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Editor’s Introduction

Pére Coriot stands as a classic of the nineteenth-century European
novel, and the most endurably popular of Balzac’s myriad works. Yet
how strange it is that one can think of any Balzac novel as a “classic.”
A novelist who in his own lifetime gained a wide readership, who
made—and lost—large sums of money though his writing, Balzac never
quite made it into literary respectability. One of the first writers in
history to live by his pen, he was part of a vast transformation of literary
production into what the contemporary critic C. A. Sainte-Beuve—who
was always suspicious of Balzac’s success—called “industrial literature™:
literature written for the marketplace, often published in serial form,
and dependent for its success on journalists’ notices and on the new
industry of advertising. Balzac, who was something of a dunce as a
businessman, was ever trying to write his way out of debt: without suc-
cess, since he managed to spend more than he eamned and to compro-
mise those earnings by rewriting his novels—often more than once—
on printers’ proofs, with corrections charged to the author.

He also had an insatiable appetite for material goods: furniture,
clothes, and accessories—he had a notorious collection of canes with
elaborate heads—and when, toward the end of his life, he had gained
a measure of ease and won the hand of the Polish noblewoman, Count-
ess Hanska, with whom he had been corresponding for years, he spent
a fortune furnishing a new house for his impending marriage. Ex-
hausted and ill from years of a taxing existence, he survived the mar-
riage only by a few months and died at fifty-one. Material things, and
the money required to buy them, are very much at the center of his
novelistic universe: he is one of the first novelists to understand the
dominating importance of money in the dawning world of capitalism,
when the old values of the landed aristocracy were being challenged
by the rising commercial and industrial classes. He admired the old
order and the aristocracy—to the extent of adding a pseudo-aristocratic
“de” to the name Honoré Balzac—and took up reactionary positions,
declaring himself a monarchist and a Catholic, yet he was ever aware
of how the old order was giving way to the unbridled competition, the
“every man for himself” spirit of capitalist entrepreneurship. This split
between what he idealized and what he perceived to be reality allowed
him to register, better than any other novelist of his time, the contra-
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viii EbpITOR’S INTRODUCTION

dictions of an era of rapid transformations—which is why he has always
been a favorite of Marxist critics, starting with Marx and Engels them-
selves. ‘

“The Nineteenth Century, as we know it, is largely an invention of
Balzac’s,” wrote Oscar Wilde. Our whole picture of the nineteenth
century owes much to this first writer to conceptualize it, to give it
form, to analyze its dynamic forces. Modern French historians have
repeatedly recognized that Balzac, despite his exaggerations and far-
fetched imaginings—or perhaps because of them—remains their prime
source for the social history of the period. As his literary production
unfolded over the 1830s, Balzac himself recognized that he was writing
an unprecedented portrait of a whole society. He decided that he would
become “the secretary of society” and “compete with the Civil Registry”
in presenting all the types of citizens in the nation. By 1840, he had
conceived of grouping his novels together under the grandiose title La
Comédie humaine—the modern, secular version of Dante’s Divina
Commedia—with sub-sections devoted to Parisian life, provincial life,
private life, military life, and so on. From 1842 onward, every novel
and tale (there are some ninety in all) would find a place in this large
structure.

Pere Goriot marks Balzac’s discovery of the idea of an ensemble that
would become La Comédie humaine. Pére Goriot was the work of a
thirty-five-year-old who up to then had to his credit the Gothic “pot-
boilers” written during the 1820s, published under pseudonyms, then
the succes de scandale of the anonymous Physiologie du mariage—a
cynical anatomy of marriage—then the real success of the flamboyant
and allegorical La Peau de chagrin [The Fatal Skin] and the first
“scenes of private life.” He was not yet considered a “serious” writer,
but an entertainer. Written with great speed, in sessions that could go
nearly round the clock, during the fall of 1834, Pére Goriot began its
serialization in the Revue de Paris in mid-December, then was pub-
lished as a book in 1835.

In the course of writing the novel—at the moment when he was
describing his young protagonist’s first visit to the house of his aristo-
cratic relative Madame de Beauséant — Balzac drew a line through the
first name he had assigned to this protagonist, Messiac, and wrote in-
stead: Rastignac. Rastignac already existed in Balzac’s fiction. He was
a secondary character in La Peau de chagrin, in which he became the
disabused and dissipated mentor to the young Raphaél de Valentin,
whom he initiated into a life of gambling and high-stakes life choices.
In choosing to make the hero of Pere Goriot the same character we had
already met—at a later stage of his life—in La Peau de chagrin, Balzac
invented the technique of “returning characters” who link his various
novels together into a larger whole. The more we read his novels, the
more we discover various aspects and characteristics and lifestages of
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literally hundreds of characters. Some forty-eight of the characters in
Pere Goriot reappear in other novels. Some of them are forever bit
players; others become principal figures in other novels; some, like the
doctor Bianchon, the lawyer Derville, and the moneylender Gobseck,
are by their professional roles vital linking figures throughout many
novels, creating the sense of a peopled social world. The returning
characters enable Balzac to create an ensemble that is more than simply
the accumulation of its parts; we are given multiple perspectives on one
person and different angles of vision on a given situation. The novella
Gobseck, for instance, will give us quite a different picture of the strug-
gles between the Count and the Countess de Restaud, who appear in
Pére Goriot; another novella, La Maison Nucingen [ The House of Nu-
cingen], will fill us in on how Rastignac later came to fame and fortune.

This is not to say that Pére Goriot isn’t complete in itself. One of the
reasons for its enduring success is its real perfection of form, its econ-
omy of means and ends. A number of Balzac’s novels lack this unity,
especially when different parts of the novel were composed at different
times—Balzac chronically had too much to do and was behind in meet-
ing all his deadlines. Pere Goriot has the achieved completeness that
has made its protagonist into a proverbial figure for the French: if you
call someone a “Rastignac,” everyone knows you mean a bright and
ambitious young man determined to succeed—perhaps at any cost.

In the figure of Rastignac, Balzac contributes decisively to that most
characteristic of nineteenth-century novelistic forms, the Bildungs-
roman-—the novel of education, of initiation, of coming-of-age, in which
a young person sheds his original naiveté and learns the ways of the
world. In the case of Rastignac, this learning is specifically worldly.
Rastignac, who has been sent to Paris by his aristocratic but impover-
ished family in the provinces to study law, quickly learns that a law
degree is not the direct route to what Paris tantalizingly displays to his
avid gaze: desirable women, luxury, power, money. Money especially,
since without that all the rest is unobtainable. In his first visits in high
society, Rastignac learns—and he’s a quick study—that his good name
and good looks are valuable assets but that they need the leverage given
by money. Money will get you beautiful women, too. And maybe, if
you use your youth and good looks wisely and take advantage of your
family ties to good society, you can use women to get money.

In his worldly initiation, Rastignac is served not only by his highly
aristocratic relative, Madame de Beauséant, but also, in very different
ways, by two surrogate fathers: the one who gives the novel its title, old
Goriot, and the mysterious Vautrin, alias Jacques Collin, alias “Death-
Dodger.” Vautrin is one of the chief reappearing characters in La
Comédie humaine, and one of Balzac’s most remarkable creations, at
once a kind of superman, like some of the figures from Balzac’s youth-
ful Gothic fiction, and a keen analyst of contemporary society. An
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outsider—indeed, proscribed by society, outside the law—Vautrin un-
derstands that the social contract is nothing but a fraud for those with-
out power and money, and therefore that social success for the
powerless demands extraordinary and often extralegal means. Some of
the greatest pages of the novel consist in his “lessons” to the young
man he would make his protégé—lessons in which he strips bare the
facades of society and presents a chillingly accurate picture of the world
as it is.

As for Goriot, the pére that becomes his informal title means two
things. It’s a familiar, condescending, belittling way to refer to an old
man who seems to have little social status, and it refers to his chosen
role as father, exploited and betrayed by his children. Balzac had Shake-
speare’s King Lear in mind when he created Goriot, and by the end of
the novel the old man has something of Lear’s mythic grandeur. But
his deathbed rantings are not only about filial ingratitude. They con-
stitute the denunciation of a whole society that has denatured family
loyalties by its obsession with success and money, in which marriage
has become a sordid financial barter, in which fathers are valued only
as moneybags.

Together, Vautrin and Goriot raise the stakes of all Rastignac’s ac-
tions and choices. What they represent in terms of social experience,
and what they articulate about how the world goes on, helps to make
Rastignac’s career truly exemplary. How Rastignac negotiates his way
in the social labyrinth offers the chief possible choices in existence. His
final decisions and gestures—as in the famous scene that ends the
novel—mark a bitter shedding of illusions and a new clarity of vision.
This clarity is not necessarily that of morality, in the conventional sense:
morality hasn’t proved to be of much help in the world. It’s more a
sense of the price to be paid for what you want in life, and the value
of facing the struggles of existence without flinching from the means
necessary to gain the desired ends.

Rastignac in this last scene stands on the high ground of Pere La-
chaise cemetery and looks down on the rich districts of Paris where he
has staked out his plans for success. Certainly a good part of the claim
that Balzac invented the nineteenth century lies in his understanding
of the modern city, in its glory and abjection, its palaces and its mud-
holes. From the opening pages of the novel, with its presentation of
the decrepit lodging-house where the young and the social failures must
abide, Paris is the looming presence that gives the novel its particular
tone. No novelist before Balzac understood and gave a living presence
to the city in this way, and he became a model for later novelists—
Dickens with London, Dostoevsky with St. Petersburg—who under-
stood, as he did, that the modern city had become a total environment,
a place from which there was no escape. Balzac wrote at a time when
Paris was in transformation—from 1800 to 1830, the population of the



EpI1TOR’S INTRODUCTION X1

city had doubled, largely from the arrival of immigrants from the coun-
tryside, peasants in search of employment, aspiring intellectuals and
artists eager for cultural life, ambitious young men, like Rastignac, seek-
ing to make it.

Balzac understood the history of his time exceptionally well. French
history has this peculiarity, that the Revolution begun in 1789, played
out through the Reign of Terror, the reaction that led to the dictatorship
of Napoleon Bonaparte, the epic conquest of most of Europe by Na-
poleon and the founding of his Empire, and then Waterloo and the
restoration of the Bourbon monarchy, decisively severs the Old Régime
from modernity. After the Revolution, even when the Bourbon kings
returned and tried to revive the old monarchy, all was changed utterly.
While the period recorded in Balzac’s novels lies mainly in the 1820s
—during the Restoration period—he had the additional advantage of
writing following the Revolution of 1830, which overthrew the Bour-
bons in favor of the “Citizen King” Louis-Philippe, thus demonstrating
how shallow the notion of a “restoration” had been. The true values of
the modern age lay, not with the feudal aristocracy, not with land and
inherited titles, but with money and its multiplication through capitalist
production.

The scandal of society analyzed in different perspectives but with
concurring results by Madame de Beauséant, by Vautrin, by Goriot,
and eventually by Rastignac himself can lead, on the one hand, to
Balzac’s choice to be a monarchist reactionary, and on the other hand
to Rastignac’s understanding of the uses of social mobility. While
France in the 1820s would appear to us, today, as very hierarchical and
class-bound—and indeed, Rastignac at once discovers its caste system
—in comparison to the Old Régime it offered real possibilities of up-
ward mobility and social self-fashioning. If Rastignac has to learn the
codes of Parisian social manners, once he masters them there are few
limits to success. Vautrin’s career suggests in other ways the proteanism
made possible by modernity: he moves through a series of disguises in
the course of La Comédie humaine and eventually abandons the un-
derworld for a high position with the police. His metamorphoses in-
dicate the rich potential for self-fashioning in a world where identities
are not so firmly determined at birth as they once were. You can—
though you'll need money—become what you want to be: this, in part,
is Vautrin’s lesson to Rastignac, and to himself, and it is a lesson that
many young Frenchmen in the first half of the nineteenth century were
eager to hear, and to act on.

Balzac the social reactionary liked to lament the loss of the highly
structured caste system of the Old Régime when, he claims, you could
tell who someone was from his or her appearance, often simply from
the person’s costume, since workers and artisans tended to wear tradi-
tional garb associated with their professions. In the nineteenth century,
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everyone wears the standard black frock coat, they all look alike, and
you can'’t at first glance tell a banker from a butcher in his Sunday best,
or a lawyer from a nobleman, or a police detective from an undercover
spy. This means that the observer—the young man on the make, the
novelist writing his account of Parisian life—must learn to penetrate
appearances, to read the significant detail that betrays identity, must get
beneath the surface, uncover the hidden meaning. Thus it is that we
see the narrator of Pere Goriot constantly exercising the pressure of
observation on the surrounding world, attempting to decipher it—to
crack not only its social codes but its hidden meanings as well. What
appears on the surface is rarely the whole story. You need to look be-
hind closed doors, through keyholes. You need to interrogate faces for
their true meaning, read clothing and gesture for what they are trying
to hide.

Such a view of modern reality often gives an insistent quality to
Balzac’s narrative voice and technique and leads to heightened mo-
ments of drama. Though he was not a success in his ventures into
playwriting—he could never tailor his dramas to the limitations of the
stage—Balzac has a high sense of dramatic enactment, one that has
often struck critics as exaggerated and overcharged. Though he is au-
thentically the father of the realist novel through his meticulous atten-
tion to history and the things of everyday life, he doesn’t quite fit the
confines of realism. His temper is too romantic, his dramatizations too
thunderous. As his most admiring critics—from Charles Baudelaire to
Henry James and Marcel Proust and on to our own time—have
claimed, if Balzac is a great observer he is also a great visionary, some-
one whose ambitions reach beyond recording life as it is to attempting
to understand its deep occult forces. La Comédie humaine included
some novels Balzac classihied as “philosophical,” which often con-
cerned visionary figures seeking—and usually failing to ind—some Ab-
solute, one of the great causes or motors of human and social existence.
And La Comédie humaine was to include as well a series of “analytical
studies,” which were to analyze the very principles that govern life. The
analytical studies exist only in fragmentary form—how could they ever
be written?—and Balzac often goes off in pursuit of pseudo-sciences
such as phrenology, mesmerism, and animal magnetism that seem to
offer convenient explanations of phenomena of human identity and the
power of the will. His failure to complete his social vision with an
explanation of the arcane causes of social life may matter less than the
energy given to his work by the constant striving after principles of
unity, explanation, and vital movement.

Balzac a classic? The claim has always been contested because he
has always had critics who accused him of writing badly, of lacking a
sense of proportion, of exaggerating and inflating, of failing to find an
overall harmony of form. In a country that tends to cherish its classic
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tradition—that of seventeenth- and eighteenth-century writers such as
Racine, Moliere, La Rochefoucauld, Montesquieu, Voltaire—Balzac’s
melodramatic excess has often been viewed with suspicion, his breath-
less prose has often disqualified him from canonization. Yet by the end
of the nineteenth century he had become a European classic, read in
all comers of the Continent. A visit to most college libraries in the
United States will lead to the discovery of a complete set of La Comédie
humaine in English translation, published between 1890 and 1900,
approximately. Balzac was at that time an integral part of Western cul-
ture. Then his reputation suffered a partial decline: the mid-twentieth
century seemed to prefer sparer, leaner fictions: Balzac’s older contem-
porary Stendhal, known for his spare, unsentimental style, emerged as
more in tune with modern tastes, and Balzac’s later disciple Flaubert,
who tended to prick all the bubbles of romance in his master's work,
became the hero of modern writers. But Balzac has known a definite
revival of interest in the past twenty years or so. Maybe as “post-
moderns” we have learned to value styles that are more ornamented,
less functionalist, and visions that are more vividly baroque, less sober.
Above all, we keep returning to Balzac as the person who invented the
nineteenth century: who was the first to recognize and fully represent
the modern era in which we still participate.

In inventing modernity, Balzac also invents the modern novel, in the
sense that he develops the capacities of the novelistic form to the point
at which it can do so much more than it had before, represent so much
more of life. He gives the novel a kind of freedom of range that has
been an inspiration to writers ever since. And when that freedom is
used with the greatest intensity, in the most focused and concentrated
way, we get a masterpiece such as Pére Goriot.

My editorial tasks have been greatly aided by the work of two assis-
tants, Benjamin Elwood and Rima Canaan Lee, to whom my warm

thanks.
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