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              Rodin’s Statue of Balzac, Montparnasse, Paris

Honore de Balzac, arguably the most eminent novelist France has ever produced, whose Rodin statue graces gardens, museums and the intersection of France’s public roadways, whose influence permeates the writing of the 19th century about the world, showed absolutely no promise of such as a boy. He was born in Tours (Indre-et-Loire) on May20, 1799 to an upwardly, social climbing father thirty-two years 
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older than his mother.  His father, something of a Rastignac, was born Bernard- Francois Balssa , one of eleven children of an impoverished family in the Tarn, a gorgeous region of southern France near Toulouse, Albi and Carcassone, populated by Italians, Occitans, Basques and some would have it, remnants of the heretical Cathars and Albigensians to this day.

       His mother, a bartered bride, did not love his father or her children. De Balzac-born-Ballsa, after coming to Paris as a young man, made his way in the Law.  Honore and his two sisters were raised by wet-nurses, and as soon as age permitted, he was sent to the Orotarian School at Vendome (Loire) where he spent inordinate amounts of time in the school dungeon for various forms of disruption, disobedience and misbehavior, ADHD and Ritalin having not yet been invented.  From the time he learned to read, he devoured books, including dictionaries. His father was severely strict and stingy.  The unhappy concatenation of life events, culminating in the preparation for a family move to Paris, compelled Honore to jump from a bridge into the waiting Loire in an attempt to kill himself.  In 1814 the family moved to Paris and he eventually completed his education at the Sorbonne.
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    The Orotarian School, Vendome (Loire), Balzac’s Dungeon

        Like Rastignac, de Balzac (his father changed the name, and became an assumptive royal) developed an early appetite for the high life, and by the age of thirty, he was over 50,000Fr in debt and tied to Laure Junot, Duchess of Abrantes.  A born entrepreneur, he was never in his life at a loss for get-rich ideas, including recovering slag from Roman mines in Sardegna and
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harvesting oak forests in the Ukraine and selling the wood in France.  These adventures, and many others ended in failure.
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          Laure Junot, Duchess of Abrantes, a Paramour and Author
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 Ewelina Hanska, Ghosted by Honore de Balzac and Wraclaw Hanski

Like Rastignac as well, Balzac fared well with the fair sex.  He fathered a daughter with Marie Du Fresny, Marie Caroline.  He married Ewelina Hanska, with whom de Balzac emerged victorious in a romantic competition with Franz Liszt.  Ewelina, who like his mother was married to solve a debt, and was 20 years his junior.  They lived 
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together for many years.  Honore de Balzac died at the age of 51years, one month after becoming a bride groom, of a heart attack, 
having spent the majority of his life accumulating as many factors for coronary heart disease as possible. 
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           Marie Caroline de Fresny, Honore de Balzac’s Daughter

       Balzac’s career as a writer started around the age of thirty years.  His initial contact with writing started as a publisher of cheap, but classic French Literature, but this effort followed the business history of slag and logs.  His publication of the memoirs of his great, good friend, the Duchess of Abrantes, had better success.  He was engaged in an apprenticeship in Law, but hated it, and quit.  When he was thirty two, he had a dream or vision that he would produce enormous literary works, and told his sister “I am about to become a genius.”  And he did.  The work eventually became Le Comedie Humaine, one of the greatest and most passionate expositions of human nature ever written.  Pere Goriot is part of that work.

       Balzac was manical about his work, shutting himself off from everything and writing, never really finishing revisions, up to eighteen 
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hours a day, and thirty hours at a stretch, fortified with oceans of thick, black coffee.  His day usually started at midnight.  His meals were heavy and irregular, and he gave up la vie en rose to write, not like a mad man, but like the mad man he was.
        Volumes are written about Balzac the Man, and Balzac the writer.  Among the best and most readable of these is “Balzac: A Biography” by Graham Robb, the author of another must-read for Francophiles, “The Discovery of France: A Historical Geography.”

       Balzac’s writing style is lyrical, realistic and energized.  Passion and intensity mark everything he has written, and they infuse his characters.  He spends elaborate time and skill in setting the scene of his books (and plays and librettos and essays and commentaries) and would walk about for hours taking notes on the settings of city streets, countrysides, and coasts of whatever evocation and memory he needed.  His characters were transported from book-to-book (many of the characters in Pere Goriot had lives precedent and subsequent to that novel) and their appearance was not always chronologic (a trait recently discovered in Harper Lee).  His influence on writers all over the world was, and continues to be, immense. Dickens and Dostoyevsky noted their debt to him, as did Karl Marx , Emile Zola, Jack Kerouac, Oscar Wilde, James Falukner, Friedrich Engels and Marcel Proust.  Finishing writing a book was not one of de Balzac’s strengths. Fragments of every genre abound, and Le Comedie Humaine, in spite of its volumetric heft, was unfinished at his death.
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 Le Comedie Humaine
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           Honore de Balzac (pas la resemblance a Depardieu)
                                        Hommage a
                                     Honore de Balzac

                                         Ex tenebris
Honore de Balzac died on August 18, 1858.  He is buried in the Pere Lachaise Cemetery, among the headstones if not the remains of Gertrude Stein, Oscar Wilde and Jim Morrison.  Every major writer in France attended his funeral, the oratory given by Victor Hugo:
                            “Today we have a people in black
                         because of the death of a man of talent; 
                         a nation in mourning for a man of genius”
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