopardizing her economic security and social status, while
a man doing the same thing risked no reprisals. On the
contrary, the latter often escaped any recriminations from
a wife who was only too happy to have him at her side again,
to risk alienating him by discussions of the affair or nagging.
Sabine du Guénic (Béatrix) prompt]ﬁqﬁl of her husband's
sins when he finally comes back to her, as does la comtesse
de Soulanges(lLa Paix du Ménage) when her husband is reconciled
with her. A1l is forgiven and promptly dismlssed from
mind. It is to be noted that these two wives never give
their husbands any cause to err. Most of the Balzacian
wives are blameless in their conduct and loyal to their

husbands, while most of the husbands of straying wives have
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glven some reason to provoke unfaithfulness.

Of the many wives in the Comédie Humaine who have just

cause to betray their husbands, there is a certain number
who have the will to do the deed but never manage because
of various reascns. Chief among tl‘xese women are Jenristte
de Mortsauf and the duchesse de Langeals. There are,of course,
wives who do take lovers with whom, it seems, they
are happy. A4nd naturally, there are women like madame
de Beauséant, who love the men who eventually abandon them.
Antoinette, duchesse de Langeais, is not one of Balzac's
most apvealing characters. She is a woman whe lives only
according to her reason, and not at all by the dictates of
her heart. Though she seems a cold woman, yet she generates
a certain sympathy because she is unhapoy and, with all
her wealth and background, unfortunate. Born into one of
the oldest and most noble families of France, she is
married , at the age of eighteen and a few days after leaving
the convent, to the eldest son of the duc de Langeais. It
is purely a marriage of convenience. She and her husband,
"les deux caractéres les plus antipathiques du monde,
s'étaient trouvés en présence, s'étaient froissés secrdte-
ment, secrdtement blessés, désunis 3 jamais. Puis, chacun
d'eux avait obdéi 4 sa nature et aux convenances."6 The

new husband throws himself into the pursuit of his pleasures,

6Balzsu:, La_Duchesse de Langeais, P1éiade V, p.156.
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and, acting like a grand seigneur of the preceding century,
leaves his young wife to do as she wishes. Her virtues
disregarded, her womanhood ignored, her very self-esteem
gravely wounded, she never forgives him for this insulting
abandonment. The couple, who become duke and duchess de
Langeais eventually, thus live entirely separated from

one another "de fait et de coeur.“7 "Ge mariage de convention
avalt eu le sort assez habituel de ces pactes de famille."8

There are many such couples in the Comédie Humaine, who

are well matched in terms of fortune, nobility and beauty,
but who share only a name; they have nothing else in common,
yet remain united in the eyes of the world while living
entirely separate lives.

Her unfortunate marriage has left Antoinette cold and
unfulfilled. Never having known the real meaning of love,
she feels bitter against her father who picked a bridegroom
for her according to his own interests and without having
even consulted her. He has thus condemned her, as she says,

n? It is understandable, therefore,

to "irréparables malheurs.
that she eventually toys with the idea of taking a lover.

As the princesse de Blamont-Chauvry, the duchess's aunt,

"Ibia., p.156.
81p14., p.15.
91pid. , p.23k.
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tells her, it is quite normal to want some hapriness and
to try and take it where one may.

The difficulties arise when Antoinette, who has been
declaring her love for Montriveau for months, cannot bring
herself to become his mistress. Though Balzac is very
eritical of her refusal to prove her love, onesenses an
underlying sympathy for a woman like her, whose inability
to feel true love is all caused by her heretofore loveless
existence. "Pour 1l'honneur de cette femme, il est
nécessaire de la croire vierge, méme de coeur... Ellé:était,
sans doute, non pas a son premier amour, mais a ses vremiers
plaisirs."lo Antoinette uses many excuses to fend off
Montriveau, among them her religious strictures; she
repeatedly expresses her fear, too, that one day he will
tire of her and leave her so that "rang, fortune, honneur,
toute la duchesse de Langeals se sera engloutie dans une
espérance trompée."ll She is also hampered by the rules
of society. "Si la maniére dont Je vis avec monsieur de
Langeals me laisse la disposition de mon coeur," she says,
"les lois, les convenances m'ont 5té le droit de disposer
de ma personne, En quelque rang qu'elle soit place’e, une

déshonoree se voit chaseée du monde."12 Public opinion, while

101p1d., p.191.
1pid., p.193.

127p34., p.180.
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condoning and even applauding the erring husband, severely
condemns the erring wife. Antoinette fears that she will
be banned from society for any indiscretions and will share
the fate of her friend madame de Beause’ant, whose lover,
monsieur d'Ajuda, leaves her to marry a girl with a large
dowry. Antoinette 1s convinced that she too will be left
with no husband, no lover , and just a bad reputation.

If one is moved to take a lover, however, in spite of
all the valid objections which may be raised, one must be
extremely discreet and must accord one's behavior with
les usages. When Antoinette finally falls truly in love
with a Montriveau who no longer wants her, and she throws
herself at his head in plain view of all Parisian soclety,

a family delegation comes to enlighten her on the dangerous-
ness of her behavior. She is told in no uncertain terms

that if her husband finds out about her infatuation, and if

he 1s embarrassed by her conducting the affair without

benefit of covert secrecy, he will separate himself from her,
keep her fortune and leave her poor. Consequently unimportant,
she will be ignored by everyone. Meanwhile, her inherited
money would pay for her husband's mistresses and she would

be bound by law "de dire 'amen' 3 ces arrangements-lﬁ."l:i
In addition, the sad possibility exists that Montriveau

will leave her; many beautiful, eclever women have been

131pid., p.235,
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abandoned by men who tire of them or who see better
opportunities for advancement with other women. Any
children born of such an affair would necessarily ke social
outcasts and could not inherit from éither of their parents.
Sacrifices of their parents' passions, they would grow

up in a sort of limbo, unwanted anywhere, and necessarily
poverty-stricken. (Balzac elaborates on this theme in

la Grenadidre, where he describes the tragic fate of two

adulterine children, left destitute at the death of their
mother. From their father they had nothing, not even his
name. )

The family group who attempts to talk reason into
Antoinette, concludes its lecture by saying: "Une femme
ne doilt Jjamais donner raison 5 son mari,"lzecause a husband
can easily destroy his wife; he can render her penniless
and friendless and a social outcast. She muet always
observe 1a loi des convenances, because it is not worth
making foolhardy sacrifices for any man's love. "Une
imprudence, c'est une pension, une vie errante, %tre 2 la
merci de son amant."15 )

Antoinette refuses to listen to this advice and continues
to pursue Montriveau. She gilves him an ultimatum and,

because of an unfortunate misunderstanding, he fails to

14
15

Ibid., p.236.
Ibid., p.239.
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answer her . She thinks that he has abandoned her complete-
ly,and she flees Paris never to return. In her last letter
to him she write: "Aprés m'Stre entiérement donnée 3 vous

en pensée, a qui donec me donner?... & D:Lr-.\u."]'6 She cannot
resign herself to live in the everyday Parisian world if

her love is not part of that world. Becausthe has rejected
her, she enters a Carmelite convent and immures herself
forever there. In her last desperate effort to bring
Montriveau to her side, she has attained a dignity heretofore
lacking in her. The last view of her, crying like "a
Madeleine" and holding herself "droit comme un piquet,"17
is very touching, as is her ultimate fate in her convent.
Her innate pride humbled by her deeply-felt repentance for
her treatment of Montriveau, she spends vhat little of
life remains to her as a member of the order of the

Carmélites Déchausse’es, on an island in the Mediterranean.

She 1s consumed by love, says Balza§ but entirely separated
from all things of the flesh. She has secluded herself
from the world, but this does not mean, says the author,
that she 1s a coward, nor that she is afraid of life. '"lLa

réclusion d'une femme, n'test-elle pas toujours une lutte

Q18

sublime he demands. That may be, but it is a fruitless

161p1d., p.2k3.
17114, , p.2u7.

18Ibid., p.137.
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fight against the bitter self-recriminations and self-doubts,
and it can end only as it ends here, in soul-searing
suffering, and finally, in death. Antoinette de Langeais
is worn out from her long battle with herself amd with her
never ending love, and she dies. Ironically, her death
comes on the same day that Montriveau, who has finally
found her after years of desperate searching, manages to
get into her convent to "rescue" her. The tragedy of the
last part of her life, when her penances transform her

into the wraith-like figure which so shocks Montriveau, and
the tragedy of her death at such a young age, turn her
from a merely pathetic creature into a sublime woman.

Henriette de Mortsauf (Le Lys dans la Vallée) never

really betrays her husband either, though she has the
motivation and the opportunity. She has been married since
the age of seventeen to a man who is sixteen years her senior.
Quite willing to become his wife because the marriage gives
her an opportunity to live near a beloved aunt, she soon
finds that her husband is a sickly man and is very like

an 0l1d man. She doesn't really mind, since she considers it
a wife's first duty to be a mother to her husband and to
nurse him through his never ending ailments. "Mon coeur

est comme enivré de maternité, " she tells her young admirer,
Félix de Vandenesse. "Je n'aime monsieur de Mortsauf...

que par un irrésistible sentiment qui l'attache a toutes les

fibres de mon coeur... Mon mariage... fut déeiaé par ma
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sympathie pour les infortunes. N'était-ce pas aux femmes a
réparer les maux du temps, % consoler ceux qui coururent sur
la bréche et revinrent blessés?"l9 She considers herself a
martyr, there only to soothe her family's wounds and to
assuage their troubles. She is satisfied with this rdle
of ministering angel and asks nothing for her own personal
enjoyment of life.

When Henriette meets Félix, she has been married a number
of years and she has veritably suffered continuously through-

out. "La vie réelle est une vie d'angoisses,"20

she says.
She is happy, if one can use that word, that it is monsieur
de Mortsauf that she has married, because anyone more attractive
would have abandoned her long ago and she would have died

of jealousy. Monsieur de Mortsauf loves her as much as he is
capable of doing, and this seems to be enough for her.
Content with the thought that her sufferings have served to
increase her family's happiness, she bears the anguish of the
years, the constant illnesses of her two children and of her
husband, with fortitude. However, her husband's nagging is
slowly wearing her down. He is constantly complzining

about an assortment of imaginary ills and is exhausting her
soul. Never good humored when he is with his family,

he repeats over and over again: "Je vais

19Balzac, Le Lys dans la Vallfe, Pléiade VIII, p.836.
201pid., p.835.
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mourir, la vie me pése."zj' He has a great need to tyrannize
others and his chief wvictim is his wife, a fact that she
herself recognizes. "Peut-etre 1tai-je habitud & me prendre
pour sa victime,“22 she muses. She does nothing to prevent
this persecution, and he always attacks her until he finds
a chink in her armor of calm. Then he is happy that he

has asserted his domination over her.

The strange thing is that Henriette endures this
treatment without rebelling against it . Not only doesn't
she rebel, but one has the impression that she is
positively revelling in it and welcoming the fate that has
turned her into such a martyr. She refuses even to listen
to Félix's entreaties that she become his mistress, saying,
"(que) la vertu... a des eaux saintes ou l'on se retrempe
et d'ou 1'on sort renouvelé par l'amour de Dieu."23 Love
of virtue triumphs over love of Félix. She says too, that
she cannotgive her husband the right to despise her by
being unfaithful to him, because the nnly thing thet gives
her the strength to gc on is her virtue and if she loses
that, she loses everything. She has refused to enter
into a relationship which might have given her the first
true joy of her life.

2lrpia., v.832.

22
Tbid., p.832.

2311).1.&. s p.879.
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Henrlette'sg behavior is not logleal. She loves Pélix
but with a selfish love which offers him nothing. When he
goes off to Paris, she gives him a great deal of advice on
how to conduct himself in that wicked city. She advises
him to cultivate influential women, influential women
being almost exclusively élderly. He must flee from young
women since they are incapable of serious thought, love
only themselves and will accomplish nothing useful for him.
A young women, she says, is interested only in dominating
her surroundings and will tie to her apron strings any man
who gets close enough. What you need, Henriette tells Féiix,
" is not a corrupted and corrupting society lady, but "une
créature chaste et recueillie dans 1téme de laquelle vous
re’gnerez toujours... elle sera solitaire... ses plus belles
£étes seront vos regards."zh Oblivious to her own problems,
Félix's ideal young lady will be concerned only with
smoothing his way in life. Obviously, according to Hem‘ie"cte,
the perfect woman for him bears many striking similarities
to herself. She is casting herself, consciously ot
subconsciously, into the role of Felix's leve, while at
the same time she is strenuously disclaiming any ulterior
motives in her advice. She repeats many times that her
only goal in giving him this advice is to help him steer

safely through the dangers of the social scene.

2471pid., p.897.
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Nonetheless, Henriette orders Felix to save his love
Ypour l'ange au coeur pur,"25 a mold into which she has
been trying to cast herself. For, she is constantly
talking about her pure life and is trying to drown her love
for Félix in feelings of religious virtue. ZEven when she
questions Félix about his feelings for her, she does it in
a way which makes it sound like a religious litany: "M'aimez-
vous saintement?" she demands. "Saintement," he replies.
"...Comme une vierge Marie, qui doit rester dans ses voiles?"
she continues. "Comme une vierge Marie visible,"26 he
intones. [Henriette has a mania for what she believes is
purity.

This mania for purity has led her to refuse to live
as husband and wife with monsieur de Mortsauf who complains,
rather strangely,to Félix; "Elle porte mon nom et ne remplit
aucun des devoirs que les lois divines et humaines lui
imposent, elle ment ainsi aux hommes et @ Dieu ...(Elle)
met tout son art a rester jeune fille; elle me rend fou par
les privations qu'elle me cause ...elle me tue a petit feu,

27 And Henriette herself tells

et se croit une sainte."
Félix: "Je pulsals quelques forces dans ma chaste solitude ...

mais si je suis privée de ce bonheur négatif, je deviendrai

251p1d., p.898.
261pid., p.9lk.
2

71via., p.873.
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folle."2B Balzac describes Henriette's difficulties im her
home 1life with sympathy, while placing much of the blame for
the unhealthy atmosphere on her husband, whom he comparesd
to a famished beast slinking out of a dark forest and
ready to pounce on his prey. Henriette is usually her
husband*s prey, and he attacks her sensibilities unmercifally.
But the fact remains that Hemriette is unwilling to live
with him, but unwilling also to fight with him and to stand
up for herself. Her attitude 1s dishonest; she keeps her
resentment of her husband hidden, but it is festering inside
her and poigoning her marital relationship while it is
slowly eating away at her soul as well. She is supposed to
be a saintly creature, but one has the feeling that her
holier-than-thou attitude can't be real, that she is playing
at being good, rather than honestly feeling the sentiment.
"Oui," she says,"je sals souffrir, mais faire souffrir les
autres! jamais ...pas méme pour obtenir un résultat honorable
ou grand ...Jje recevrai(les) coups (de monsieur de Mortsauf)
pour qu'ils n'atteignent ici pe:rsonne."‘29

The feeling that Henriette'!s goodness cannot be completely
true is reinforced by her reaction to the news that Félix
has been ensnared by the lovely and vivacious Arabella

Dudley. Henriette has sent Félix off to Paris with

281p1d., p.923.
291p1d., p.925.
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totally unrealistic expectations about his behavior. He

is a young man and very attractive, and she cannot and should
not really believe that he would live for years, faithful

to her, a wisp of a dream, a woman who only speaks to him

of her maternal feelings for him and gives him no hope that
that love will turn into something more earthly and more
tangible. Yet when she hears of his involvement with lady
Dudley, she loses her sweet and dedicated nature, and becomes
sullen and sulky. Very hurt by his abandonment though she
is the one who sent him away and forced him to look else-
where for a mistress, her heart becomes bitter. Yet it

is she who has asked him to love her as he might love a
mother and to remwber that she would always hold a place

in her heart for him, her third child.

When Pélix comes to wisit her from Paris, she cannot
help questioning him about 1ady Dudley. Told that while
Arabella Dudley is his passion, she, Henriette, is his
pure love, she is unsatisfied and demands to be assured
that "la vertu, la sainteté de 1la vie, 1l'amour maternel
ne sont donc pas des erreurs,"aabecanse she fears that she
has committed an error in the way that she has arranged her
life.

In spite of Félix's assurances that he still loves her,

Henriette's doubts about the principles that have governed

3%1bia., p.961.
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her behavior have continued to grow. Dealt a erushing blow,
by Félix's refusal to give up his affail with Arabella,
Henriette laments: "Si js me suls trompée dans ma vie, 'elle!
a raison."31 She no longer 1s sure that she was right to
refuse Félix. Confused by the turn of events, she says
desperately:"Je ne sais plus ce qu'est la ve'.r'1:u."32 But

in moments of calm, Henriette still clings to her original
ideal of virtue. "La marquise Dudley m'a sauvée," she says
to FSlix. "A elle les souillures ...3 moi le glorieux amour
des anges ... La vie terrestre ...nous ravale trop en faisant
dominer l'égo'isme des sens sur la spiritualité de l'ange

w33

qui est en nous. Life 1s only for suffering and even her
greatest Jjoy, her children, are sources of much pain:
"Devenir mére, pour mol ce fut acheter le droit de toujours
sol.lffr:l.r.":a‘lF Life as she has lived it has been a tragic
affair, but she refuses to admit it, even to herself, until
the moment of truthfulness that her illness's delirium
brings. Then all her bitterness and pain and frustration
at having lived her whole life as a lle, at never having
done what she truly wanted to do, at having refused to

become Félix's ‘mistress, pours out in a gushing stream of

31p14., p.963.
321134, , p.963.
331p14., p.970.
341pid., p.972.
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remorse.

Henriette de Mortsauf dies tragically unfulfilled,
eaten up from within by her secret sorrow at F;lix's defection.
It can't really be cslled an abandonment, for he continues
to love her as a saint, though that love cannot suffice for
his needs. But the fact that he has gone elsewhere and found
fulfillment that she could not and would not give him, strikes
at her heart. She would have expected him to stay near
her always, but to adoreh"i"rom afar and to be thus satisfied.
Instead, the very justifiable inclinations of a young man
take him to Paris where his love affair with the lady
Arabella Dudley follows quite naturally after such a repressed
and unnatural interlude with Henriette. Her secret chagrin
at Félix's surrender to Arabella's attractions, as well as
her regrets that it is someone else and not her in Félix's
arms, and the doubts which slowly crystallize into certainty
that she has been living a lie pernicious to her whole
existence, all this eats away at Henriette's soul as the
sickness 1s symbolically gnawing awsy at her body.

It is hard to sympathize with Henriette. She is too
good and she is too conscious of her goodness and of her
suffering. She speaks interminably about her virtue and it
is hard to see how Félix's faith in her is never shaken. Yet
Balzac insists on the fact that she is worthy of our pity.

It is in the letter that she leaves for Pé1ix just before
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she dies, that the mask that she has worn all her life

is removed and she is revealed as a pathetie and vulnerable
creature. She had never known the pleasures of love, she
writes, even though she has borne two children. Félix's
first kiss had awakened in her the feelings of an
"impelrieuse volupte’":ﬁ she never knew could exist, and the
rest of her life was spent fighting against these feelings,
though she knew that if she did not give in to them she
would lose FElix and would die. She tried to keecd Felix
at her side '"par e’go’isme"36 but was not successful. It
was her confessor who advised her to sublimate her desires
for Félix into maternal affections for him. Feeling guilty
about her overwhelming love and her sinful thought about
Félix, she accepts her husband's cruelties willingly as a
sort of expiation. And fearful that her preoccuvation
vith Pélix has caused her to deprive her children of some
of the maternal tenderness which is their due, she dedicates
herself completely to being a "good" mother. Religion,
too, helps her to fight agaisnt the temptation of Félix's
presence., Prayer acts as a balm on her troubled soul, but
it loses its efficacy when she hears of lady Dudley. The
pain that awareness of Felix's liaison brings is murderous,
but instead of spurring her to action, it causes her

illness because it is turned inward and it corrodes her.

35Tbid., p.1019.
361bid., v.1019.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



162

She has lived and died a profoundly unhappy woman. Sheihas
not played the game according to Balzac'!'s rules which
resemble lady Dudley's: "Aimer, té&te 1evée, 3 contresens
de la loi ...soumettre le monde et le ciel & un homme ...
ne le trahir pour rien, pas méme pour la vertu."37 ang
therefore she has never tasted the sweetness of love.

Many of Balzac's heroines do live and love according
to lady Dudley's code. TFor a rare few, such a life brings
unending happiness; for others, great joy is followed by
bitter unhappiness.

One of the few women who can and does take a lover
with favorable results is Massimilla Doni. A great heiress,
she is married, as is the accepted custom straight from the
convent, to the Sicilian duc Cataneo. The marriage is
arranged by her mother who finds this the best method to
happiness and wealth. She is convinced that Iv'lassimilla‘, once
married, "accomplirait selon les lois de l'smour ce second
mariage de coeur qui est tout pour une Italienne."38
the root of Massimifla's problem lies in the fact that she
1s truly religious, and when she took her marriage vows
it was with a true convietion that she would keep them by
being a faithful loving wife to her husband. Unfortunately

though, the duc Cataneo does not want a wife in the true

371b1d., p.950.
3851080, Massinilla Doni, Pléiade IX, p.315.
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sense of the word, but rather needs a duchess in name only.
When Massimilla complains that he neglects her, he tells her
to find a "primo cavaliere servante"39 and even offers to
help her search for one that will be to her liking. She

cries bitterly but eventually comes to accept her fate, in
theory if not in practice. It takes her, actually, quite a
while to overcome her reluctance and find her love, Emilio,
and much time passes before she consents to become his
mistress. At the beginning, their relationship is a spiritual
relationship and Massimilla only ‘agrees to a more earthy
connection because she believes 1t is necessary in order to
save his life. The tale ends very prosaically with Massimilla
expecting a child.

Massimilla is literally pushed into another man's arms
by a husband who is totally disinterested in her as a wife.
He has gotten what he wanted at the marriage ceremony where
he has conferred on her his name, and she upon him, her
inheritance. There is no question here of jealousy or of
retribution on the part of her husband when she takes Emilio
as a lover. Rather it is his desire she is fulfilling by
taking her troublesome presence out of his sight. Though
such a husband is unusual even in the Comédie Humaine, the
work abounds in husbands who are simply uncaring about their

wives' extra-marital affairs because they care nothing

39Tvid., p.315.
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at all for their wives. Georges de Maufrigneuse is a
case in point.

Diane de Maufrigneuse, one of the queens of Parisian
soclety, is not a2 happy woman. Her mother, the duchesse
d'Uxelles, marries her at the age of seventeen and only
fifteen days out of the convent, to her own lover, Georges
de Maufrigneuse. It is a marriage, recounts Diane, arranged
non pas pan amour pour moi, mals par amour pour 1!,11.")"'o
He is thirty eight years old at the time, an old roué,
who has led a completely dissipated life for many years.
After the unexpected birth of an heir, unexpected because
his excesses have left the duke only half a man, he leaves
his wife entirely free to do as she may wish, while he sets
out to amuse himself in his old haunts. He has accomplished
what he wanted, having acquired a son by the way and a
fortune in dowry with which to pay off his myriad debts.

Meanvhile, Diane, raised in a convent, takes a while
to realize exactly what has havpened to her. When she sees
what her husband has done, she decldes to strike back at him
by taking lovers. Abandoned within a marriage, her actions
are the logical result of her solitude and her humiliation.
She admits to her friend, la marquise d'Espard, that she
has never really loved any of her lovers. The impetus for

her actions was her husband!s behavior. It is true that not

, l’oBalzac, Les Secrets de la Princesse de Cadignan,
Pleiade VI, p.50¢
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every woman would have reacted to such a husband as 2i
Diane,nor would every woman have gone as far in her revenge
as she did, for she has the inclinations and the temperament
to ensnare many men, but Balzac mentions her motive ani thus,
creates even for her, a touch of sympathy and understanding.

The story of the adulterous woman often has as a
corollary that of the abandoned woman, abandoned by her lover
as she has been abandoned first by her husband. The
two most celebrated abandoned women in the Comédie Humaine
are Béatrix de Rochefide and Claire de Beauséant.

Béatrix's story (Béatrix) begins the way so many other
unhappy women's stories begin, with marriage to a-man who
is inferior to her. Arthur de Rochefide is quite stupid,
while Béatrix is remarkable for her originality and for the
superiority of her ldeas. She soon becomes bored with him.
And he, insensitive to her feelings, thinks that she 1s a.cold
person, while she is only ignorant and inexperienced. But
he uses her "coldness" as an excuse to go back to his
bachelor 1life and is secure in the knowledge that she will
be entirely content to live a life of the spirit, to have
only "des passions de tgte“‘u and to submerge herself
totally in literature, music and art. In addition, he is
certain that her virtue will be protected by "une maniére

de vivre grandiose qui entoure de mille barriéres une femme

Ylpa1zae, Béatrix, Pléiade II, p.395.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



166

3 Parls."]'*2 A Jjealous and vain man, he thinks that Be’atrix
knows nothing of his affairs and dreads her ever finding out.
But she is not interested in him and she finds her own
company in Camille Maupin's salon, There she meets Gennaro
Conti, composer and singer, and she falls madly in love with
him. He is an inconstant Italian, seemingly charming, but
detestable in reality. They carry on an intrigue secretly
for over a year. Béatrix is terrified lest her husband find
out; he would torment her forever if he even suspected
Conti's existence. Tired of clandestine meetings, she makes
up her mind to flee with her lover to Italy. She stays
there with him for two years, but all is not paradise

there either for her. She would have liked to live

quietly, hidden away from the world's prying eyes. 'N'est-ce
pas la seule manidre dtetre qui convienne 3 des femmes en

43 she demands. But Conti's

opposition directe avec le monde?"
profession, writing operas and presenting them, necessitates
meeting with many people. And it is Béatrix who suffers the
slurs that are directed against her by the high society
ladies who are contemptuous of her morals and her position.
As she writes to Félicité des Touches, "Il existe pour nous
autres femmes de grands d’esavantages dans la position ol

je me suis mise.“m" One's standing in the world goes down,

421p1d., p.39k.
¥31bid., p.ko7.
WTbid., p.lo8.
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one loses one's free will in all matters of the heart, and
more important, one loses the priwmilege of being an indepen-
dent person, of quarreling with one's lover or of being
capricious and playing the coquette. Instead, since a woman
1ixe Béatrix is now very dependent on her lover, she must
be eternaly Sﬁeet and accommodating to him. But in
spite of all these unpleasant problems, Béatrix says that
she is relatively happy with her Conti.

When Conti must return to France, Béatrix comes
with him. Since she is under no illusions about her probable
reception in Paris ("Je ne voudrais pas rencontrer un de
ces regards de femme ou d'homme qui me feraient concevoir
l‘assassinat."hs)‘ she has decided rather to stay with her
friend,Fe'licit’e des Touches, at her estate. It is there
that she meets the young Calyste du Guénie, who promptly
falls in love with her.

When Calyste avows hls undying passion for her, Béatrix
gilves him several reasons for refusing his entreaties
that she become his mistress. She tells him that besgides
the fact that she already has a lover to whom she is very
devoted, she cannot commit another indiscretion because it
would put her on a level with the lowest women. "Le monde,"
she says, "est encore indulgent pour celles dont la constance

couvre de son manteau 1'1rrégu1arité du bonheur; mais il

*51bid., p.409.
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est impitoyable pour les habitudes vicieuses."l+6 Society
will perhaps tolerate an extra-marital liaison if time and
faithfulness give it the outer travpings of a kind of marriage,
but it will not suffer a succession of affairs; jumping
from one lover to another is reprehensible in all eyes.

Three years pass from the time that Calyste last sees
Béatrix at Touches, to the moment he catches a glimpse of
her at the Opera. Béatrix has become une femme abandonnée;
Conti has left her and she, who has become an object of
ridicule, is quite ready now to forget her former scruples
and objections, and to become Calyste's mistress.

Béatrix's pride has been broken by her experience with
Conti, and she has also suffered much from a monetary point
of view. Like most of the grandes dames who leave their
husbands, she is penniless when she flees with Conti, having
left her fortune in her husband's hands. She has to rely
first on her lover, and then on gifts from her mother , to
mzke life economically bearable. Strict economy is absolutely
necessary and she has to give up many of the luxuries to which
she has been accustomed. Meanwhile, Arthur de Rochefide
is leading a most pleasant existence. He has no financial
worries and turns his energies to finding ways of enjoylng
himself. Since he is in the position of un homme

abandonné, he sets up housekeeping with

Y61bid., p.k67.
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a certain madame Aurélie Schontz, a practiced courtesan.
"(I1l) joulssait en ce moment de la plus grande somme

de bonheur que puisse désirer un Parisien. .. On comprendra
bien alors 1'énorme différence que nos lois et nos moeurs
mettent, chez les deux sexes, entre la méme situation. Tout
ce qui tourne en malheur pour une femme abandonnée, se
change en bonheur chez un homme abandonné. Ce contraste
frannant inspirera peut-étre Y plus d'une jeune femme la
résolution de rester dans son ménage."l*6 Arthur's reputa-
tion is not hnrt by his adventure with madame Schontz and
he is not ostracized by society, as is Béatrix, for

hawing committed what is essentially the same sin.

Béatrix eventually drops Calyste, just as she is
abandoned again, this time by her new lover la Palférine.
She sees that the most useful thing that she can do is to
go back to her husband and try to resume her original way
of 1ife with him. With him, she will have no passionate
interludes, but she will be protected from the scorn of
the world and from any monetary problems.

A lady of a different calibre, of a higher nobility of
spirit, is madame . Claire de Beauséant. She is the

Femme Abandonnde of the Comédie Humaine.

Born into one of the most ncble of French families,

she holds the position of queen of high Parisian society.

461bid., p.573.
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She is married to the marquis de Beauséant, a seemingly
amiable and harmless sort of man, whose chief pleasure in
1ife is the table. He is on the terms of the greatest
civility with his wife and has accepted her liaison with
the marquis @'Ajuda-Pinto with very good grace.

Madame de Beauséant's affair with the Portuguese

seigneur(Le Pére Goriot) has been an accepted part of the

Parisian secene for three years. It is a well-known fact
that Claire de Beauséant is not at home to callers every
afternoon from two to four, because those hours are set
aside for d'Adjuda-Pinto.

The drama of Madame de Beauséant's abandonment begins
with d'Adjudat's decision to get married. Offered a pretty
wife and an enormous dowry, he has made up his mind to
sign the marriage contract. Everyonein Parils knows about
the impending marriage, except madame de Beauséant. Being
at heart an ignoble person, d'Adjuda is reluctant to tell
her in person of his defection and decides to accomplish
lee galant aSSaSSinat"w?in writing. He is afraid of tears
and recrimination, but Madame de Beauséant has toomuch pride
and self-control for that. When she does find out about
her lover's treachery, it is from her best friend, madame
la duchesse de Langeals, and after the first crushing moment
of shock, her behavior is exemplary.

The signing of the marriage contract of d'Ajuda-Pinto

47
Balzac, Le pere Goriot, Ple'iadeII, p.902.
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is slated to take place the day after the grand ball that
Claire de Beauséant is giving. The ball is the social
event of the season and all Paris attends. Everyone watches
the hostess to see if she will break under the strain of
having to show a calm face to the world. '"Le monde se

rit d'une infamie, et i1l y t:x'empe.“l+8 All her "friends"

are walting for her to show a sign of the hesrtbreak that
they know she is feeling. But Claire de Bourgogne, last
descendant of the quasi-royal house of Bourgogne shows
herself superior to her misfortune and she dominztes
"jusqu'a son dernier moment le monde dont elle n'avait
accepté les vanités que pour les faire servir au triomphe de

sa passion. utt9

Surrounded by the glitter and elegance of

her ball, she receives all her guests with grace and dignity.
Calm, she seems the same as she always has been. "..,. elle
parut a tous semblable & elle-m'éme, et se montra si bien ce
qu'elle était quand le bonheur la parait de ses rayons, que
les plus insensibles l'admirErent, comme les Jeunes

Romaines applaudissalent le gladiateur qui savait sourire

en expirant."so For, the social world is as blood-thirsty as
the classical Romans' whose chief enjoyment was watching the
the lions tear the gladiators limb from limb; they rejoice

at another's misfortune, but admire the way she

481bid., p.1051.
%91bid., p.1058.

0
5 Tbid., p.1059.
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handles herself in a hostile world.

But though she gives no hint to anyone of the pain
in her heart, inslde she is dying,although it is not really
clear why., It is true that she hasbeen abandoned by her
lover of three years, whom she has loved deeply. It seems,
too, that he apparently does not love her, at least not to
the extent that she cares. for him. She has been jeopardizing
her position in society, her marriage and her fortune

for him, but he is not so dedicated to her. For him, the

word "love" 1s a synonym for expediency and not for devotion.
It is pleasant for him to have as a mistress the lovely
madame de Beauséant, and he must have some affection for her.
Rut when the opportunity comes along to marry two hundred
thousand livres de_rentes, and there is a pretty face in
the bargain, he gladly gives up his mistress and his "love".
In spite of this, the question remains: Why did this
abandonment have such a terrible effect on madame de
Beauséant? She must have realized that a man like d'Ajuda
would eventually want to get married. After all, marriages
in the Comédie Humaine are made mostly for practical
purposes: to acquire large dowries , and to have children
to whom to pass on these large fortunes and any titles one
may have. Nothing lasts forever, least of all love affairs,

and a clever , resilient woman like madame de Beauséant

surely knows thils truth. As a leader of Parisian society,
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a women who has seen many of her sisters being abandoned by
their lovers, for it was not an unusual occurence, she
should have swallowed hard once or twice and then gone on
living. In fact, even d'Ajuda was convinced that she
would accustom herself to the idea of his marriage "et
finirait par sacrifier ses matines 3 un avenir prévu dans
la vie des homnes . "71 And the future bride's family, the
Rochefides, are quite willing to play along and do what
they must to pacify their future son-in-law's mistress.

"Le marquis d'Adjuda, de concert avec les Rochefides ...
espéraient que madame de Beause'ant s'accoutumerait 3 1'idée
de ce mariage ..."2 (From this statement, it is obvious
how very much a marriage of convenience the Rochefide
alliance is; there is no question of sentiment here, just
of practicality.)

Madame de Beauséant , however, does not get used to
the idea of d'Adjuda's marriage. Instead, she has decided
to leave Paris and its soeciety forever, and to bury
herself in the depths of Normandie for always. "J'ai
1'éternité devant moi," she tells her young cousin Rastignac.
"J'y seral seule, et personne ne m'y demandera compte de

mes larmes. u53

511pid., 0.919.
21p34., p.919.
531bid., p.1061.
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Claire de Beauséant's flight is all the more incompre~
ﬁensible if we take notice of her husband. He is perfectly
willing to forget about the whole affair and tells her:
"Vous avez tort, ma chdre, d'aller vous enfermer a votre
%ge! Restez donc avec nous.“51+ Had she stayed and brazened
the whole affair out, the world would have forgotten about
it eventually. Newer and more interesting scandals are
always cropving up, and everything eventually fades from
the public's eye. In fact, it is her flight from Paris
which gives new interest to the affair and captures society's
imagination.

Madame de Beauséant's position is very noticeable.

She is a woman who is leaving her home because her lover has
left her in order to get married. It is almost as though
d'Ajuda-Pinto is really her husband and le marquis de
Beauséant,on.‘l.y a by-the- way friend, who regards her
position with sympathy and decides to grant her asylum.

In spite of her husband's willingness to have her sl'-&’lj
with him, she has made an irrevocable decision te go to
Normandie, to Courcelles, "aimer, prier, jusqu'au jour
ol Dieu me retirera du monde,"55 as she tells her bosom
friend, la duchesse de Langeais. It is a monk-like existence

that she has planned for herself, an existence ill-befitting

5’+1bia., p.1061.
55 Ibid., p.1062.
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the beautiful Claire de Beausgant, Just as the convent to
which la duchesse de Langeals flees, seems to be out of
character with her personality. It is somewhat more
understandable that Antoinette de Langeais chooses to live
out her 1ife in the order of the Carmelites Dechaussées,
Until Montriveau insinuates himself into her innermost
feelings, she has never loved anyone, and she feels that
if she loses this one and only love, life has no more meaning.
Feeling the desperation that comes from remorse at having,
she thinks, driven Montriveau away with her own stupidity
and intractability, she can't bear to live with herself and
goes to a place where'self’is uninmportant, But Claire de
Beauséant has nothing to reproach herself with, and she is
a much more flexible person than her friend. She has

many more social possibilities and is an altogether less
isolated soul.

There 1s another difficulty here. Soclety universally
condemned the adulterous woman in the nineteenth century.
Then why is it that when madame de Beaus€ant's liaison
ended, that when she could have reverted to the status of
an honest married woman, why is it that it was then that
she was looked down upon by the world? Her status, according
to the mores of the time, should have gone up rather than

plummeted.
Having arranged her affairs, Madame de Beauséant bids
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farewell to one or two of her friends, and leaves in the
cold,grey,dawn hours after the end of her ball. In her
good~-bye to Rastignac she says: "K mon depart de ce monde,
jtaurai eu, comme quelques mourents privilégiés, de
religieuses, de sincdres émotions autour de mot, n3® For,
in one way, she is dying. The physical shell of the woman
is left intact after her experience, but the spark of life
has been destroyed, or so she believes. D'Adjuda-Pinto
is referred to as a murderer by Félix de Vandenesse, "un

57
’

meurtrier impuni and madame de Beauséant has been his
viectim.
Courcelles, Normandie, is a very cold little town.

The local nobility and gentry (La Femme Abandonnée) do

not receive mademe de Beauséant because, as one says, "Vous
comprenez que nous ne pouvions pas admettre ici une femme
séparée de son mari. C'est de vieilles idées auxquelles
nous avons encore la b&tise de tenir."’® the ironiec

thing about this situation is that the point of madame de
Beanséant's flight from Paris 1s not to get away from

her husband, because she has been as good as separated from
him during the years of her love affair with d'Adjuda, but

to leave behind a world from which her lover is gone, a

56Ibid., p.1062.
57Ba1zac, Le Lys dans la Vallée, P1éiade VIII, p.996.

58Balzac, La Femme Abandonnde, Pléiade II, p.212.
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world which would despise her as a woman abandoned and
disgraced. Besides, she did not leave her husband to
run away with another man, but left him in order to be
alone completely, with only the memories of her happy
love to sustain her. It is when the affair is over that
she has come under censure, because she has defied the
conventions of society. As long as she conducted her liaison
discretely, there was no overt disapproval of her actions.
But an open break with husband and home is beyond reproach.
"La vicoemtesse," continues this member of Normandie society,
"a eu d'autant plus de tort dans ses escapades que
monsieur de Beauséant est un galant homme, un homme de
cour: il aurait tres bien entendu raison. Mais sa femme
est une tdte folle."59

Almost completely ostracized, Claire de Beauséant
sees no one but the marquis de Champignelles who uses his
family connection to her to explain their friemdship. The
marquis is, at lesst, sympathetic to her unhappiness and
to her enforced solitude, just as he 1s impressed by her
nobility of birth: "Mais enfin," he says, "ce nom-13
blanchit tout."so If she is nowhere received, neither does
she wish to see anyone. The good citizens of Courcelles
think that her isolation is the result of her recognizing

the falseness of her position. But it more probably a consequence

591bid., p.212.

60
Ibid., p.211.
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of the melancholy that has taken possession of her, and of
her general dislike of people. She has experienced the false-
ness of even her best friends who fawned over her when she was
successful, but who came to gloat over her unhappiness as
soon as d'Ajuda abandoned her. She has become sick of

human society.

To Gaston de Neuil, an impressionable young man in
Normandie to convalesce from some ailment, the figure of
madame de Beausfant embodies a romantic ideal. His imagina-
tion is caught. "(Elle) réveillait en son &me le souvenir
de ses réves de jeune homme et ses plus vivaces passions..."
H e employs a subterfuge to have himself admitted to her house
so that he may see her for himself.

Balzac draws a very attractive portrait of madame la
vicomtesse de Beausfant. She has "un front dtange déchu qui
s'enorgueillit de sa faute et ne veut point pardon."62
(Balzac has a tendency to dompare many of the women in the

Comédie Humaine to angels., He idealizes woman and sees her

as Wl'8tre le plus parfait entre les créatures." She 1s, he

continues, ndélicatement intelligente par le sentiment comme

est 1'ange."63) Madame de Beauséant's faute is never

really made clear. It is questionable whether she is to

6l1pid., p.213.
621p14., p.218.

63Balzac Note en appendice % la premiére édition
of _.ugenie Grandet, P1éiade XI, p.202.
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to blame for having left her husband or for having been
abandoned by her lover.

Continuing his description of Claire de Beauséant,
Balzac comments that the majesty of her head is crowned
with masses of golden hair in which it is easy to
imagine the golden ducal crown of Bourgogne. Her eyes
shine with all the courage of her house,"le courage d'une
femme forte seulement pour repousser le mépris ou 1l'sudace,
mais pleine de tendresse pour les sentiments doux.“6l+ In
short, she is the personification of beautiful womanhood,
the ideal blend of head and heart which balance each other.
The sadness still speaks from her eyes, though three years
have passed since the end of the affair "qui avait failli
lul coliter la vie."65 The description of Claire de Beauséant
makes it even more difficult to understand how she could have
fled from the world. With such courage, one can face any-
thing, even the shame of being an abandoned woman.

When Gaston sees madame de Beauséant for the first
time, she is seated in the midst of an immense salon, silent
and cold. Her isolation is a symbol of her aloneness in the
world. The silence that surrounds her is like the silence

in her soul, the néa:nt, the frightening nothingness that is

her future. She has nothing to sustain her faltering soul

neither children, nor loved and loving husband, and she

647p1d., p.219.
851bid., p.219.
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must turn inward, "prendre sa force sur elle-méme, vivre
de sa propre vie, et n'avolr d'autre espérance que celle
de la femme abandonnée: attendre la mort, en hiter la lenteur,
malgré les beaux jours qui lui restaient encore."66 Hers
is the tragedy of an unfulfilled destiny.

It 1s apparent though, that if her interest in 1life
was almost extinguished once, it is now slowly starting to
flicker alive once more. Very pleased by Gaston's very
apparent admiration of her beauty, she is flattered enough
by the sentiments she inspires in him, to allow him to
stay and talk to her, even though he has admitted that
he entered her house under false pretenses. "Elle savoura
la plaisir toujours nouveau d'€tre pour un homme le principe
de son bomheur..."67

In spite of her pleasure at being a desirable woman in
Gaston's gyes, madame de Beauséant bitterly resents his
coming because she feels that she is an objeet of pity and
a curiosity in his eyes. Besides, she knows the danger
of welcoming male visitors in her home; the provincial
gossips magnify such visits and before long, everyone believes
that she has taken a new lover. She could not bear to be
the center of such rumors.

But Gaston perseveres in his pursuit of Claire de

661bid., p.219.

71p14., p.221.
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Beauséant because he recognizes that she is "une de ces femmes
rares, toujours victimes de leur propre perfection et de

leur inextinguible téndresse, dont la beauté gracieuse

est le moindre charme, quand elles ont une fois permis

1'accds de leur &me ol les sentiments sont infinis, ol

tout est bon, ol 1'instinct du beau s'unit aux expressions

les plus varies de 1'amour pour purifier les voluptés et

les rendre presque saintes."68

He expresses his amazement
that anyone could have abandoned such an incomparable
woman, and she thaws under his sympathy and empathy. But she
refuses him entrance to her house because she is afrzid of
public opinion and afraid of being labeled "une femme
méprisable et vulgaire.“69 For, what she has been longing
for all along in her self-imposed exile is absolution
from soclety, sympathy for the cruel blow that fate in the
person of d'Adjuda has dealt her, an¢ socisl respect. She
believes that a pure life, a blameless existence will re-
establish her character in the eyes of the world. Her
pride keeps her living apart from society while she waits
to be asked back. A vietim of the law by her marriage,
since she can't break her marital ties as divorce doesn't
exist, and a victim of people by her love, she knows that
she must live in solitude and virtue, lest she be,what she

believesuis‘rightfully'condemned. She is aware of the sins

681pbid., p.223.

891p1d., p.225.
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she has committed by breaking her marriage vows; she has done
it because the relationship is a deadening one. She has
wanted to live; she has wanted happiness in life and she has
found it for a brief time. But she has had to pay dearly for
it. 1In spite of the fact that she has suffered much with and
from the husband to whom she is married at the age of eighteen
when she knows no better, it is forbidden to search elsewhere
for fulfillment. "J'ai voulu vivre... J'ai violé les lois

du monde, le monde m'a punie; nous &tions Justes 1'un o8
1‘autre."7o She accepts the fact that what she has done
deserves a punishment. She has no illusions about the tender
mercies of the world, nor about the unbreakable rules that
govern it., There are no ways out, particularly if one is a
woman.

Madame de Beauséant is very naive about d'Adjuda's part
in her tioubles. She believes that he left her because she
has done something to displease himj; she has been too
loving, or too demanding , or simply not adroit enough to
hold him. She doesn't realize that their position made such
an abandonment inevitable., She, a married woman tied legally
to a husband, could not holdforever a man who is one of the
"illustres impertinents de 1'époque"7l' and vwho, by his
temperament, is bound to grow jaded by his love affair.

But it seems that she has learned somewhat from her

701bid., p.225.
7lpalzac, Le Pdre Goriot, Pléiade II, p.874.
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mistakes. She feels that a love affair with Gaston would
have no future. "I1 ne faut point former de liens quand ils
doivent nécessairement se briser un jour."72 And she is

not ready to go through the emotionally wrenching experience
of an unsuccessful affair again. She could not survive
being abandoned by a second man., So she sends Gaston

away with the intelligence that she dcgsnft love him and
can. ne\‘}'.‘er ;’eal anything for him, because her Jpmotions _{d:_o
‘not ﬁold sway over her actioz;é as they did in her younger,
heedless days. WNow she does everything according to cold
reason and reason tells her not to start any sort of affair
with Gaston. .

Having said her piece, Claire packs her bags and
leaves on an extended voyage to Geneva. Gaston follows her
there with the vague feeling that she wants him to, because
she has not meant a word of what she hassaid, and prefers
Switzerland where nobodv knows them. to be the scene of a
love affair. There is no basis for this suoposition, according
to the author. Snch calculati’on_on the part of a woman
would be too off-putting and wouldn't belong in a real love.

73 which Gaston

For love it is,'une passion vraie,"
and Claire enjoy for a number of years. After spending three
yaars together in Geneva, they return to Francej Gaston has

inherited from his father and must organize his affairs.

¥ 72Balzac, La_Femme Aba.ndonnée, Pléiade I1I, p.227.
73Ibtd., p.23k.
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But their life together continues. "Les deux amants mirent
entre eux et le monde des barriéres que ni les idées
sociales, ni les personnes ne pouvalent franchir, et
retrouverent leurs bonnes journées de la Suisse."‘?L' They are
as 1isolated from the world back in France as they were in
their private villa in Geneva. But it is impossible to

live separated from the world forever and their happiness

is fated to end.

Gaston's mother is understandably not too happy with
the state of affairsj; she is ezger to tear him away from
his anti-religious and immoral way of life. Madame de
Beausdant realizes the danger threatening her from that
quarter and thinks seriously of returning to Geneva, out
of harm's way; but she is incapable of showing such mistrust
of Gaston. However, when rumors about Gaston and a young
and very eligible heiress begin to fly, she takes her courage
into her hands and writes him a questioning letter. She
has been indescribably happy, she says, for the last nine
years, but now she is tormented by one recurring thought:

Is she causing him any unhappiness? She knows that she is
ten years older than him, that he has renounced living a
social life because of her, that he hass made many other
sacrifices for her. She recognizes the great importance that

marriage has in the socizl development of a young man.

MIbid., p.235.
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"Tu as pensé peut-é’cre b ta destinée soclale, 2 ce mariage
qui doit augmenter nécessairement ta fortune, te vermettre
d'avouer ton bonheur, tes enfants, de transmettre tes biens,
de repara‘itre dans le monde et d'y occuper ta place avec
honneur.“75 Thus, she is willing to give him his freedom.
Not wanting him to be faithful to her out of pity, she
shows her fierce pride. At all costs she wants to know

the truth. She has learned the tragedy of deluding herself
in the affair with d'Adjuda-Pinto, and she doesn't want

to repeat it.

Ever faithful to her love, she writes: "J'al assez
d'amour pour préfelrer ton bonheur au mien, ta vie ala miezme."76
Generous because she loves him too much to want to deny him
anything, she feels also that she has had the best years of
his 1ife, She is the only woman in the world who has
loved the young Gaston, the Gaston whose 1llusions were not
yet tarnished, whose whole being was still grace and fresh-
ness and had not yet taken on the shadow of middle age
cynieism nor been tainted by the anxieties of life., Her
consolation existss: He "will surely love no one with the
same purechearted singlemindedness as he loved her, because
that comes only in youth. "Oui, 1‘homme, le coeur, 1'ame

que j'aurail connus n'existeront plusj; je les ensevelirai

751b1d., p.237-238.
761htd., p.240.
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dans mon souvenir pour en jouir encore, et vivre heureuse
de cette belle vie passée, mais inconnue a tout ce qul n'est
pas nous."77

Though madame de Beauséant makes the noble gesture to
give Gaston up, it is at the moment that she knows or at
least feels that the rupture is inevitable. Furthermore,
though she 1s saying one thing, she means quite the opposite.
Every statement of hers screams at Gaston: Don't leave me.
She refers to their intimacies which no one can understand,
to the closeness that they have enjoyed and which cannot be
duplicated, to the impossibility of Gaston loving another
woman as he has loved her and to the inconceivable notion
that he should ever be loved as she has loved him. Eer
last sentence¢ "Je te suls soumise, comme 3 Dieu, & ce seul
consolateur qui me reste si tu m'.a’t:andonnes,"78 is
calculated to make him feel desperately guilty. If she is
abandoned again, her situation will be extremely bleak and
practically unbearable. And everything depends on him. A
plaything in his hands, the balance of her life depends on
his decision.

While madame de Beauséant is agonizing over her letter
to him, Gaston has almost decided to marry the young heiress,
mademoiselle de 1la Rodiére. His mother, who sincerely

wishes to save him from eternal damnation because of his

77
Ibid., p.239.

781p1d., p.240.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



187

ungodly life, tells him that 1f madame de Beauséant really
loves him, she surely wants him to marry andé be happy. The
great fortune of his intended bride is also a great induce-
ment . Gaston is already wavering towards a life of great
comfort, a life which convention would approve of, and
madame de Beauséant's letter aids his definite decision to
marry. But he is very sorry for her and would like to bring
her to a state of mind in which she would order him to get
married. To accustom her gradually to the idea, he trias
at first to lull her suspicions. He is counting on her
nobility, on her pride and on the "belles qualite; de son
Zme"79 to make his break with her easier to bear. But she
reads between the lines of his answer to her and knows the
whole truth. She does not want to see him ever again. She
has no intentlion of showing him how much she has been hurt,
or of sharing him with a wife.

Gaston marries soon afterwards, and Claire continues
to live in her chateau. She immerses herself in the
deepest solitude and sees no one, not even her servants.
She never leaves her apartments except to hear a private-
1y celebrates mass. Severzl months after his marriage, Gaston
attemptS to see her, but she refuses and sends back
the letters he writes her, unopened. She spends her time

in a sort of mute sorrow, staring straight ahead of her at

79p14., p.2kl.
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at nothing. "Il y avait dans cette attitude(une expression
de la douleur la plus complzzte), une vague espe’:rance, mais
l'on ne savait si Claire de Bourgogne regardailt vers la
tombe ou dans le passe'."80 Balzac leaves this in.question,
but one has the feeling that she is yearning towards death;
her expression of deep melancholy, her deep seclusion, all
point towards a woman who is tired of the life which has
given her so many shocks, Disgusted with life and particularly
with Gaston, she threatens to throw herself from a window
if he dares cross her threshold. Gaston, realizing that
he has lost the ore true love of his life, goes home

and shoots himself.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



189

In his book on Romantic feminism, Bolster comments
that Stendhal affirmed "que l'ennui du mariage, tel que
1'a fait le 19eme siécle, prédispose 3 1'adultire toute
femme qui n'a pas une Ame s\ech'ee."81 Balzac agrees with
this idea. Marriages in his world are made with the head and
do not take into account the dietates of the heart.

Thrown together were a man mostly interested in the size
of the dowry, and a young girl freshly released from a
convent, not old enough to know better than to consign
herself to a man who, more often than not, cared little
for her personally, and who, after the marriage ceremony,
proceeded to live very much as if he had no wife waiting
for .him at home.

A woman, abandoned on her own hearth, often decided
that she would look elsewhere for happiness. But she had to
be much more disecreet than her husband was in a comparable
situation. A husband wzs a vowerful being, not to be
thwarted or embarrassed by his wife'!s unfaithfulness.
Though many of the Comédie Humaine's husbands do not love
their wives, neither do they want to be publicly humiliated
by their affairs. In retribution for her misconduct, a
husband could cut a wife off from her fortune, send her
away from her home and condemn her to live her life out

in solitude and pain. As the duchesse de Langeais' aunt

81R:Lchard Bolster, Stendhal, Balzac et le £éminisme
romantigue (Paris: Minard, 1970), Pel06o

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



190

tells her, "Quand tu seras viellle, tu seras bien aise
d'entendre la messe a la cour et non dans dans un couvent
de provinece, voild toute la question.n %%

Husbands who don't care about their wives’marital
affairs are an even more despicable group. The duc de Cataneo
who actually sends his Massimilla to look for a lover is the
prime representative of these.

Balzac describes many of the husbands in his novels as
being emotionally inferior to theirwives. While the
women are very attached to their husbands, the men
cannot form the deep emotional attachments that are
necessary for successful marriages. Women are intellectually
superior to thelr husbands as well. A woman like
Be’atrix, no matter how unsympathetic she may be to the
reader, 1ls recognized as being much superior to her
husband, and this among other thing , justifles her flight
from hume, according to Balzac. )

Not only are husbands unworthy beings; lovers are
equally second-rate, As la princesse de Blamont-Chauvry
tells her niece: "Aucun homme ne vaut un seul des sacrifices
par lesquels nous sommes assez folles pour payer leur
amour.“83 They are opportunists who go where their interest

leads them, and who think nothing of leaving their mistress

82pa12ac. Ia Duchesse de Lengeais, Pléiade V, p.239.
83
Ibid., p.239. ’
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to go cultivate another more useful woman.

Abandoned and sick at heart, women like madame de
Beauséant must suffer the indignity of being ostracized by
the very people who have fawned over them. The inner
loneliness of the abandoned woman is matched by the solitude
that surrounds her. The "inégalité monstrueuse" which decrees
that "la gloire de 1'un est le déshonneur de 1'autre,"81+
has trapped her and slowly destroys her. Man is free but
woman 1s fettered by her womanhood.

And all this suffering is for naught. The moral of
these tales, says Barbéris, is that love in Balzac equals
disorder , dissolution and destruction of the family unit and
of the whole social structure. Occasionally, the woman
who loves is destroyed too, ravaged by useless desires and
regrets, as is madame de Mortsauf., Except in the case of
Massimilla Doni, who is not a Frenchwoman and thereforesubject
to different rules, enduring happiness in love 1s impossible.
"On sait bien que la seule ombre de bonheur se trouve
justement 3 s'arréter, 3 refuser 1'amour, & sagement ne plus
vouloir, a s'abstenir, et qu'il n'y a rien de pire, surtout
aprés une premiére expérience qu'une rechute, qu'une concession

au mouvement." This is the point of La Femme Abandonnée.

?hEdith Thomas, Pauline Rolland, Socialisme et féminisme
au 19éme sidcle, quoted in Bolster, p.2%.

85Barbéris, Le Monde de Balzac (Paris: Arthaud,1973), p.

437,
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Rather, Balzac would seem to think that one should
look for happiness in the established entity of the family.
As madame de Beauséant says, she would probably never have
left her husband had she had children. Motherhood 1is
extremely important as a mode of fulfillment for the woman
in the Balzacian novel. It gives meaning to her existence
and helps her bear the miseries of life. Henriette de
Mortsauf's only consolation are her children and the joys
of motherhood help counteract the sorrows of her marital
life.

But in spite of Balzac's theory that women should
be orthodox wives and mothers, he has great sympathy for the
woman who chooses passion over reason, and implieitly,
nature over society. He feels a spiritual accord with her)
and although she will lose in her battle against the
established forces of society, she is clearly the choice of
his heart.

Madame de Beauséant is his favorite and the epitome

86 and she

of womanhood. She has "le génie de son sexe"
can turn loveirto the most sublime thing in the world.
“Aupres d'elle, toutes les femmes pglissent."87 She

arouses a terrible pity that she cannot fulfill her promise.

86Balzac, Lg Femme Abandonnfe, P1éiade II, p.245.

87Ib1d., p. 245.
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Chapter Five
The courtesan
La grisette qui certes
a llinstinct de la
misere et des souffrances
du coeur...
(La Vieille Fille)

Balzac was fascinated by the courtesan. The Comédie
Humaine is replete with lorettes, grisettes, filles and
courtisanes who are intrinsic to the fabrie of the
Balzacian world.

There are many theories to explain the author's
fondness for the figure of the courtesan. Marceau remarks
that Balzac always had to "assemble his characters into
groups, to confront them with one anot;her,“:l that they
could reveal their inner thoughts and their versonalities
in conversation. The perfect place for this was the salon
of a woman like Coraliewhere a poor journalist like
Lousteau, a young aristocrat like Rhetoré, and a successful
writer like Nathan,could come together and diseuss all
manner of things without restraint.

Albert Béguinbelieves that Balzac's courtesans satisfied
some of his own inner sensual appetites, better than any
living mistress ever could. But, he says, this is only

incidental. More important, the courtesan "paralt vorter

lMarceau, Balzac and his World, v.243.
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en elle, et manifester plus suggestivement que toute autre
créature, les sentiments, les élans, les pouvoirs qui
constituent en chacun de nous la source du mouvement vital."2
Thus Béguin points to the courtesan as the embodiment of
the vital energy which for Balzac was one of the chsracter's
most important attributes.

In addition, says Béguin, Balzac was seduced by the
extraordinary scope a courtesan's life may encompass.
"Ayant choisi de créer elle-méme son destin, elle a brisé
tous les cadres et les écrans gue les hommes vivant en
société ont appris & maintenir entre eux et les périls ou
les promesses de la vie."3 She is the mistress of her
destiny, "le pobte de ses vropres aveni:ures.",+ She uses
her creative faculties to the fullest and nothing is closer
to Balzac's heart "que ces existences faites par 1la volonté
et l'imagination."5

The courtesan lives a disordered 1life and her ultimate
fate is variable. She may exist in great luxury but die

in poverty and disgrace,or she may turn into a respectable

2 N
Albert Béguin, Balzae Visionnaire,(Gendve:Editions
Albert Skira,1946),p.151=152,

31vid., p.154.
“Ibid., p.154.

5Ibid., p.154.
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woman, married and highly conventional. "Les destinfes des
filles comportent la plus grande variété de dénouements
passibles,"6 and Balzac makes the greatest use of these
possibilities.

In The 'Courtisane' in the French Theater from Hugo to

Becque, Dr. Sidney Braun catalogues the various types df
courtesans that were common in the France of the nineteenth
century. There was the grisette, a working girl "de
moeurs accueillants,"7 who was not looking for money in
her love affairs, whose pleasures were simple and undemanding,
but who did accept something from her lover, if "only the
cost of lodging and food to supplement her own meager income
as a seamstress or milliner."B"From the point of view of
mercenary gain, she is the least 'vricked'."9 She usually
feels a deep affection for her lover, though marriage to
him is out of the question because of class differences, not
to mention the absence of a dowry.

The lorette!s aim in her liaisons is the acquisition
of money. She doesn't work, but goes from one relationship

to another in search of increasing comfort and greater

6 Balzac, Beatrix, Pleiade II, p.575.

7 <

Larousse du XXe Siecle, s.v. grisette)quoted in Braun,
The 'Courtisane' in the French Theater from Hugo to Becque
(1831-1885) (Baltimore:sJohns Hopkins Press,19ﬁ7), p.1ll.

8
Braun, The!Courtisane' in the French Theater, p.12.

Q
“Tbtd., p.1%0.
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luxuries. She would like to marry, but she is not
singlemindedly pursuing that objective. She has a definite
feeling for her lovers. Dr. Braun distinguishes two other

important types of courtesan, the cocotte and the demi-

mondaine. The cocotte has no sentimental illusions

about her love affairs. Her whole approach is so extremely
businesslike that she mixes only with those who are likely
to supply her with the wealth that she desires. The demi-
mondaine is cultured and rich from her venal career, but
would rather forget her past and become resnectable
through marriage, preferably in the nobility. Both types
appear often in the Balzacian world, though not called by
those names.

Balzac treats the courtisane with sympathy and often
finds valid excuses for her behavior. In Une Double
Famille, Caroline Crochard is stitching her life away,
embroidering tulle day and night for some rich woman's gown,
while hunger is never very far away. She exists together
with her mother in a room redolent of misery, working at
night by the flame of a candle and, during the day, by the
meager light that filters in from the narrow dark street.
Though her mother watches the passers-by religlously, she
herself rarely 1lifts her head. "La pudeur ou peut—é%re
le sentiment pénible de sa détresse, semblait retenir sa

1

figure attachée sur le métier." 0 She is like one of those

10Balzac, Une Double Famille, Pléiade I, p.929.
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poor work horses, whose day-in day-out existence contains
the same unrelenting drudgery, and who drags his Heavy load,
head lowered, and resigned to the wretchedness of his life.
Late one night, when Caroline is trying desperately
to finish embroidering a gown whose price may pay the
landlord and the baker, Roger de Granville passes by. He
hears her conversation with her mother on the graveness
of their financial situation and, in »ity, throws them a
full purse through a crack in the window. Contact is
established and they become friendly. He takes them to
Saint-Leu one Sunday,and both mother and daughter are thrilled
with the outing. Madame Crochard tzkes care tc leave her
daughter alone with Monsieur Roger, so that a more serious
relationship may develop. Caroline meanwhile is content
to enjoy the moment. She has no great ambitions and
confides to her companion that she would like to be rich
only so that her mother might have coffee sweetened with
sugar every morning. As for herself, her greatest Joy
would consist in the assurance that embroidered tulle would
never go out of style "pour que l'ouvrage ne manque Jamais."ll
Grinding poverty has shrunk her horizons. The modesty
of her desires mark her as a typical grisette. She has

“achieved her'raison d'étre! as a victim of poverty and

M1vi4., .939.
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injusticef = She often does not get paid by the upper class
women for whom she works- and she "is not to be regarded
as a sinner, but rather as one sinned against."12

Soon Caroline's status changes from grisette to femme
entretenue. Roger moves her to a beautiful apartment,
where she is content to remain day after day, waiting for
her lover, whenever he may come. To please him, she learns
to play the piano, but elegant manners don't interest her,
nor does she develop any facility in conversation. With
no ambitions to storm a society which would not accept her,
she 1s quite happy tending the two children who are
eventually born to her. Caroline's greatest pleasure is
derived from her motherhood, fulfilling "les douces
obligations d'une mére....Cette discréte et douce créature
se résigna... a ne point faire un pas hors de la sphére
enchantée ol pour elle se trouvaient toutes ses joies...
Ses modestes plaisirs ne i‘atiguérent jamais par une ambition
mal placée le coeur de Roger...“l3 She has remained at
heart the good-natured grisette, for whom money has less
importance than her Roger's love.

Suzanne du Val Noble, in La Vieille Fille, is a
different type. Ambitious, witty and charming, she was

12Braun, The 'Courtisane' in the French Theater, 0.31.

13Balzac, Une Double Famille, Plélade I, p.948.
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"belle comme la plus belle courtisane"1l+ with a fresh,

radiant Norman beauty. In Alengon, where she is a laundry
girl, she has refused the fortune that various men have
offered her "autant par honneur que par dédain de leur
mesquinerie."l5 Capable of deep emotion, she falls in love
with the young Athanase Granson, but realizes that since
neither of them has any money, their relationship is doomed
to failure. 1In the Balzacian world, sufficient resources
are absolutely essential for any marriage to succeed. However,
Suzanne bitterly regrets that she has sullied herself in
Athanase's eyes with her story(entirely false) that she has
been seduced and left pregnant by the rascal, Du Bousquier.
This fabricated story was developed in order to extort
money from the supposed father, and, failing that, from
the Société maternelle of which Athanase's mother is the
president. Making a resolution to return to Alengon ané to
Athanase as soon as she has amassed a large enough sum, she
leaves her native town, but returns only when it is too late.
Athanase has committed suleide and she, who has truly loved
him, weeps with real sorrow at his tomb.

Meanwhile in Paris, "elle resta dans les régions les

plus élevées et les plus décentes de la galanterie."® ghe

1

~"Balzac, La Vieille Fille, Pléiade IV, p.220.
15Tpid., p.222.

161p1a., p. 243.
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changes from the grisette of her Alengon days, to one of
the most beautiful and elegant women "qui composaient
alors & Paris le monde exceptionnel de ces femmes
qu'aujourd*hui l'on a décemment nommées des 'Lorettes'."17
A succession of protectors each takes her under his wing,

but her position is rather precarious; she is often 3 pied,

without a source of income. At last, very thankfully it
seems, she marries Theodore Gaillard, a former lover., She
apoarently never had the requisite toughness to live her
whole life as a lorette.

Madame Aurélie Schontz is a cut above Suzanne du Val
Noble. First of all, she has been well educzted. At
Saint-Denis, where she, as the daughter of a superior
officer, has been sent by order of the Emperor, she has
learned to speak four languages, to play the plano well,
to paint, and to appreciate the finer points of warious
world literatures. In fact, she has even worked az an assis-
tant teacher before deciding that there are no opportunities
for advancement, nor for getting married in a boarding
school. So, attracted to the life of the gourtisane
because some of her friends appear to be quite successful
at it, she sets out to make her mark in Paris. She has a
spirit of adventure and she is lively, witty and
intelligent; but she is handicapped by exactly this last

17Balz!w, Illusions Perdues, Pléiade IV, p.748-749.
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attribute. She picks as her compsnions, interesting but
poor writers and witty but debt-ridden journalists. Having
sacrificed her (material) interests to true love, she has
sunk to a level of extreme misery. ZLuckily for her, she
chances to meet Arthur de Rochefide, who has been abandoned
by his wife(Béat;rix), and she charms him with her great wit.
Until now, the high spirited Aurélie, who entered her
"profession" with more good-nature than business acumen,
has not been too prosperous. Balzaec comments that some-
times, it is better to be a little less intelligent and a
little more mercenary,if one is to succeed as a courtisane.
One has to stifle all feelings and to be singleminded in
the pursuit of one's goals. Emotions and good taste in
picking one's companions are very detrimental to the
process of acquiring a fortune as a lorette.

Arthur de Rochefide sets up housekeeping with Aurélie.
after she has skillfully persuaded him that her only
ambition in 1ife is "conquérir honnétement une petite
existence bourgeoise." 8 A1l Aurélie's actions are
exemplary; concerning herself with Arthur's son, she takes
him to school every day, buys him presents and generally
becomes "la plus tendre des méres.“l9 Clever in investment

matters, she increases Arthur's fortune for him, all the

18
19

Balzac, Béatrix, Pléiade II, p.519.
Ibid., p.580.
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while amassing a tidy sum for herself without seeming at
all greedy or acquisitive. Her fidelity to Arthur never
comes into question, even with the variety of young artists
and men of letters whom she takes under her protection, and
she 1s generally considered "la femnre la plus agréable

que l'on connit sur la lisidre qui sépare le treizieme
arrondissement des douze autres."zo Though she once avows
that she loves Arthur "“comme une femme aime son mari quand
elle est honnéte femme,"21 it is far more likely that
Aurélie is expressing her hidden desires rather than the
actual reality. She would like to be an honest woman with
a loving and loved husband, but Arthur can never be that
for her. Rather it is gratitude that Aurélie feels

towards him for the help that he has gilven her, unaware though
he may be, in building a large fortune and in achieving

a certain social prominence., Ready to attempt the
actualization of her ultimate goal, a respectable marriage,
she first picks the bridegroom, Fabien de Ronceret, a
magistrate. Then, she is promised help in realizing the
marriage and her goal for Ronceret in return for taking
part in the complicated scheme that has been hatched by
Maxime de Trailles, among others, to return Calyste du

Guénic to the young wife that he has abandoned for Béatrix,

20

Ibid., D.580.
21

Ibid., p.580.
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Rochefide's runaway wife. The erstwhile lorette eventually
becomes la Présidente du Ronceret, thus achieving a great
career. One feels that she has suffered enough during

the early part of her life, and has paid for her later
successes quite adequately with the tears and miseries of
her younger days.

In talking about women like Caroline Crochard, Suzanne
du Val Noble and Aurélie Schontz, Balzac says: "C'Stait une
de ces jeunes filles qui, soit var la misere la plus
profonde, soit par défaut de travail ou par l'effroi de
la mort, souvent aussi par la trahison d'un premier amant,
sont poussées 3 prendre un métier que la plupart dfentre
elles font avec dégoﬁt, beaucoup avee insouciance, quelques-
unes pour obéir aux lois de leur constitution..." They
have been pushed into their postion by the circumstances
of a merciless life. "En effet," he continues, m1igée
fixe de beaucoup de ces pauvres filles consiste by vouioir
se faire accepter comme de bonnes bourgeoises, tout
bStement fidéles & leurs maris; capables d*8tre d'excellentes
méres de famille, dtéerire leur dépense et de raccommoder
le linge de la maison.“22 Her domestic longings in the
midst of her irregular life are pitiful and show that
at heart she is no different from her eminently respectable

bourgeols sisters.

22pa1zac, Melmoth reconcilid, Pléiade IX, p.277-278.
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There is however, a different type of courtesan in the

Comédie Humaine who does not strive for marriage, but only

for money and luxuries., She doesn't long for any permanence
in her relationships, nor do the virtues of bourgeois
fidelity attract her. Often, she is the heir to a family
tradition of selling herself for lucre, as are la Marana
and Esther Gobseck. It 1s when describing this type of
courtesan that Balzac examines more fully the miseries
and the anxieties that are present under the glittering
triumphs of such a woman's life, the miracles of true love
that effect the great transformations in her character, and
finally, the agonizing death that prematurely ends her days.
La Marana's life 1s "un tissu d'aventures romanesques
et de vicissitudes étranges."23 Daughter of an ancient
line, her family name Marana has come to mean, by the fourteenth
century, une fille de joie in the larger sense of the
word. Centuries before, the Maranas held very high positions
in the world, et "réunissaient chez elles la soutane, la
robe et l'épe'e."2l+ Their name has finally become a sort
of glory for them. It represents a way of life
whose very ancientness justifies it and lends it a certain
type of perverse respectability.
The Marana of the nineteenth century is true to her

lineage. Of an overwhelming beauty, she is often taken up

23
24

Balzac, Les Marana, Pléiade IX, p.80l.
Ibid., p.802.
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by some great selgneur who showers her with gold and
extravagant luxuries. For a while, her life is the life
of a queen, whose every caprieve is obeyed and whose wishes
_ are anticipated. But then, 'By some unknown process, her
gold evaporates, her orince grows bored of her, and she
finds herself out on the street, poor and alone, having
nothing left but her all-powerful beauty. This seesaw
existence has developed in her a very carefree philosophy;
she 1lives with no thoughtto and with no worries about the
past, the oresent or the future. If she has no rich
protector, she attaches herself to some poor officer,
“comme un chien & son ma?.tre."zs The image that one gets is
of a faithful and good-hearted woman, naive in her own
way about the difficulties of life. She sleeps, says
Balzac, as gally under the roof of an attic, as under the
most opulent silk covers. Always faithful to her lover
of the moment and accepting her fate with grace, she is
not hardened by her life, nor is she bitter. Her religious
fate throughout all remains strong. "Plus d'une fois, elle
avait dit & 1'amour: 'Tu reviendras demain, aujourd'hui
je suis a Dieu. 26 Belief in God shines in her heart and
1ifts it above the level to which her existence might

condemn her. And, in fact, during one moment of religious

257p1d., p.80l.
26
Ibid., p.80L.
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introspection, she vows, "comme jurent ces sortes de femmes,
avec la probité, avec la volonté du bagne, la plus forte
volonté, la plus exacte probité qu'il ¥ ait sous le cielj;
elle jura donc devant un autel, en croyant & l'autel..."27
to make her daughter a virtuous woman, so that the long
line of Maranas may finally have a moral and pure
descendant. La Marana keeps her vow, as one might expect.
Balzac is very insistent on her sincerity in making it.and
on the honesty of her intentions,

When her daughter is born, la Marana forsakes her
former way of life. She lives alone and virtuously. "La
Marana fut mére comme aucune mére n'était mére; car, dans
son naufrage éternel, la maternité pouvait &tre une vlanche
de salut."28 Motherhood sanctifies her. For the duration
of the time that she tends to her daughter, she is a
model of rectitude. After several years, not wishing any hint
of scandal to ruin her little Juana's future, she has "le
courage de renoncer % son enfant pour son enfa.n'l;,“29 and
she gives her to raise, to a very correct Spanish family

in whose house "la religion, la sainteté des sentiments et

271pid., p.8o2.
287p1d., p.803.
297p1d., p.80k.
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1thonneur étaient dans 1'air."3° Her sacrifice is underlined
by the author who comments that "la pauvre fille de joie,
mére déshéritée de son enfant... la courtisane laissa sur
le seull de cette maison une de ces larmes que recueillent
les anges."3l But, by calling her une fille de joie, Balzac
also emphasizes that once she no longer has her child with
her, she goes back to her former calling. ILa Marana fully
realizes the shame inherent in what she herself is doing
and the dishonor of her position, and is deeply pleased
that "Juana serait la plus humble des femmes peut-Stre,
mais non pas une infgme courtisane a qui tous les hommes
pouvaient dire:'Qu'avez vous, mon amour',"32 with a careless
coneern.

The odds against the success of la Marana's plans
for her daughter are great. Juana has inherited the
passionate blood of her family, and the soldier Montefiore
finds it relatively easy to seduce her while promising to
marry her, a promise‘that he of course has no intention of
keeping. But la Marana manages to marry Juana as honorably
as possible under the circumstances.

The courtesan appeers in this work (Les Marana) as a

301p14., v.80%.
31m14., p.8ok.

2
3114, , p.805.
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dedicated mother who fights as she can for her daughter's
honor and well-being. Able to renounce her own greatest
Joy, the contemplation of her child, so that that child
might grow up without the stigma of her race, she is truly
admirable.

Motherhood has effected the moral regeneration of la
Marana, at least for a certain period of time. ILove does
the same thing for Coralie, and later, for Esther.

Coralie is an actress at the Panorama-Dramatique, one
of the most charming and and lovely actresses in Paris. "Cette
femme ...étalt le type des filles qui exercent a volonté
la fascination sur les hommes,"33 Her life is a tragic story.
Sold by her mother to De Marsay, - the Parisian lion, for
60,000 francs, Coralie has literally been thrust into
slavery. She enters the theatre in desperation; "elle

.
avait en horreur De Marsay, son premier acquereur.“3h She

is not even considered a person, but is spoken of as an object

with a purchaser. Degraded by a mother who peddled her own
daughter's virtue, it is no surprise that "elle n'a encore

recolté que des chagrins."35

Soon abandoned by De Marsay, Coralie finds Camusot, a silk

merchant who keeps her and loves her. This Camusot i3

33Balzac, Illusions Perdues, Pléiade IV, p.720-721.

Mrpia., p.722.
351v14., p.722.
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fifty-six years old and fat, "mals il est comme un pére
pour elle, elle le souffre et se laisse a:Lme:l'."36 One
must not forget that Coralie is very young, a mere fifteen
when De Marsay acquires her. She is probably emotionally
scarred by the experience, and she is thankful to Camusot
for his care. Belying the image of the courtesan who is
interested only in money, she has refused many more
lucrative offers from men who would have liked to be her
lovers because she cares for Camusot’qui ne la tourmente
pas."37 Of course, Camusot keeps her in style, pays for
her luxurious living accommodations and even for her costumes
at the theatre. Coralie's salary as an actress is very
meager and would barely buy her daily bread,

One day, Coralie catches sight of Lucien de Ruhempré
(Illusions Perdues) and falls desperately in love with
him. “Elle cherche le ‘oonheur,"38 comments Lousteau, and
she thinks that she has found it in the poet from Angoulgme.
"Ltamour pur, sincére, le premier amour enfin, joint 2
l'une de’ ces rages fantasques qui piquent ces pauvres

.
créatures; et aussi 1'admiration causée par la grande beaute

36
Ibid., p.722.

37Ibid., p.722.
38
Ibid., p.722.
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de I.uc:l.en,"39 gives Coralie the courage to approach him,
Curtius comments that physical beauty is very important in
Balzacian love, For Balzac, the sensual side of love was
inextricably intertwined with the emotional side. The
period in which he wrote saw a resurgence of a type of
paganism which was strongly amoralist and displayed an
overwhelming aestheticism. This combination of sensuality
and the pursuit of the sensuously beautiful results in
the type of love that Coralie feels for Lucien. "Dans cette
sphére, 1'emour est sanctionné par cette adoration de la
beauté... Coralie... grﬁce é'la beauté surhumaine! de
Lucien, se sent absoute et n'éprouve aucun remords a 1'aimer."l+o
Coralie takes Lucien home with her one night after a
party at Florine's, where he has had too much to drink.
She herself tends him, puts him to bed, and gives him tea
to drink. The next morning, Lucien awakes and sees her
watching him with loving eyes. "Luclen reconnut les
de’vouements, les délicatesses de 1'amour vrai qui voulait

41

sa récompense," and they become lovers. This love is "un
noble amour, qui réunissait les sens am coeur et le eoeur
au sens pour les exalter ensemble. Cette divinisation qui

permet d'Stre deux ici-bas pour sentir, un seul dans le

39

140,
E. R. Curtius, Balzac, trans. Henri Jourdan (Paris:
Edltions Bernard Grasset,1933),p.121.

Ibid., p.735.

41
Balzac, Illusions Perdues, Pléiade IV, p.742-743,
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ciel pour zimer, &tait son absolution.“h2 Balzac, says
Béguin, is evoking here one of his cherished ideas, that
of the angel created in heaven by the %wo souls whose
bodies are united on earth. "Quand une scene de ses romans
prend cet envol lyrique, on peut @tre certain qu'elle touche
3 une vérité qui n'est plus extérieure, objective, mais
lide & cette transmutation magique du terrestre qui est la
grande entreprise balzacienne. C'est dans un univers ginsi
métamorphosé que 11'infini de 1'amour' dont est capable une
Coralie'efface toutes les .’L‘autt-,‘s'.")'('3
Bérénice, Coralie's servant,tells Lucien that her
mistress is quite willing to send Camusot away, because she
doesn't want to share her love for Lucien with anyone.
Coralle has "romantice" ideas about love and is ready to
move into Lueien's garret and share his poverty with him.
But she doesn't fully appreciate what living with a very
destitute writer might mean. Bérenice begs Lucien not to
protest against the existence of Camusot in Coralie's life
because Camusot and his money are essential if Coralie is
to live decently. Besides, Camusot has only the shell of
the woman, while Lucien has the heart and the soul.
Lucien being Lucien, tacitly accepts the part that Camusot

has in his mistress' life and consequently in his own.

%21p1d., p.743.

)+3Bégu1n, Balzac Visionnaire, p.173.
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Coralle meanwhile uses the money that she is getting
from Camusot to make a dandy of Lucien. She buys him
shirts and gloves and dresses him in the height of fashion.
She wants only the best for him, and cznnot bear to see the
miserable room in which he has been living. "Elle voulait
Stre misérable comme son amant... Ce désespoir &tait si
vrai, si grand, il exprimait tant d'amour, que Lucien, 3 qui
1'on avait reproché d'avoir une actrice, vit dans Coralle
une sainte bien prés d'endosser le cilice de la misdre."

‘In effect, this is what she does, because she goes to Camusot
and tells him that she prefers to live in misery with
Lucien rather than in the greatest luxury with him. It is
not a matter of vrinciple that prompts her to tell her
protector that she is unfaithful to him. Rather it seems
the bravado of a very young lady whose inexperience in
financial matters would prove disastrous to her, as would
her utterly impractical attitude. "Je ferail des dettes,“l*s
she gaily cries when Bérénice demands to know who will

pay for all the luxuries that her mistress is used to.
Coralie is earning only five hundred francs a month at the

theatre, while Lucien's wages are even less. Her glib

"45a1zae, Illusions perdues, Pléiade ¥, p.754.

*5lpia. , D763
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assumption that they will live like Croesus on a thousand
& month is very uncharacteristic of the courtesan that
she has been. It is almost as though she has no interest
in money except insofar as it might be necessary to
Lucien's comfort.

A short time later, Camusot, unable to relinquish
Coralie so easily, offers her "une inscription de six mille
livres de rente sur le Grand-Livre,“h’6 if she would only
agree to continue as his mistress. He is even willing to
close his eyes to her love affair with Luclen. She refuses
categoriecelly and somewhat cruelly. '"Trahir un pareil
ange?" she asks. "... mals regarde-le donc, pauvre magot,
et regarde-toi!"l*'? Camusot is fat and probably ugly.
Coralie's love, all consuming as it 1s, is a love based
practically only on Lucien's physical beauty, and she pounds
this fact home to poor Camusot. Quite obviously, love
doesn't soften Coralie; in fact, it brings out the pitiless
streak in her. Vhen she dismisses Camusot, he is
thoroughly shaken but still loves her. "Je ne saurais me

148

faire i 1'idée de ma Coralie dans la misdre," " he says,
begging to be able to see her sometimes. "La douceur

,
de ce pauvre homme, dépossédé de tout son bonheur au moment

61014, , p.770.
471bid., p.771.

¥81pid., p.762.
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ou il se eroyait le plus heureux, toucha vivement Lucien,
mais non (:o:r-al:l.e.")+9 Merciless towards Camusot, she 1is
even more so towards herself when it is a question of
Lucien's success. "Bt quand il ne sera sépare’ de quelque
sceptre que par l'épaisseur d'un cadavre, il pourra se
faire un marchepied du corps de Coralie,“so she declares.
She 1s willing to give her whole being, to sacrifice her
whole existence, if 1t would do any good for her Lucien.
She now exists only for him. This complete dedication is
close to Bzlzac's heart. "Libérées des égofsmes de
1'honnéte femme, exemptes des prudences de qui se réserve
et calcule ses générosités, les filles sont seules capables
d'un don d'elles-mémes qui soit vraiment total; la
courtisane vit et meurt d'amour, elle donne 1l'exemple de
1'infini dans la pass:l.on.“s1 This amour-passion, which was
a feeling that Romanticism had brought back into style,
commands Balzac's greatest respect. Curtius gquotes a passage
in Ferragus where Balzac's feelings are evident: "Les ames
féminines assez puissantes pour mettre 1'infini dans
1tamour comstituent d'angéliques exceptions... Les grandes
vassions sont rares... Hors cet amour, il n'y a rien que

des arrangements, des. irritations passag}sres, méprisables

491p1d., p.762.
501p1d., p.787.
5lBiguin, Balzac Visionnaire, p. 152.
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comme tout ce qui est petit."52 Coralie is one of the few
who love to the whole extent that it is possible to love.
There seems to be a suspicion of disapproval, though,
in Balzac's attitude towards Coralie. He call her a
fanatigue, which implies that she is pursuing her love
of Lucien to lengths that are considered inordinate and
even irrational. She ruins herself in order to deck her
1dol out in the most elegant costumes. And she ruins him
by encouraging him in dissipations "avec 1l'aveuglement
partienlier aux sentiments entiers qui ne voient jamais
que le présent et qul sacrifient tout, méme 1l'avenir, 3 la

n53

jouissance du moment. (This ability and desire to

live only for the moment is a characteristic of la Marana
as well. These women are not caleulating, but have the
properties of a small child who naively thinks that the
way it 1s now is the way it will always be. Balzac says
that this child-like behavior is characteristic of the
state of true love:"...l'irréflexion, 1'imprudence, la
dissipation, le rire et les pleurs..."su It would seem
rather that these are the characteristics of an infatuation
rather than of a true and mature love, of the courtesan's

character rather than the serious woman's,)

2
5 Curtius, Balzac, p.123.
53

Balzac, Illusions Perdues, Pléiade Iv, p. 820.
M1vid., p.820.
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At first, 1t seems that Coralie is wholeheartedly in
favor of Lucien's dissipated gambling because she wishes
him to enjoy himself. But the truth is that she feels
safe from betrayal if he is participating in a game of
whist because she sees in that pastime "des gages pour la
durée de son attachement et des liens dans les nécessités
qu'elle cre’ait."ss A dedication to card-playing will preclude
any interest in other women. Coralie is not at all sure of
Lucien's affection.

But soon, larger and more threatening problems loom on
her horizon. Very little money is coming into the géxggg,
but the debts being incurred are rising with alarming rapidity.
Coralie takes her courage into her hands and starts gently
but firmly to push Lucien to do more work and to earn
more money. Lucien, unfortunately, finds it easier to
spend money than to make it. In his efforts to establish
lucrative society contacts, he succeeds only in creating
enemies.

Coralie's own affairs are going no better. As an
actress, she has to have the ability to take on the
feelings and the traits of the character she is playing. But,
since she is very young and still dominated by the
"maidenly modesty”of the very young actress, she finds it
very difficult to lose herself in her parts. "L'art de

55Ibid., p.822.
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rendre les sentiments, cette sublime I‘ausseté, n'avait pas
encore triomphe( chez elle de la nature."56 She is ashamed

to bare her heart to an audience, to make public sentiments
which should by right belong only to the one person that

she loves. This reluctance on Coralie's part to act a

part which would truthfully express not only the character's
state of heart but her own feelings as well, would be easy
to understand if Coralie were essentially a shy and
inexperienced girl. The author says that she is nintérieure-
ment nafve et timide,"57 but that is highly unlikely in view
of her past which was anything but quiet and sheltered.

Her mother beat her regularly and sold her into prostitution
to one of the most corrupt men in the whole Cgme’die Humaine.
Surely, she must have learned something about the world
from having spent some time in close proximity to a man

like Marsay. And she can't have been so naive and timid

if she managed to acquire another protector in such a short
time, Besides, an actress's life is not a hothouse
existence. In order to have even a modicum of success, she
must learn to deal with all sorts of unsavory characters.
And before she met Lucien, she was relatively well-accepted
by her audiences.

But it would seem that Balzac wished to insist upon

51pid., p.855.
571bid., .855.
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the fact that Coralie is really more a jeune fille than a
courtesan. .This delicacy of sentiment renders her unfit
to hold her own on the stage and off it. "Inhabile aux
faussetés de ltactrice, Coralie &tait incapable de se
défendre contre les rivalités et les manoeuvres des

"58

coulisses... She 1s too simple and generous to intrigue
against her rivals. She finds 1t impossible to go begging
to authors for parts in their plays; she is too proud.
And she i1s unwilling to submit to the dishonorable conditions
that the journalists set for her, if she wants to receive
favorable notices. It is as though she were two completely
different people- One, the courtesan who uses her body to
"earn" the luxuries she would otherwise not have, and two,
a shy, pure young girl who cannot accept any sort of
dubious dealing, anything which would besmirch her personal
integrity and mor ality. Perhaps it is possible to
compartmentalize one's principles, using one group in a
certain situation, the others elsewhere. But it does look
as though Coralie's callous behavior with Camusot somehow
proves that she is not as nalve or as tender as Balzac
seems to want her to appear.

Coralie fails in her first dramatic role at the Gymnase
and she is let goj; the role is completely contrary to her

talents. She becomes ill from grief, Camille Maupin

581bid. , D.856,
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offers her a part in a play that she has written, and she
enjoys great success in the rGle, but some secret sorrow
1s eating away at her, eventually rendering her to sick to
act. The author hints that she has made a deal with Camusot,
a deal which is very repugnant to her; the agreement is
probably a promise by Coralie to become his mistress again
if he would bail Luecien out of the financial muddle that
he is in, The creditors have been breaking down the doors
of the pairts miserable room. In addition, Lucien has
signed some forged letters of credit and were it not for
Camusot, he would be u;ceremoniously hauled off to prison.
A few weeks later, her health broken by the terrible
conditions under which she is living, by the lack of decent
food, and most of all by her secret sorrow, Coralie lies
dying. "Cette pauvre fille (est) au désespoir de mourir

w59

a4 cause de Lucien. She doesn‘t regret her own short,
wretched 1life. She is afraid that Lucien will not be able
to keep stride with the world when she is not there.
Before she dies, she asks Lucien to bring her a priest.
"Par un retour étrange... l'actrice voulut se réconcilier
avec 1'f2glise et mourir en paix."éo This final request of
hers is intended to put the seal of dignity on her life.

61
"Elle fit une fin chrétienne, son repentir fut sincére."

59Ibia., p.S7%4.
0rpiq., p.87M.

61
Ibid., p.874.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



220

Balzac doesn't stop his description at her death, but
goes on to relate the anguish that she left behind her.
Lucien, torn by grief, cannot pay for her coffin, and is
reduced to composing ribald drinking songs in order to
earn the necessary money. These pages, says Béguin, are
full of allusions to man®s great frailty and at the same
time, to "fles) wertus rédemptrices des terrestres amours."62
When Blanchon and d'Arthez, "ces deux représentants de

1ltintelligence de Balzac, u63

come in to see Lucien the
morning after Coralie's death, they are struck dumb by the
scene in front of their eyes. "Le spectacle de cette belle
morte souriant- & 1'éternité... ces quatre chandelles autour
de cette actrice dont la basquine et les bas rouges 3 coins
vert faisaient naguére palpiter toute une salle, puis sur
la porte le pr‘etre qui 1'avait reconciliée avec Dieu
retournant H 1'église pour y dire une messe en faveur de
celle qui avait tant aimé! ces grandeurs et ces infamies
..."6uchill the two visitors and they are unable to utter
a single word. Yet, they understand that Coralie has been
saved, that her face has taken on a smiling serenity
because with her last sigh, she has pronounced Lucien's

name together with the name of God.

2
Béguin, Balzac Visionnaire, p.171.

6
31bia., p.171.

[
Balzac, Illusions Perdues, Pléiade IV, p.877.
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Lucien 1s broken by Coralie's death, but he eventually
finds a replacement for her in Esther van Gobseck. Esther's
mother is Sarah van Gobseck, niece of the notorious money-
lender. The women of Gobseck's famlly never marry. They
seem similar to the Maranas, but on a lower level. Sarah,
known in the annals of prostitution as la belle Hollandaise,
has ruined many men. She is one of those women who never
bothers about where the money for her costly luxuries is
coming from; she would be quite content, says Balzac,to give
a party with the proceeds of a parricide. She, like most

of the courtesans in the Comédie Humaine, never thinks

about the past. For her, "l'avenir &tait son apr"es-diner."ef
Roguin, the notary, lets himself be drawn into an abyss by her
capricious spending. Eventually abandoned by Roguin,
hounded by creditors, Szrah flees to one of the houses of the
Palais-Royal, where she is murdered a short time later by
an army captain.

Esther, her daughter, starts her career in a manner
similar to her mother. She was the rat of des Loupeaulx.
A rat was a child, ten or twelve years old, who was being
trained for a career at the Opéra, and whom "les débauchés
formaient pour le vice et l'infamie. u66 Having begun her

life in that direction, she successively becomes the mistress

65Balzac, César Birotteau, Pléiade V, p.372.

66Balzac, Splendeurs et Miséres desCourtisanes, P1éiade

V, p.66k4,
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of d'Estourny, of Désiré Minoret-Levrault and of various
others. She has been nicknamed la Torpille because she is
so beautiful that she would numb the emperor Napoleon
himself. Balzac describes her as having all of "les

trente fameuses perfections déerites en vers persans
sculptés, dit-on, dans le sérail, et qui sont nécessaires

5 une femme pour étre entiérement belle.“67 These perfections
are found together only in the wemen who come from the
Mediterranean area around Greece and Asia-Minor. "Esther
venait de ce berceau du genre humain, la patrie de la

beauté: sa mere était Juive. Les Juifs, quoique si souvent
dégradés par leur contact avec les autres peuples, offrent
parmi leurs nombreuses tribus des filons ou s'est

conservé le type sublime des beautés asiatiques... L'origine
d'Esther se trahissait dans cette coupe orientale de ses
yeux...Il n'y a que les races venues des déserts qui
possédent dans 1l'oeil le pouvoir de la fasecination sur tous...
Leurs yeux retiennent sans doute quelque chose de 1l'infini
qu'ils ont contemplé."68 Even though Esther is separated

by many centuries from her desert-living ancestors, the
Orient blazes in her eyes and on her face. "Ce regard
n‘exergait point de fascination terrible, il jetait une douce

chaleur, il attendrissait sans étonner, et les plus dures

71b14., 0.687.
681hid., p.687-688.
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volontés se fondaient sous sa flamme... Tout, chez elle,
était en harmonie avec ces caractéres de la pe’ri des sables
ardents. 69

Balzac finds great physical charm in the Jewish woman.
This is perhaps because of the attraction of the Orient
and the exotic aura that he feels accompanies her. The
Romantic period was fascinated by the East and by anything
which contained the mystery of the unknown and the unusual.
Balzae, influenced by the currents around him, chose to
portray the three most tragic figures of the world of the

filles as Jewesses. Coralie 1s a descendant of the same

inspiration that created Esther. Coralie is not Jewish,
but "(elle) offrait le type sublime de la figure juive...
Sous des paupiéres brﬁle’es par une prunelle de jals...
en devinalit un regerd languissant ol scintillaient & Provos
les ardeurs du désert."’© "Ce qu'il y a de commun chez ses
Juives c'est... la noblesse et la pureté de cet amour et
de leur é}ne,"‘?l comments I. Jarblum. Balzac sets out to
show this nobility and purity of love in the person of
Coralie first and,later, in a more complete way, in Esther.
At the time that Esther meets Lucien de Rubempré, she
is living in a brothel, la maison de Madame Meynardie. She

691pid., .689.

70Balzac, Illusions Perdues, p.72l.

1 .
4 I. Jarblum, Balzac et la Femme Etran gre(Paris:
Anciennes Maisons Thorin et Fontemoing,l93o§,p.58
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has a day off, and she goes to la Porte-Saint=Martin

where she encounters him by accident. She falls.in love
with him, and this love has the same effect on her as a
bite from the apple had on Eve in the Garden of Eden. She
realizes the evil of her life up to now. "L'amour etait
entré dans mon coeur," she says, "et m'avait si bien changée
qu'en revenant du théétre, je ne me reconnailssais plus

. 2
moi-méme: je me faisais hozreur."7

Esther escapes from the
house of ill-repute and goes to live in a miserable room in
one of the poorer sections of the city. To earn her living,
she works day and night, sewing shirts at twenty-eight
sous a piece. For cne whole month, she has subsisted on
nothing but potatoes, "pour rester sage et digne de Lucien,
qul m'aime et me respecte comme la plus vertueuse des -«
vertueuses,"’,’she declares. She has even made a ceclaration
to the Police requesting them to remove her name from the
"registres d'infamie,"%. the list of known prostitutes, and
she spends much time praying to Heaven for moral strength
to protect her resolution.

(The theme of the repentasnt Mzgdalen was z common one
during the Romantic period and therefore not unique to

Balzac. Victor Hugo, for example, wrote the play Marion

72

p.676.
731pid., 0.677.
MIvid., 0.677.

Bzlzac, Splendeurs et Miséres des Courtisanes, PléiadsV,
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Delorme in which he intended to prove that "a courtesan
can be rehabilitated through pure 1ove."75 The idea of

the play, similar to the theme of Splendeurs et Miséres des

Courtisanes, is formulated by Marion who tells her lover:
"Bt toz‘1 amour m'a fait une virgin:lté."’e)

Héwever popular this theme may have been, it leaves
something to be desired from the point of view of likelihood;
the sudden and complete transformation of Esther is not
reailstic. After all, she has met Lucien only once; yet
on the strngth of this meeting, she is ready to change her
whole way of life and become a radlcally different person.
Just a year earlier, she had been described as " une
vetite fille de dix-sept ans, belle... rusée... Il n'y a
pas de femme qui puisse tenir contre ce petit ange sous
lequel se cache un démon: elle saura jouer tous les rdles,
empaumer ton oncle et le rendre fou d'amour... (Elle vient
de) lamper la fortune de deux Anglais, d'un Russe, et d'un
prince romain... S'il y avalt des fortunes en France, ce
serait la plus grande courtisane des temps modernes."']?
She has a vocation and a talent. A genius in the manipula-
tion of men, "elle tient comme une baguette magique avec

laquelle elle déchalne les appétits brutaux si violemment

75Braun, The 'Courtisane' in the French Theatre, p.2l.

6
7 Ibid., p.2l.
77

Balzac, La Rabouilleuse, Pléiade III, p.1093.
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comprimés chez les hoz:lrues..."?8

She would have been a second
Ninon de Lenclos, "magnifique d'impertinence , &erasante de
lu.xe,"79 had she fallen into the right hands, laments one

of the young men who has known her. Instead, she has become
Lucien de Rubempré's mistress, and all the talents that she
has, all the knowledge of men's hearts and minds that she has
culled in the widely divergent situations that she has been
in , all will come to nothing. Her destiny will be
unfulfilled. "Cette femme est le sel chanté par Rabelais

et qui, jeté sur la Matiére, ltanime et 1'éléve Jjusqu'aux
merveilleuses régions de l'art.“eo It is this girl, la
Torpille, well-known and admired as an accomplished courtesan,
who changes suddenly and irrevocably into a poor worker

who prays to God every morning and sew all day. The
abruptness of this rehabilitation is nothing short of
miraculous, though the narrator tries to make it more
understandable. Something has made Esther suddenly acquire a
loathing for her way of life. After her meeting with Lucien,
she sayss "Je ne me reconnaissesis plus moi-méme: je me

faisais horreur.“81 A sudden moment of illumination has

78Balzac, Splendeurs et Miseres de :Courtisanes, Pléiade
V, p.666,
79Ibid., p.666,

80Tpid., p.666.
81l1p1d., p.676.
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come to her. Her whole life, everything that she has done
up to this moment, has been ugly and reprehensible. wgr1étais
la dernilre des créatures et la plus :Lnfﬁme."82 F- aps

one glimpse of a different existence atiracts her s %eing
good because it is not the same as the one she has been
leading. Perhaps it is also the fact that at the moment of
her encounter with Lucilen, she is living ina house of
prostitution, where instead of being the mistress of one man,
she 1s constantly being handed from one man to another, in

a process that is degrading and humiliating.

Esther's metamorphosis from common prostitute to honest
working girl and her accompanying desire for purity is not
as drastic as 1t first may seem. For, Esther's basic values
have versisted; she has not withstood Lucien's entreaties~
"0n ne résiste pas & un Dieu,"83 she remarks- énd she has
become his mistress. She admits this to the false Spanish
priest Herrera, who has appointed himself Lucien's protector.
Herrera has just rescued her from death by suicide. Esther
has made the mistake of taking Lucien to a masked ball
the evening'before . Recognized by some of the young men
whom she has known, she is insulted by them. The veil of
innocence with which she has covered herself is torn, and

Lucien hears the knowing laughs of her former “friends."

821114, , p.676.

831pi4., p.678.
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She couldn't bear the idea of Lucien's contempt and she
tried to kill herself. Esther believes that Lucien regards
her as "la plus vertueuse des vertueuses,"subut the
irregular life that she has been leading up to then with

him is far from the conventional idea of yertueuse. Could

he really believe that she is such a mimosa-like creature,
if she was ready to become his mistress so very easily?
It is much more likely that Lucien hes some sort of idea
of her past; Esther is a well-known figure in his circle,
and he has probably even recognized her. She is virtuous
only as compared to her past life, but the established
standards of modesty and chastity are, at this moment,
beyond her comprehension.

Herrera offers Esther a way of staying alive and
gaining Lucien's respect. In order to prove that her love
for Lucien is true and free from any self-interest, and in
order to become worthy of him, she must enter a convent
school where she will change completely. "Je me charge,"
Herrera tells her, "de vous rendre méconnaissable, "85 In
this institution, she will be educated with the daughters
of the best Catholic families in Paris, and will become

"une jeune fille accomplie, chaste, pure, blen élevée.“sé

81+Ibid., p.677.
85

Ibid., p.68k4.
861bid. y p.68k,
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In her present state, degraded and dishonored, she could
never hope to become Luclen's wife. But, Herrera hints,
perhaps if she improves, who knows?

Esther agrees with Herrera. Illuminated by his revela-
tions, she sees the great task that she has to accomplish,
and her tears are tears of desperation at the monumentality
of the job that is to be done before she can see Lucien
again; "se perfectionner sans cesse pour se rendre digne
de ceiul qu'on aime, lui faire mille sacrifices secrets,
1'adorer de loin.n87

Esther's inner strength and resolution are direct results
of her pure and noble love for Lucien. Love of this sort
is very rarely found in the heart of a courtesan, says
Bzlzac. A woman who has seen and known so many men,
usually acquires a distaste for the whole sex. It is
unusual for a lasting passion to take root and to grow
in the calcified soil of her heart.

Love like Esther's for Lucien, is often accompanied
by great humility. Esther admits that she considers herself
entirely worthless, with no redeeming features. Herrera
is perfeetly justified in demanding that she consign
la Torpille to oblivion and that she take on a new
personality and character. "Ah!," she cries, "s'il était

vossible de verser tout mon sang et d'en prendre un

871bid., 0.679.
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nouve.am."88 At the end of their interview, she takes
Herrera's hand and kisses it, with the same humility that
one would have, it seems, kissing the Pope's ring. "Ce
n'était plus une courtisane, mais un ange qui se relevait

dtune chute. u89

The Romantic era's writers, says Dr, S.Braun,
were very partial to the theme of a chute to explain and to
excuse the behavior of a courtisane. Most women, once
fallen, never managed to rise agsin, and spent their
remalning years involved in sordid affairs. In Esther's
case however, there is a reversal of fortune, and she is
lucky enough to heave herself up and out of the muck in
which she has been living.

The author, to explain how she can cheat her fate,
underlines Esther's innate goodness and inner purity. She
is an angel who has plunged from the heights which she
should have been occupying and which she would occupy again
by virtue of long, arduous labors.

It is not clear however, if Esther is repentant
because she feels that what she has been doing is meorally
wrong, whether she instinctively feels that what she is
doing is ugl;; ‘or:what is rather more likely, she
regrets her former 1life because she thinks that it would

repel Lucien and erect an unbreachable barrier between them

88 pia. , D.68k4.

9
Ibid., p.687.
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if he knew about it. It seems that her motive is less
angelic than very practical. She wants Lucien and is
prepared to do what is necessary to keep him.

Esther knows that most of the sentiment and most of
the sacrifice in the affair with Lucien has come from her
side. She has been doing the loving while he has been
letting himself be loved. "Je ne pouvais trouver grgbe 5
ses yeux que par la force de mon amour,"90 she tells
Herrera. Luclen is practically doing her a favor by
accepting her single-minded devotion. She has also
confused in her mind, currents of religious feeling and
of love. "On ne résiste pas & un dieu,"gl she says,
perfectly serious and convinced that Lucien is a god. Now
she uses the word gzﬁgg, which carries a trace of religious
connotation. She is taking her very secular and earthly
feeling for Lucien and dressing it in the trappings of
religion. There is in fact, a great relation between
Esther's moral reform through love and her "conversion" to
the Catholic religion. They are accomplished almost
simultaneously. The day after she meets Lucien, she buys a
small statue of the Virgin and she prays for the first
time. The death of Esther's alter-ego, la Torpille,

happens at the same time as the birth of her interest in

0
9 Ibid., p.686.
9]'Ibid., p.678.
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Catholicism, a fate which faintly parallels the story of
Coralie, who, before she dies, is gathered back intc the
Church.

In her convent school, Esther comes into her own
element. She has rediscovered 'sa nature premiére."92 The
veneer of the well-bred girl which she acquires, covers a
nature which is just as admirable. The nuns who teach her
say that in all their experience, they have never found
"naturel plus aimable, douceur plus chrétienne, modestie
plus vraie, ni si grand aésir d'apprendre."93 In short,
she is a paragon of all virtues. The author seems compelled
to add an explanation of this analysis of Esther's
difficultly explicable charazcter. It is understandable,
he maintains, in view of the great sufferings she has under-
gone until now and which have purified her, and of the
enormous reward that Herrera promises her for her good
behavior: the opportunity to see Lucien again and to hold
his respect.

There is however one persisting cheracteristic- of the
old la Torpille in the new Esther and it is a characteristic
which she cannot rid herself of, no matter how hard she tries.
Her pure and regular life in the convent and the fervor
of her great resolution aren't enough to repress the

memories of Lucien's love. "Elle ne pouvait vaincre les

921pid., p.690.

93Ibid., p.690.
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instinets développés par la débauche."g)+ No amount of
praylng can countereffect the insistent demands of her
body's desires. "Sa patrie infernale exergait encore son

w95

empire. Her very marrow has been penetrated by the vice
in which she has lived until now and no amount of holy
water ean wash such vice away. In addition, Lucien is
always in her mind's eye because he is the reason that she
is making such a great effort to be good.

Esther's desires sicken her and she is slowly wasting
away, dying. Herrera is shocked by her appearance. Esther
is important to him because she is a key to the control of
Lucien., He wants to keep Luclen satisfied and doeile enough
to be obedient to him. He also wants to make Lucien
grateful to him for reforming ZIsther and bringing her to him.
In addition, he foresees that she may be useful to further
Lucien's ambitions in the future. So he promises her that
she shall see Lucien just as soon as she is baptised. And
she, who has given herself over to the pursult of the
virtue which is killing her, revives as if by magic.

After the baptismal ceremony, where she declares that
she feels the glory of having had all her sins washed away
and of really being reborn pure and innocent, Esther is

taken to a prepared apartment, where she receives her orders

MIbid., p.691.

95Tbid., p.692.
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from Herrera. She will live as the mistress of Lucien

but in the deepest secrecy. éhe will not leave her
luxurious home, except in the darkness of the night. She
will have no companions or friends, and will speak to

no one except the two horrible servants-cum-watchdogs who
are to share her quarters with her. At first, Esther accepts
Herrera's dictates with a heavy heart. She is surprised
that Lucien doesn't protest against her virtual imprison-
ment. "Est-ce ta volonté que je reste sous la puissance
de cet homme gui me fait garder var ces deux hyénes?"% she
demands incredulously, and she is disapoointed when he

nods his answer. Lucien doesn't love her in the way that
she loves him: he desires her but his soul is not one with
hers. A weak man, he is under the power of Herrera and
will do anything that he suggests. It is Esther's tragedy
that her lover is not an independent person. Her fate
might have been less terrible.

If Esther's transformation is difficult to believe, it
is even more incredible that she lives in the unnatural way
that Herrera has decreed, for five years; but she seems to
revel in it. "L'idéal de la courtisane amoureuse,"97 her
every moment is occupied with pleasing Lucien and nothing

outside of the isolated cocoon of their lives seems to

961pid., p.710.
G
“Tvid., 0.973.
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interest her at all. BEven Herrera, who is the author of her
regeneration, who has acquired her pardon from the Police,
who has had her educated , and has engineered her life with
Lucien, hardly receives a thought in passing. Esther too,
has the common flaw of the courtesan: She never thinks of
the future. Herrera's motives in concerning himself with
her so much, never really worry her. Perfectly satisfied
with enjoying the moment, never looking ahead, she doesn't
see, nor wantsto see, that eventually, she will have to
make payment for all that she has had, and the vayment is
apt to be more painful than the pleasures were sweet.

Herrera's ambitions for Lucien are big. He wants him
to have wealth and position, which can only be achieved
through a good marriage. The chosen bride is the daughter
of the duc de Grandlieu. She is amenable to the idea, but
her father demands that Lucien prove himself worthy of her
by purchasing a certain plot of land for a million francs.
0f course, Lucien is almost penniless. The money is to be
extorted from the baron de Nucingen who has conceived a
great passion for Esther. by Herrera's accomplices, the
servants who watch over Esther, and mostly by Esther herself,
who is to become again, for that purpose, la Torpille. It
is here that Herrera's investment in Esther is to bring
its rewards.

Since she loves Lucien so completely, Esther accepts

the notion of his marriage to Clothilde de Grandlieu. Honest
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enough to recognize that "le mariage est un élément
nécessaire de ta destinée," as she tells him, she has resolved
to exercise close control over her emotions: "Dieu me

garde d'arréter les développements de ta i‘ortune."g8

But though she knows that this marriage or another is
imperative for Luclen, her heart is heavy, and reason cannot
convince her emotions to accept her loss and live on. If
and when Luclen marries, she has decided to go somewhere

out of the way and kill herself quickly and gquletly, so

as not to cause him any pain gr discomfort; for her lifeless
body would, she thinks, accuse him wordlessly of her death
and burden his conscience with guilt feelings. She is
assuming more feelings in Inclen than he actually has for
her. Her devotion to his well-being is sublime; she will
die, whilehe will be married, rich and happy, and yet,

she worries about causing him even a suspicion of unpleasant-
ness. Satisfled with what happiness she already has had,
she sees no incongruity in the fact that her 1life will be
ended because she cannot live without Lucien, while his

life 1s only beginning and he will manage perfectly well
without her. Her humility is taken to the extreme; she sees
herself only as a tool to be used for his happiness and then
discarded withont protest.

Esther finds death easier to embrace than dishonor.

981p1d., p.739.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



237

Ever since the day that she meant %o kill herself rather
than face Lucien's disdain, she has always had the idea

of death lurking in the back of her mind. What she cannot
accept is the role she must play in bringing about Lucien's
marriage, because it involves becoming again the prostitute
that she had consigned to oblivion when she fell in love with
him.

Herrera doesn't understand Esther's scruples. To him,
she has always remained the girl from the gutters whose
principles are no better that one might expect. He thinks
that she should be supremely happy having a lover like
Nuclingen, who is rich enough to give her anything she may
desire. Any one of her former associates would be delighted
with a sitwation in which she finds only misery and despair.

The difficulty lies in the fact that Esther has
become used to a virtuous way of life. She has been
neloftrée dans sa passion. "‘"The author uses the word

clottrée to suggest the purity of the cloisters with

reference to her five years with Lucien. She has been as
faithful to him as 1s any moral bourgeois housewlfe to her
husband. Her morality, though condemned by the social
world- She is living with a man who is not, and will never
be, her husband- is, if looked at in the absolute sense,

in a vacuum, pure and honmest. Never unfaithful to him,

91vid., p.817.
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even in thought, "elle siétait vue, pendant cinq ans,
blanche comme un ange."loo Now she is being forced, by

the moral terror exerted on her by Herrera, to sully herself
by becoming Nucingen's mistress. "Ce bel amour pur allait
Stre sali...Hermine par sa propre volonté, la souillure
morale ne lui semblait pas support‘.::lble.“101 It is not clear
whether her anguish 1s caused by her betrayal of Lucien, or
whether she is repelled by the thought of falling back into

the patrie infernale which she has worked so hard to forget.

It is probably, at this stage of her existence, her disgust
with an irregular life which is uppermost in her thoughts,
because the physiczl betrayal of Lucien is for his own
good. Besldes, she will never see Lucien as a lover again,
since he is getting married, and Herrera has forbidden':fgny
intimate relationship with him. ZIuclen himself gives
approval to the plan for Esther to fleece Nucingen. And
Esther can see, with not much effort, that Lucilen's love
for her does not deserve such undivided dedication as she
has shown for him. Hls acceptance of all of Herrera's
suggestions with regard to her showsnot only his weakness
of character, but also a disinterest in her ultimate fate.
He 1s forever concerned with his marriage plans and doesn't
even protest when Esther announces that she cannot live

without him and will poison herself immediately after his

1001y44., p.818.
101
Ibid., p.818.
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wedding. It is almost as though he would be glad to be
rid of such an embarrassment. He feels only lust for her,
while her love for him is the noblest., "(Elle aime) zomme
aiment les actrices et les courtisanes qui roulent dans
les Tanges et les impuretés, ont soif des noblesses des
dévouements du véritable amour et qui en pratiquent alors
1'exclusivité. 102

Despite the violent protests of her inner being, she
agrees to go along with the plan to become Nucingen's
mistress, because she knows that without the money that she
will squeeze out of the baron, Lucien has no future. She
makes herself amenable to Nucingen, but cannot force herself

to become more than his maltresse en titre. All the while,

she is extorting large sums from Nucingen, promising him

what she secretly never intends to fulfill. She feels

no qualms about what she is doing, just as Coralie feels

no guilt at taking Camusot's franes to dress Lucien. Herrera)
though, presses Esther to take the final step. He is

afrald that Nucingen will get tired waiting and will leave
her before he has suppvlied the necessary money. "Vous

%tes une miserable femelle, vous aimez en femelle!,"'?e cries.
I myself would be happy even if I spent the rest of my

life in the galleys, he tells her, if only I knew that

Lucien is prospering. "L'amour chez une courtisane, devrait

1021bid. | P 218

1%31pi4., p,833.
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A ’ ’ ’

etre, comme chez toutes les creatures degradees, un moyen
~ 7

de devenir mere, en depit de la nature qui vous frappe

d'infdcondite, v1O¥

Estf:?x?ﬁshol'ﬁ)d love Lucien as a mother
loves her child. Just as a mother 1s ready to sacrifice
herself for the welfare of her child, so Esther should be
ready to prostitute her body and soul to insure Lucien's
future. At the same time, it appears that Herrera is
trying to Hint to Esther that she is a second rate being)
because she has not given Lucien any children. He must
have children, Herrera implies. He suggests how marvelous
it will be to see his children; to run her hands over their
heads and derive much satisfaction from the fact that

they are his. Herrera is brutal in his methods of dealing
with Esther and what he says is calculated to hurt as well
as to hearten her in her efforts on Lucien's behalf. If she
couldn't present him with what he needs, let her at least
be the means which make it possible for someone else to
give it to him.

Her resolution strengthened by Hervera's words, Esther
decides finally to take her place in the world of the Tulias
and the Florines. She says her last prayer in which she
renounces her "belle vie... l'honneur qu'elle s'était fait...
sa gloire... ses vertus... son amour...Les yeux retenaient

S
encore un peu de 1'4me qui s'envolait au ciel...Les levres

10%14., p.833.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



gardaient comme une expression des derniéres invocations
aux anges, a qui sans doute elle avait emprunté' la palme
du martyre en leur confiant sa vie sans souillure,nt05 She
has decided to sacrifice what is very dear to her, her pure
life, to further Iucien's czuse. She is a martyr to his
ambition, though in her heart she knows that he is unworthy
of her sacrifice. Herrera offers her consolation for her
suffering. A man, he says, never forgets the person (l'é‘tre
and not la femme) who has made it possible for him to wake
up every day in the greatest luxury. She has lost her
identity and has become a mere tool for Lucien and Herrera
Her identity is submerged in the word étﬁ.

Having resolved to become again 'une infime et immonde

1106 che does her self-

creature, 'une voleuse,' une fille,*"
assigned task so well that she becomes "la femme la plus
belle, la plus spirituelle, la plus amusante et la plus
élégante des Parliahs femelles qui composent la classe

des femmes entretenues."lo7 But while she is outwardly
savoring the resumption of the life she had once before known,
in her mind's eye she alway has a picture of herself as

she was in those five years with Luclen, and she despises

1051414, , p.83k.
106Ibid., .83k,
1071pid., p.863.
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herself for the rdle thet she is playing with her body.
“Elle rdalisait 1l'admirable fiction des Contes Arabes, ou
se trouve presque toujours un &tre sublime caché sous une
enveloppe de’grade’e."lo8 She is now differ-ent from the time
that she was originally la Torpille. Then she knew nothing
better; now her every act is painful because she is
conscious of how low she has sunk.

Nucingen gives a lavish party for Esther to celebrate

the housewarming of their petit palals. Esther's gown is

une toilette de mariée. She has finally decided to capitulate

to the baron's entreaties that evening, because she feels

she owes him a debt of honor which she must pay before her
suicide. She cannot live any more because she feels that
"une honnéte femme a des chances de se relever d'une chute;
mais, nous autres, nous tombons trop bas.“loc’l Besides, after
she has done what she can for Lucien, life has no more
meaning for her. At the party, Esther asks Lucien's blessing
and she tells him that this is her last day as "une femme

110 That woman will die that evening in

chaste, aimante."
Nucingen's bed. But Luclen doesn't seem to be inordinately
interested in what she is saying. He can only talk of

Clothilde de Grandlieu, his intended bride. Esther is

108
109
11

Ibid., p.863.
Tbid., p.82k.
Orpid., p.0s.
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Justifiably enraged and lashes out at him, saying thet she
is sure that he would marry her if she had seven or eight
million francs. She has no illusions about his character.
The irony of this observation by Esther is apparent

the morning after her death when the news comes that Gobseck,
the usurer, has died and has left her, his only relation, his
entire fortune, which amounts to exactly seven million
francs. Esther has really died in vain. Had she wailted

one more day, all the world's happiness would have been
hers. Her death is meaningless) because by it she has helped
no one. Even her precious Lucien ultimately dies beca}xse

of the events which transpire from her tragic end:‘::zo'iher
irony. She has been the unwitting "murderer" of Lucilen.

"La courtisane est un &tre qui accepte en se laissant
devorer par la vie, de livrer ses énergies vitales a une
combustion precipite’e." Her life, continues Be,guin, is
"une marche conscilente vers la nwr‘t:."ll:L In Esther, Balzac
has created the archetype of this courtesan in whose thoughts
and actions there is always a hint of her impending death.
She is aware fully of the doom that hangs over her, and the
inexorable events that suck her down into the i{lferno; this
awareness, says Béguin, 1s what gives her her pathetic

appearance "et ce qui vaut la compassion de Ealzac."112

111

12514, , p.156.

Béguin, Balzac Visionnaire, p.155-156.
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Balzac's courtesans all share certain characteristies.
They are, for the most part, warm creatures who are capable
of feeling tender emotions. Some are primarily mothers
like la Marana, who does all that she can to give her
daughter the chances for a normal 1life that she herself
never had. Others are essentially women who devote their
entire lives to the welfare of the man they love. Coralie,
and, after.her, Esther, show a devotion to Lucien that cannot

‘be faulted., Their dedication is not lessened even by the
caddish and irresponsible behavior of Ilucien; he merely
allows himself to be swent along on the tide of their
passionate love, but he himself could never imagine
returning it in equal measure.

It is interestine to note that the most important
characterisities, the ones that Balzac emphasizes in his
couri;esans, are the features of the honest wife and mother:
devotion, .loyalty to the lover, overwhelming’self-sacrifice
for the child. They are models of chastity in their own
way, hardly ever displaying any of the seductive talents
which have marked them apart from other women., One
never actually sees Esther meeting Lucien and charming him,
nor is la Marana portrayed using her wiles to entrap any
of those geigneurs. These things are just suggested, but
never described.

Neither does money count all that much with these

courtesans. Those grisettes and lorettes who have. "liinstinet
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de la misérevl13 certainly have a right to better their
situation. No one, Balzac implies, can blame a Caroline

Crochard for becoming une femme entretenue if it means an

end to the backbreaking work and unrelenting misery which
would otherwise be her lot. But he 1s quick to underline
the fact that once she has been comfortably established,
she is quite satisfied. Great luxuries do not attract her,
and she has never demanded diamonds or carriages from her
Roger. This same disinterest in money for money's sake,
in great luxuries, 1s evident in most of the other
courtesans as well. Esther, for example, is ready to live
in a writer!s dingy garret, if the writer is her Lucien.

In splte of her generally good nature, the courtesan
often does not enjoy much happiness. Some achieve lifelong
ambitions to marry respectably} but others, particularly the

great courtisanes like Coralie and Esther, die in penury,

surely not an end they deserve.

113Balzac, La Vieille Fille, IV, p.240.
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Chapter Six
01lé maids
La citta dolente des
vieilles filles...
(Le Curé de Tours)
Of the many types of feminine characters that Balzac
treats, la vieille fille is the most pathetic and her life
the most futile. l'hough she may act in the capacity of
housekeeper to other members of her family, keep them fed
and clothed and shod properly, as does for example mademoiselle
Zéphirine du Guénic(Béatrix), or become a substitute mother
to her orphaned nieces and nephews as does Armande d'Esgrignon.
in Le Cabinet des Antiques, yet she is always something
like a fifth wheel, never really belonging, never really
necessary, sometimes even resented, and much of the time
looked down upon. Doomed to live life vicariously, never
experiencing the love that a woman should have, rocking
only other women's children and never her own, the tragedy
of her life often sours her, and sometimes even turns her
into a fearful anomaly, malicious and cruel to her fellow
creatures, like Soohie Gamard.
As the years go by, the o0ld maid ages, but not gracefully;
rather than blooming and fading, she is like the flower bud
that, pinched by the cold, never opens, but withers away

unfulfilled on the stalk. Not deluding herself about the
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sadness of her fate, she becomes embittered and hardened.

There are, according to Marceau, two groupings of old
maids in the Comédie Humaine: the daughters of the aristocracy
like Zéphirine du Guénic and Armande d'Esgrignon who are
intelligent good-natured women, and the bourgeoises who
embody all the repelling characteristics that are associated
with the word "spinster": spitefulness, envy and narrow-
mindedness.

Victurnien d'Esgrignon's aunt in twenty-seven years
old at the time of his birth. She is still unmarried
because the times have been most unpropitious; the upheavals
of the Revolution and of the "Terror" have made it impossible
to arrange a fitting match for her. The new baby,Victurnien,is given
into her care because its mother has died in childbirth.
Armande dedicates herself to the infant and becomes for all
practical purvoses its mother. When a respectable offer of
marriage comes from the scion of one of the noblest families
in the area, she refuses it categorically, saying: "...je
suis mére.n!

All her adult life, "chacune de ses actions fut marquée
au coin du dévouement le vlus pur."2 She exists only for
her brother's and her nephew's good. It's almost as though

she feels unworthy to live a 1life of her own. The narrator

1Balzac, Le Cabinet des Antigques, Pléiade v, p.339
2
Ibld, p.340
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suggests that this extreme devotion is the result of a
subtle versecution that Armande experiences and the ensuing
inferiority complex. For her father made a rather stunning
mésalliance when he married his second wife, her mother,
who was the daughter of a man whose patent of nobility
dated only from the reigh of Louis XIV, a shocking thing
for a d'Esgrignon. Armande's brother has always considered
her, his ha2lf sister, as a stranger in the family and she
is fully aware of his attitude. This is in spite of the
fact that it is Armande whose efforts during the Revolution
saved a large chunk of the d'Esgrignon estate from being
lost from the family forever. It is only when Armande, who

has "ume sorte de culte pour son i‘rére,"3

declines a proposal
which 1s aot to be her last since she is thirty-two years
old,saying that her responsibilities to“her”child don't
permit her marriage, it is only then that her brother tells
her: *Vous &tes une d'Esgrignon.“L+ Touched to the point of
tears, she declares,"Je mourrai maderoiselle d'Esgrignon."s
The approval and acceptance of her brother mean more to her
than having a family of her own.

Unfortunately, Armande doesn't know the eternal and

ub

immutable truth: "Une mére ne se remplace pas. No matter

3Ibid., p.340.
n

Ibid., p.340 .
SIbid., p.3%0,

6
Ibid., p.35%.
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how tender and how truly loving a single woman may be, she
will always lack "le je ne sais quoi de la ma’cernite'."7

"Une tante....peut aimer (Victurnien) autant que 1'aimerait
la m\ere, etre aussi attentive, aussi bonne... aussi indulgente
qu'une mére; mais elle ne sera pas sévere avec les ménage-~
ments et les é-propos de la m‘ere;mais son coeur n'‘aura pas
... ces hallucinations inqui‘etes des m‘eres, chez qui, quoique
rompues, les attaches nerveuses ou morales par lesquelles
l'enfant tient 2 elles, vibrent encore..."8 A mother foresees
what is going to havnpen to her child long before another
woman even admits there is something wrong, even when she is
confronted with the facts. Victurnien goes blithely along
his way to ruin and no one in his famlly knows, or czn even
conceive the difficulties he is in. The narrator hints

that Armande compounds her inefficiency as a parent with her
involuntary and unmotherlike feelings for Victurnien, which
are:the result, of course, of her unmarried and unfulfilled
state. "La maternité factice d'une fille comporte d'ailleurs
des adorations trop aveugles pour qu'elle puisse réprimander
un beau gargon. n? Her emotional development has been
arrested at a stage where she still feels romantic warmth
for a handsome young boy, even if he is the nephew whom she

is raising.

7 Ibid., p.353.

8
Ibid., p.353.
1bid., p.3gh.
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This lack of the requisite amount of steeliness in
Armande's treatment of Victurnien and her indulgent adoration
has its unfortunate results in the development of his character.
In Paris, he dishonors himself and he disgraces his family
by running up horrendous debts , forging signatures to letters
of eredit and finally beilng arrested. Though his aunt
does her best to extricate him from the humiliating circum-
stances that he is in, and though she manages to prevent her
brother from finding out about his heir's doings, she herself
is devoured by chagrin. fmile Blondet, who is the narrator of
Le Cabinet des Antigues, underscores the tragedy of her life
by contrasting her appearance at the age of thirty with the
way she looks some years later. When she is young, she is like
a feudal beauty, all majesty and pride. Her tawny blond hair,
emerald green eyes, and pure features are enhanced by "l'ad-
mirable calme de cette téte intérieurement ardente, la
dignité des mouvements, (et) la saintete des devoirs accomplis
..."10 But the emotional hardships that she suffers because
of Victurnien's behavior and the final blow of his marriage to
the daughter of an iron-master, have all ravaged her. "Habitu-
ellement triste," she who was always in smiling goodé humor,

"muette," she whose salon was the most aristocratic one in

Orpia., p.342.
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Alengon, “elle ne conserve de son ancienne beauté, que des
yeux d'un éclat surnaturel."ll Her eyes seem to be focused
on eternity. "... Je n'ai pu m'empécher," remarks Blondet,
"de penser qu'elle demande 3 Dieu de la retirer de ce
rnoude.“12 She has failed in her one appointed task, to
raise Vieturnien to honest manhood. "Une femme ne sait
Jjamais," someone says of her, "g quol elle s'engage en
faisant des sacrifices qu'elle a faits & sa maison."l3 Her
sacrifice was excessive; she never married , never lived
the life of a normal woman, never' experienced the Jjoys that
should have been her lot. Some people believe "qu'elle a
voulu rester fille pour laisser toute sa fortune a son freére
et 3 son neveu.“l But her real reasons are more complicated;
she searches all her 1life for the approval of her half-
brother whose birth is more noble than hers and perhaps never
finds out that it is not worth very much to her ultimately,
that she has been working all the time for a hollow fiection
which does not bring her much happiness.

Armande d'Esgrignon turns her unhappiness inward and
lets it gnaw away at her, but a woman like Sophie Gamard,

typical old maid of Tours, releases her lethal bitterness

Llrpia., p.u63
2

Ibid., p.463
13
Ibid., p.400.
Balzae, La Vieille Fille, Pléiade IV, p.298
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where possible, in thls case, on the hapless curé Birotteau
who happens to be one of her lodgers.

The abbé Birotteau thinks that he has found a paradise
when he moves into mademoiselle Gamard's house. <The
furniture is well polished, the chairs well upholstered,
and the library well-stocked. But only eighteen months later,
he finds himself the object of an underhanded persecution
by the mistress of the house. He simply does not know the
first thing about how to deal with a provineial old maid.
His predecessor in the apsrtment ixe now occupies was an
expert judge of people; he always treated mademoiselle
Gamard with a deference that flattered her, never deviating
from the most formal relationship. He flattered her p'éte's
and her cornichons and pronounced her coffee the best in
Tours, and thereby earned her eternal gratitude. He knew
"(comment) le malheur de se trouver en dehors de la société
met d'amertume au coeur d'une viellle fille,"H and he
tried to make her feel 1like a valued and important woman
who had accomplished unmarried, the same miracles of
cuisine that others had managed to do only when wed.

The abbé Birotteau lacks the subtlety of his friend.
"Aussi avec enthousiasme... avec la candeur d'un enfant et

la niaise étourderie d'un vieillard sans expérience mondaine,

15Balzac, Le Curd de Tours, Pléiade IIT, p.79%.
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entra-t-il dans la vie de mademoiselle Gamard, comme une
mouche se prend dans la toile d'une araignée."l6 He thinks
that she is a perfect creature, "charitable, la femme de

l'fé‘frangile, la vierge sage, décorée de ces vertus humbles

et modestes qui répandent sur la vie un celeste parfum.“17
He'is to find out his mistake in judgment before much time
passes. Sophie Gamard is self-centered and despotic. She
never forgives Birotteau his desertion of her salon which
eventually leads to its disbanding. He doesn't know how

great is the sin he has committed and is astonished at her

18 She eventually hounds

vengeance #froidement calculée,
him out of his dearly loved apartment; he never comes to
understand what is happening to him and why.

To explain mademoiselle Gamard's overwhelming hatred
of Birotteau, Balzac attempts to depict the soul of an old
maid. The society of the nineteenth century had very
little room for the unmarried woman. It was a soclety
based on marriage, where a woman was often judged by the
type of husband that she had. "I.é malheur de se trouver

en dehors de la société,"l9 £ills the old maid's heart with

161114, , p.797.

Ibid., 5.797.
Ibid., p.801.

1
9Ibid., p.79%.
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with a great bitterness. She is labeled useless by the
bulk of her aecquaintances because she has never taken care
of a husband or borne children. Her days comprise an
existence "dont le but et 1'utilité sont imaxplica'l':les."20
Both morally and practically, a being who consumes but
doesn't produce, who accomplishes nothing, neither good nor
evil, has no rightful place in human society. Sophie Gamard

knows that she is in the class of "étres impreductifs,“21 al

n
acknowledgement which makes it difficult for her to bear
life and to live with herseif. She feels the same contempt
for herself that others feel for her. "Cette dure répro-
bation sociale est une des czuses qui, 3 1'insu des vieilles
filles, contribuent 3 mettre dans leur &mes le chagrin
qu'expriment leurs t’igures."22

She 1s in addition the vietim of a prejudice; a woman
with whom no one wanted to share his life is considered,
with some probable truth, the author adds, to be defective.
For it 1s inconceivable that a normal woman should not want
to get married. Those women whv are opposed to marriage
because they wish to remain independent and not to join
the ranks of the downtrodden wives are thought of as un-
womznlike creatures. "... ni les hommes ni les méres ne leur

pardonnent d'avoir menti au dévouement de la femme, en

201p14d., p.808.
21
Ibid., p.808

2
2Ib1d. , p.808.

)
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s'étant refusées aux passions qul rendent leur sexe si
touchant: renoncer & ses douleurs, c'est en abdiquer la
poésie, et ne plus mériter les douces consolations aux-
quelles une mére a toujours d'incontestables droits."23

They are non-participants in the pageantry and in the
battles of life. Always watching from the sidelines, never
entering the fray, they miss not only the battles and the
troubles, but the marvelous moments of woman's life as well.

Never having had the opvortunity to develop her poten-
tial for womanliness, which atrophies from lack of use,

withers her heart and her tenderer emotions, the yieille

fille grows rigid and brittle, instead of becoming the
picture of soft womanhood. She suffers because of her
rejection by society as well as and because of her inner
disquiet, and she grows cruel. "... la souffrance engendre
la méchanceté."zl+ Though she evntually realizes that much
of the fault for her situation lies in her own personality,
yet she searches to satisfy her grievances against her fate
by taking her revenge on anyone in her way. "Jalouse a
vide" because she is different from others, perpetually
%gn guerre avec (soi-méme)... ou en contradiction avec la

vie... 11 est impossible de laisser les autres en paix, et

23Ib1d., p.808,

24
Ibid., p.809.

251bid., p.809.
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de ne pas envier leur bonheur."26 Sophie Gamard, who as no
other creature is able "(de) formuler la nature élégiaque
de la vieille fille,"27 experiences a great and perverse
pleasure in taking her revenge on the human race by practically
destroying the abbé Birotteau. Since her natural energy
seeks an outlet, she uses it, not as nature intended, in
the age-old duties of the wife and mother, but "dans les
intrigues mesquines, les caquetages de province et les
combinaisons égoistes dont finissent par s'occuper exclusive-
ment toutes les vieilles filles." The hate that has been
lying dormant in Sophie Gamard, that has been waiting for
an object, has become more ané more intense until it bursts
over Birotteau's head.

Balzac compares Sophie to various animals. She scratches
and claws like a cat, finding pleasure in wounding. The
image of the spitting cat whosefast flashes of paw leave
bleeding, throbbing tears in the flesh of its victim, is
superimposed on the vieille fille whose nasty remarks and
sharp vituperative attacks on the poor, blundering good-
naturea abbé Birotteau leave no less painful marks on his

soul. The abbé Birotteau is compared to a fly who is

261114, , .809-

271p14., v.807.

281b1d., p.811.
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unwittingly trapped in the web of the spider who is
mademoiselle Gamard. There is hardly an animal image which
conveys more horror and more calculated cruelty than that
of the spider waiting patiently in the center of its web
for its next victim. Merciless in its choice of prey, it
annihilates it quickly and completely. Finally, the author
compares Sophie Gamardfs eyes to the eyes of a tiger,
flaming with an extraordinary fire at the moment of the
kill, in this case, the moment when the full extent of her
vengeance on Birotteau becomes clear to him. She gives a
little frisson of pleasure when he sees that she has trapped
him, reinforcing the image of cruelty that her glittering
tiger's eyes convey.

Mademoiselle Gamard has only a short while to enjoy
her triumph over Birotteau; she catches cold one day on
her way home from church, and dies soon afterwards. L'abbé
Troubert delivers the eulogy at her funeral, calling her a
"sainte f:l.lle"29 whose days were dedicated to God and to
good deeds. He praises "la noblesse et la candeur de son
Q.me"3o and, in short, makes her seem like the personifica-
tion of an angel, descended mistakenly to earth, but too
fine to be able to exist amongst the wicked of this world.

No one who knew Sophie Gamard can reconcile the picture

29 Tbid., p.843.
30 Tbia., p.ou3.
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that Troubert paints of her with the real woman. His
overblown phrases of fulsome praise contrast comically with the
grim reality of her personality.

There is not much to say to excuse Sophie Gamard's
character. The author comments that the misfortune which
corrupts her soul is caused perhaps by the fact that it is
necessary "5 1'homme d'éprouver certaines passions pour
développer en lui des qualités qui donnent & sa vie de la
noblesse, en étendent le cercle et assoupissent 1'égoisme
naturel & toutes les créatures."3! Mademoiselle Gamard has
never felt these emotions; never having had to please anyone
but herself, she hss grbwn rigid in her egoism. Even her
Jerky movements, so unlike the graceful, flowing undulations
‘of other women, express her inflexibility. The circumstances
of her 1life have carved her in ice.

If Sophie Gamard reminds one of a tall, straight, dried
out sapling which never branched out in lush foliage, Rose
Cormon is nothing so much as one of those plants placed in a
dark corner, which sends out myriads of yellowing shoots in
a vain ¢ffort to reach the sunlight, spending its strength
until it is a mass of sickly stems.

Mademoiselle Cormon has always wanted to get married.
While really a member of the bourgeoisie, she has high

aristocratic pretentions, many of her family having married

311pid., p.830.
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noblemen, "Nulle bourgeoisie ne ressemblait davantage 3
la rmblt=.\sse."32 She lives in a formidable house, almost
like a castle, whose beautiful interior awakens the envy
of all who see it . This dwelling is one of the reasons
that Rose Cormon is so desired as wife by Du Bousquier and
by the chevalier de Valois. It represents all the power of
the wealth which stands behind it and which would make its
owner one of the most influential men in Alengon. The salon
that mademoiselle Cormon presides over, wields a considerable
authority in Alengon, uniting as it does much of the
moneyed society of the town with many of its volitically
active citizens. For each of her suitors, the salon re-
presents an answer to his dreams: "Pour 1l'un et pour 1'autre,
13 était 1a Députation; et par suite, la pairie pour le
noble, une Recette Générale pour le fournisseur(Du
Eousquier)...épouser mademoiselle Cormon, c'était régner sur
Alent’:on. "33

Mademoiselle Cormon has a third end undeclared suitor,
a young man of twenty-three named Athanase Granson, who
though he starts out wanting to marry her for her money,
ends up truly loving her. At first, he imagines that
marriage to her will make it possible for him s tglancer

vers la gloire, rendre sa mere heureuse... Bientdt sa propre

32Bz1zac, La Vieille Fille. Pléiade IV, p.2kk,
331v14., p.251.
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volonté créa, sans qu'il s'en apergﬁ*, une passion réelle:
il se mit a étudier la vieille fille, et par sulte du pres=-
tige qu'exerce l‘'habitude, 11 finit par n'en voir que
les bezutés et par en oublier les défauts."sk The deep
monotony of a town like Alengon, the czlm and the silence
and the eternel presence of mademoiselle Cormon in his
circle, all help to intensify his passion for her.

A more unlikely objeet .of a young man's secret desires
could hardly be found. Rose Cormon is forty-two years
0ld and has long ago left the slim form and the freshness of
girlhood behind her. "Une bonne grosse taille, un
embonpoint de nourrice," which she obviously in not, to her
distress, "des bras forts et potelés, des mains rouges,"
make her seem more like a stevedore than an unmarried
woman searching desperately for a husband. The forms of
her face blurred by layers of fat, her prominent eyes of
an indeterminate color give her a sheep-like expression
"qui seyait d'ailleurs 3 une vieille fille."36 The author
obviously thinks thet spinsterhood and stupidity go hand
in hand, or should. No one expects an old maid to be
inecisively clever; she has shown the world her calibre by

not getting married. In fact, Rose's brow ls narrow and

£
Tbid., p.239.

35Ib1d., p.osh.
361p1a
ey P.254,

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



and small, signifying “trop peu d'iaées pour que le coeur
fht dirigé par l'intelligence."37 She is rather a good
person, but there is no charm and understanding supporting
her benevolence.

Mademoiselle Cormon's chief desire in life is to get
married. The political upheavals of the years from 1789 to
1799 have thwarted her maritsl ambitions. Resolved to marry
a person of quality, she is toc frightened of the Revoiu-
nary tribunal to carry out her ambition. Pulled one way
by her aspirations, and the other way by her fear, she is
immobilized and marries no one. The Napoleonic w@rs further
reduce her chances; great numbers 61‘ eligible men die in
battle. While her opportunities are shrinking, her desires
are not. She wants a husband, a landowner, not too young but
definitely not above the age of forty, and preferably a member
of the nobility. And she wants to be loved solely for herself,
and not for the dowry that she brings. It is a very
Yexcusable mania,"?’8 this desire of hers, but not a very
practical one. "Vous ne sauriez croire," says the narrator,
"Jusqu'o?z 1'avait menée ce desir."39 sShe has used every
ounce of inventivemess that she has to set up a

thousand traps for her admirers in order to test

371bid., p.254.
381p14., p.252.
391p14., p.252.
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their affections and all, without exception, fail her
"éprenves baroques."uo Quite obviously, her behavior is not
normal. "(Elle) ne les étudiait pas, elle les espionnait."ul
She magnifies every tiny incident, she analyzes every single
word her suitors have said and she always finds some
objection to every one of them. I%t's almost as if she

were looking for an excuse, any excuse to avoid committing
herself to one man and to an irrevocable marriage. While
logically she should know that the perfect creature that

she is looking for doesn't exist, while in the normal

course of events she should have found, at sometime, a man
for whom she has conceived, if not a passion, then at least
a tendre, this has never havpened, and at forty two years

of age, she is still trying to pick a husband with the
rigorous standards of a housewife whe pokes and prods her
way through a fishstall until she finds one that is to her
satisfaction.

While her standards are as exacting as ever, she expects
her husband's to be much less so. "Elle voulait &tre
épousée pour sa fausse laideur et ses prétendus défauts,
comme les autres femmes veulent 1'etre vour les qualités

qu'elles n'ont pas et pour d‘hypothéques beaun'.‘és."l"2

%01p14., p.252,
41
Tbid., p.252.

%2Ibiq., p.253.
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She gleefully looks forward to the day, when safely married,
she will uncover to her husband all the virtues that she
has kept heretofore hidden, the same way that others reveal
all the imperfections that they have kept carefully hidden
until the wedding ring is safely on their finger. But as
the narrator cannily remarks, calling forth the irony of the
situation, "... elle fut mal comprige; la noble fille ne
rencontra que des fmes vulgaires ol régnait le calcul

des intéréts positifs et qui n'entendaient rien aux beaux
calculs du sentiment." 3 Of course, all those who refused
mademoiselle Cormon were perfectly justified in doing so.
No person in his right mind would deliberately pick as a
wife a woman who chooses to display all her forbidding
characteristics and none of her redeeming features. It is
not a question of fmes vulgaires, but of men possessing
normal intelligence and nofmal desires.

Ag time goes by, Rose Cormon becomes more bitter and
misanthropiec. Every marriage which doesn't come to pass
makes her uneasier and more suspicious of the next suitor.
People begin to talk, saying there must be something very
wrong with her to refuse all the partis she has seen. The
only defect she has though, is a mental block against
marriage. Physically, she 1s perfectly healthy. "La pauvre

fille était pure comme un ange, saine comme un enfant, et

l+31b1d., p.253.
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pleine de bonne volonté, car la nature 1'avait destinde a
tous les plalsirs, 3 tous les bonheurs, a toutes les
fatigues de la maternité, "+

Her consuming desire is for a child, not for the
physical pleasures of married life, of which she has no
idea. "Elle aimait en bloc, sans rien imaginer de 1‘'amour;
c'étailt une Agnds catholique, incapable d'inventer une seule
des ruses de l'Agnés de Moliére."us She is unbelievably
naive, and she treads the straight and narrow path without
the slightest deviation. She uses no artifices to ecatch
a husband, not even the perfectly legitimate ones which
let a woman dress herself in the way that i1s most flattering
to her. "S8e moque qui voudra de la pauvre fille! vous la
trouverez sublime, ames génereuses qui ne vous inquiétez
jamals de la forme que prend le sentiment, et 1'admirez 1a
ol il est!" But the narrator is actually signifying that
she 1s a subject worthy of mockery. Unwillingness to conform
to the ways of the world does not necessary signify purity
of sentiment. The only thing it does prove 1s an inabiliﬁy
to compete in society.

The author %races mademoiselle Cormon's incompetence

as an unmarried woman trying to ensnare a man to "la sublime

)*I*Ibid., p.25%,

5
Ibid., p.256,
Ibid., D.259,
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religion catholique, apostolique et romaine... La foi, la
pilété n'admettent pas ces subtilités. Mademoiselle Cormon
marchait dans la voie du salut, en px'e'férant les malheurs
de sa virginité infiniment trop prolongée au malheur d'un
mensonge, au péché d'une ruse."lﬂ This was her great misfor-
tune, because "la dévotion cause une ophtalmie morale...
Elle Gte aux ?mes en route pour 1'éternite la vue de
beaucoup de petites choses terrestres. En un mot, les
devotes sont stupides sur beaucoup de points.")".8 Mademoiselle
Cormon is unaware of the world and of the people around
her. While even a reasonably inexperienced young lady
would have noticed the deep feelings that Athanase's eyes
expressed, Rose Cormon is sublimely unaware of his love

for her. Neither is she alert to the silent rivalry of

Du Bousquier and le chevalier de Valois for her hand. She
has "un effroyable et 1égitime désir de se marier,"li—9 and
in her intimate circle there are three men who would give
anything to marry her, but she doesn't know it. Ironiecally,
she is searching for a husband everywhere, while she would
need only to nod her head at any one of these three for

him to fall gladly at her feet.

Matters finally come to a head one evening when she

T
7Ibid., p.260,
Ibid., D.260.

49,
Ibid., p.251.
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is giving a dinner for le vicomte de Troisville. She loves
to entertain and to preside over her richly set table, and
on this occasion, she has invited a large number of guests.
Under the mistaken impression that her guest is unmarried
and that he has come to her house because he has picked
her as his bride, she assembles the cream of Alengon
society to watch her triumph. She expends all her energy
trying to be witty and clever, but succeeds only in
displaying her 11546 d'esprit ."50 No one notices thoughj
everyone is watching le vicomte for signs that he is about
to declare himself to his hostess. Instead, he, all
unaware of the hopes that he has raised in mademoiselle
Cormon's heart, casually mentions that he is looking for
a large house for his wife and children. That innocent
remark precipitates a erisis. Mademoiselle Cormon falls
to the floor senseless. Du Bousquier catches her and
manages to get her to her bedroom, where she stays, covered
with the greatest embarrassment. Meanwhile the whole of
Alens:on is discussing the tragicomedy, laughing at la
vieille fille's discomfiture, embroidering the story out
of all oroportion.

Rose Cormon admits the correctness of her maid's obser-
vation that only a prompt marriage would put a stop to the

vicious gossip about her that the town was enjoying. Her

50
Ibid., p.297.
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only problem is whom to marry. Le chevalier de Valois is

an aristocrat and she dearly wants an aristocratic husband.
"Il etait i'homme choisi par le coeur , par l'esprit, par
1'ambition"; but "la prétendue pureté de ses moeurs dans

une maison pleine de grisettes, faisait un tort énorme 2
monsieur de Valols, contrairement 3 ses prév:‘msions."sl
Mademoiselle Cormon thinks of him in a most unexpected
manner, considering how devout she is: "Quel dommage qu'il
ne soit un peu libertin! 52 py Bousquier, on the other hand,
is a républicain, but he has one thing in his favor.

Suzanne Val-Noble has accused him of fathering her illegitimate
child, an accusation that 1s as false as can be. There is
no child, nor could there have been. But mademoiselle
Cormon, whose main goal in getting married is to have a child,
believes the slander and is willing to accept Du Bousquier's
suit. Ironically, it is those people who want to blacken
Du Bousquier's name with the heiress who have told her the
story of Suzanne's child. Le chevalier de Valois wants to
rid himself of a rival for the wieille fille's affections,
and madame Granson too wants to remove Du Bousquier from the
lists in the battle for mademoiselle's hand so that her son
might succeed in winning her, but they have both badly
miscalculated; with this story, they have

511bid., p.272.
521pid., p.273.
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pushed Du Bousquier into Rose Cormon's arms.

In the end, this consideration and a bit of pure chance
decide the matter. The chevalier gives too much attention
to his toilette and arrives at the Cormon residence too late;
Du Bc;usquier has already proposed and been accepted. The
irony here is also very apparent; had the chevalier given
less attention to hils dress with which he wanted to
impress, he would have been the first on the scene and
thus, perhaps, the bridegroom.

Marriage, that much hoped for state, is cruelly
disappointing for Rose. She has lost the control of her
fortune, and her husband allow her only the dubious freedom
of sorting the household linen and ordering the daily menus.
The rest of the administration of her house is taken complete-
1y out of her hands. "Sait-on combien il en colite de
renoncer aux délicieuses habitudes du pouvoir?"53 Unhappy
in her daily activities, she feels all the more strongly
the trzgedy of her childlessness which isn't her fault at
all., She who wanted to marry in order to have a child and
who picked her husband because she thought that he would
give her that child, has to live with the fact that it all
is an impossible dream.

To console herself, Rose tries to still the feelings
of dissatisfaction in her heart by telling herself that

Brpi4. 5 De321,
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is a great honor to live with such a remarkable man as

is Du Bousquier, and that it is infinitely preferable to
living alone with only a canary for a companion. But in the
privacy of the confessional, she cries bitterly and begs
forgiveness for having married a man whose principles are
so contrary to all that she believes in . Yet in her own
home, she deals with him "avec une tendresse oblige'e. Trouvant
en elle-méme tous les sentiments froissés et immolés, mais
forcée par le devoir 3 faire le bonheur de son époux, 2 ne
lui nuire en rien et attachée a lul par une indéfinissable
affection que peut-étre 1'habitude engendra, sa vie Stait
un contre-sens perp’etuel."ﬁ“*

Since she finds it simp. » to agree with her husba.ﬁd's
opinions rather than to risk alienating him, she eventually
stops thinking for herself and leads a purely animal existence,
reslgning herself with the humbleness of a slave"d'accepter
l'abaissement dans lequel le mit son mari."55 She fills her

days with church devotions and good works.

MIbid., p.330.
5 Ivia., p.330.
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The yvieille fille of the Co_me'_d_i_e_}i_um is basiecally
a tragic figure, an illustration of the melancholy what
might have been but never was. Whether she is like Armande
d'Esgrignon, "un sacrifice noblement offert a de nobles
sentiments,"" or like Sophie Gamard, an acidulous, back-
biting gossip, she is pitiful because somewhere her life
has taken a turning away from her true destiny, that of
wife and mother.

Balzac calls Armande and women like her heroic because
they have devoted "tous leurs sentiments au culte du
malheur. Elles idéalisent," he says,'"la figure de la femme,
en renon)cant aux récompenses de sa destinée et n'en
acceptant que les peines."57 But the truth is that Armande
has not accepted the real sufferings, just as she has not
longed for the real pleasuresg of woman's life. She is
content with a pale imitation. She has raised a child borne
by another woman, but is afraid to have her own children.
Her martyr-like sacrifice of herself on the altar of family
probably hides a deep-rooted fear of marriage and an
unwillingness to take on her own responsibilities. Armande
insists that her own position as "mother" to her nephew

precludes the possibility of her getting married; but she

56
Ibid., p.822.

57Ibid., p.822,
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could very well have taken care of Victurnien and borne
her owvn children as well. In fact, it would have been very
beneficial for Victurnien to grow up with more of his own
contemporaries. In addition, Armande's techniques as a
mother would have improved considerably.

Armande buttresses her first objection to marriage
with another: She is unwilling to marry a man whose blood
is not blue enough to satisfy her brother d‘'Esgrignonts
ambition. This second reason for her disinclination to
wed acts as a reinforcement to her first and absolutely
guarantees that she will die an old maid. The truth is
that she does not want to get married.

Neither does Rose Cormon. Opportunity after
opportunity presents itself to her, all men who would be
glad to have her as a wife; but she refuses them all, often
on the flimsiest of pretenses. This one, she says, lacks
delicacy, the other one has no breeding and still another's
ancestors were most undistinguished. In short, she is
searching for an excuse that will prevent her marrying, and
she always finds one. She finally throws herself into
marriage, not because she wants to, but in order to prevent
a full-scale scandalj dread however looms large in her mind,

Rose Cormon is a soft, stupid ereature, a fool whose
ideas of marriage have not progressed much beyond the
adolescent dreams of a young girl; she wants to be swept

off her feet by a young and handsome landowner who will
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fall blindly in love with her, Though she surely caanot be
untutored in the realities of a day when men married more
for money and power than for love, she stubbornly insists
on seeing her dream come true. She refuses to accept the
world as it is because subconsciously, she is setting up
insurmountable barriers to her ever getting married.

The only one of these spinsters whose marital chances
are truly slim, is Sophie Gamard. Though she is the daughter
of a merchant who probably set aside a respectable dowry
for her- She owns a large furnished house- she was either
not pretty enough or not sweet and good enough to catch a
husband. Perhaps since her fzther was an "espéce de
paysan parvenu,“58 her ambitions exceeded her chances by
a great deal, and she could not or would not reconcile the
twoe

The fact remains that she, like all spinsters, talks
many times of the lover she did not marry, saying that she
is happy that she found out about his bad character before
it was too late. She is trying to show that she too was
desired, and that the choice to remain unmarried was her
own. Amongst the three old malds, she alone seems to have
.suffered the most because of her unwed state, and to have

felt the opprobrium of her situation constantly.

585612“, Le Curé de Tours, Pléiade III, p.810,
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For whatever reason Sophie Gamard did not marry, it is
probable that the choice was at least partly hers. She
could have made herself more accommodating and sweeter and
more compromising had she really wanted to ensnare a husband. But
she did not,

All three of these yieilles filles have a certain mental
bloek against marriage. They search, if only subconsciously
as in Rose's case, for any objection, for any excuse to prevent
their marrying. Afraid of marriage and of a man who would
make demands on them, afrid of childbirth and its accompanying
dangers, their sickly fears of life keep them on the sidelines.
In spite of Balzac's excuses for their behavior, and even his praise
for their nobility in certain cases, they are in truth, unable

to take up life's battles with the necessary courage.
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Conclusion

At every stage of her life, a woman's days are franght
with the perils which are inherent to her existence because
of her sex. When she is a young girl, she is often sent
to a convent to be educated in the hope that those grev
cloistral walls will enclose her forever and will thus
spar= :r family the obligation to pay out a large sum of
money as dowry for ber. But no matter if she is instructed
in the convent or whether she is educated in a pensionnat
or even at home, she learns very little and remains basically
une petite oie blanche. A prey of wily fortune hunters,
sought in marrlage only because of her dowry, she is often
entrapped in matrimony with a husband who is totally un-
suited to her, both emotionally and intellectually. Mis-
understood by her spouse, abandoned much of the time by him
because of his personal indifference to her, she is usual]y-
miserably unhappy. Very rare is the couple who is mat€hed
spiritually and rarer still is an enduringly happy home life.

The only really true satisfaction in a woman's life,
according to the author, is the Joy she feels as a mother.
Thrugh mnrtherhoond eﬁtails great sacrificeé, it also brings
great haopiness. When a woman contemplates her child,
she tends to forget all the pain and suffering he has caused
her, though they ﬁay be considerable. And yet, children
often canse the greatestsorrows for their mother &nd .
sometimes even bring abnut her death. .

Women who search for a measure of happiness outside
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the bounds of matrimony very rarely find enduring satisfac-
tion. Theyv are often discarded by their lovers and ].eﬂ'..to‘
make their way as best they can in the world.

Outside the regnlations of polite society are the cour-

tesans. These women, forced into their vice mstly by their

abject poverty andhthe impossibility of supporting themselves,
are nortrayed by the author as loving, devoted and loyal
women, mostly devoid of the commonly accepted raults of the
courtesan.

Outcast of society also, but in a different way,

the vieille fille whose presence is tolerated, is

despised by everyone because no man has seen rlt to confer
his name upon her. Her life is a succession Ao;t‘ sterile days.
and her overwhelming bitterness corrodes ali !x-.xh’o sx;rround her.

These are the basic types of women that are treated

in the Comédie Humaine. ,Siﬁce it was necessary to limit

the material of this dissertation, only novels written before
1842, the date of the Avant-Pronos, were discussed. However,
Palzac wrote some of his greatest works after this date and
in these there are many examples which would have fitted
well into the material of this dissertation. "For example,
in Ia Cousine Bette, the lady of the title is the personifi-
cation of the bitter and évil old maid, while her cousin,
Madame Halot. is the prototype of the saintly wife whose
sufferings in her marriage mark her a;s a martvr of her

husband's evil inclinations.
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