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Father Goriot

Chapter 1 Maison Vauquer

me. Vauquer (nee de Conflans) is an elderly person, who for the past forty
Myears has kept a lodging—house in the Rue Nueve—Sainte—Genevieve, in the
district that lies between the Latin Quarter and the Faubourg Saint—Marcel. Her house
(known in the neighborhood as the Maison Vauquer) receives men and women, old and
young, and no word has ever been breathed against her respectable establishment: but,
at the same time, it must be said that as a matter of fact no young woman has been
under her roof for thirty years, and that if a young man stays there for any length of time
it is a sure sign that his allowance must be of the slenderest. In 1819, however, the
time when this drama opens, there was an almost penniless young girl among Mme.
Vauquer's hoarders.
At the time when this story begins, the lodging—house contained seven inmates.
The best rooms in the house were on the first story, Mme. Vauquer herself occupying
the least important, while the rest were let to a Mme. Couture, the widow of a

commissary—general in the service of the Republic.

The two sets of rooms on the second floor were occupied by an old man named
Poiret and a man of forty or thereabouts, the wearer of a black wig and dyed whiskers,
who gave out that he was a retired merchant, and was addressed as M. Vautrin. Two of
the four rooms on the third floor were also let—one to an elderly woman, a Mlle.

Michonneau, and the other to a retired manufacturer of pasta, Italian paste and starch,
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who allowed the others to address him as "Father Goriot." The remaining rooms were
allotted to various birds of passage, or to students. At that time, one of the rooms was
tenanted by a law student. Misfortune had accustomed to work.

These seven lodgers were Mme. Vauquer's spoiled children. Among them she
distributed, with astronomical precision, the exact proportion of respect and attention
due to the varying amounts they paid for their board. One single consideration influ-
enced all these human beings thrown together by chance. The two second—floor lodgers
only paid seventy—two francs a month. Such prices as these are confined to the
Faubourg Saint—-Marcel and the district between La Bourbe and the Salpetriere; and, as
might be expected, poverty, more or less apparent, weighed upon them all, Mme. Cou—
ture being the sole exception to the rule.

Two of Mme. Vauquer's boarders formed a striking contrast to the rest. Mlle. Vic-
torine Taillefer's face had an unvarying expression of sadness. She was pretty by force
of contrast; if she had been happy, she would have been charming. Her father was per—
suaded that he had reason for declining to acknowledge her; he had taken measures to
disinherit his daughter. Victonne mother had died broken—hearted in Mme. Couture's
house who, had taken charge of the little orphan. Eugene de Rastignac had a fair com—
plexion, blue eyes, and black hair.

Vautrin (the man of forty with the dyed whiskers) marked a transition stage be—
tween these two young people and the others. He was always obliging, always in good
spirits. If anyone complained rather more than usual, he would offer his services at
once. The happiest of these beings was certainly Mme. Vauquer.

Such a gathering contained, as might have been expected, the elements out
of which a complete society might be constructed. And, as in a school, as in the world
itself, there was among the eighteen men and women who met round the dinner table, a
poor creature, despised by all the others, condemned to be the butt of all their jokes. At

the beginning of Eugene de Rastignac's second twelvemonth, this figure suddenly
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Father Goriot

started out into bold relief against the background of human forms and faces among
which the law student was yet to live for another two vears to come. This laugh—
ing—stock was the retired pasta merchant, Father Goriot.

How had it come about that the hoarders regarded him without content? Why did
they subject the oldest among their number to a kind of persecution, in which there was
mingled some pity, but no respect for his misfortunes? Had he brought it on himself hy
some eccentricity or abhsurdity? The question strikes at the root of many a social
injustice. Perhaps it is only human nature to inflict suffering on anything that will en—
dure suffering, whether by reason of its genuine modesty, or indifference, or sheer
helplessness. Do we not, one and all, like to feel our strength even at the expense
of some one or of something?

In the year 1813, at the age of sixty—nine or thereabouts,"Father Goriot" had sold
his business and retired to Mme. Vauquer's boarding house. When he first came there
he had taken the rooms now occupied by Mine. Couture. For him, Mme. Vauquer had
macde various improvements in the three rooms destined for his use, in consideration of
a certain sum paid in advance for the furniture. Possibly it was the careless generosity
with which Father Goriot allowed himself to be over—reached at this period of his life
that gave Mme. Vauquer the meanest opinion of his business abilities.

"This was my wife's present to me on the first anniversary of our wedding day," he
said to Mme. Vauquer one day, as he put away a little silver dish with two turtle—doves
billing on the cover.

Soup, boiled beef, and a dish of vegetables had been, and always would be, the
dinner M. Goriot liked best, so Mme. Vauquer found it very difficult to annoy a hoarder
whose tastes were so simple.

However, towards the end of the first year, the widow's suspicions had reached
such a pitch that she began to wonder how it was that a retired merchant with a secure

income should be living in her house. Until the first year was nearly at an end, Goriot



