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Abstract

This thesis examines the representation of French provincial life in Balzac’s
Comédie humaine, written from 1829-47. As a novelist, Balzac established. a
literary bridge between the anti-provincial satires popularized by Moliére, and
the rediscovery and revalorization of the provinces during the July Monarchy.
While his work perpetuated familiar stereotypes of provincial life, from
monotony and backwardness to comfort and wholesome simplicity, it also
succeeded in transcending them. Displaying a profound sensitivity to historical
change, Balzac mvested the provincial theme with an updated ideology.
Fearing that centralization and the onset of the railway age would destroy the
traditional identities of the provinces, he took it upon himself to stand
guardian over them. At a time when local erudite societies were working to
protect ancient buildings and monuments from destruction, Balzac voiced his
frustration at the decline of France’s once-vibrant provincial towns. Even his
native Tours, the town that occupies a place at the centre of his literary output,
is shown to suffer the consequences of political neglect. In his unfinished
series of Contes drolatiques, published from 1832-37 and set mostly in
medieval times, Balzac lauds the prestige of Tours as an international centre of
the silk-weaving trade. In La Comédie humaine, however, nineteenth-century
Tours appears as a provincial town like any other, a place of boredom,
suffering, and mediocrity. This study probes the multiple and sometimes
contradictory perspectives with which Balzac constructed his fictional
provinces. It reveals him as a sociologist, striving to achieve a total vision of
provincial France, and engaging with questions of contemporary relevance to
small town and countryside, from rural poverty and depopulation, to the
arrival of Parisian capitalism. Equally, the thesis views him as a classifier, a
writer who drew inspiration from the natural historians, Buffon, Cuvier, and
Geoffroy Saint-Hilaire, and whose interest in questions of regional difference
and identity helped to transform provincial literature into a dynamic, flexible
genre.

Keywords: Balzac, provinces, town, countryside, peasantry, Touraine, history,
novel, fiction, realism, France, nineteenth century.
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Introduction

I1 n’est aucun pays plus injuste que la France envers ses grands
hommes, ses gloires contemporaines, ni plus dédaigneux des
magnificences qu’elle posséde. [...] Le Frangais court admirer le
Rhin, la Suisse, I'Italie, sans savoir que la France a, dans les
départements des Basses-Alpes, de I'Isére et du Haut-Rhin, tout
autant de Suisse que la Suisse, que la vallée du Rhdne est bien
supérieure au cours du Rhin, trop vanté, que Marseille et Toulon
sont I'Italie plus PAfrique, et que la Bretagne a des sites
incomparables (CH, XI1, p. 629).
Thus wrote an exasperated Balzac in January 1847, in his unfinished novel,
Mademoiselle du Vissard. This plea for greater recognition of the beautiful
diversity of France may seem out of place in the work of a novelist who, as
much as Stendhal or Flaubert, is responsible for the image of the provinces as
places of boredom and mediocrity. The statement is even more surprising,
however, when one considers the extent to which it reveals a shift in Iiterary
attitudes towards small town and countryside. At the beginning of the
nineteenth century, the provinces were still a favourite object of ridicule for

writers and dramatists, who, for two hundred years, at least, had delighted in

mocking all that was not Parisian. For those native to the provinces, the
resultant feeling of inferiority was pervasive. In René (1802), Chateaubriand

could not even bring himself to name Brittany as his birthplace, dismissing the
region without further reference as ‘une province reculée’.’ The ideological

chasm separating Balzac’s confident declaration from this embarrassed

reluctance to acknowledge one’s provincial origins is striking, and an

! Frangois-René de Chateaubriand, René, in (Euvres romanesques et voyages, ed. by Maurice
Regard, 2 vols (Paris: Gallimard, Bibliothéque de la Pl€iade, 1969), 1, 101-46 (p. 119).



important measure of the evolution of provincial literature during this period.
From being the unmentionables of French prose fiction, within half a century
the provinces were elevated to a more prestigious status, becoming
picturesque rivals to some of the most celebrated natural sights in Europe.

One of the aims of this thesis is to explore the way in which Balzac’s own
representation of provincial France established a vital literary bridge between
the satirical tradition popularized by Moliére, and the progressive rediscovery
and revélorization of the provinces during the July Monarchy. Having
embarked on his career in the 1820s, Balzac occupies a place at the very heart
of a transitional phase in provincial literature. A Tourangeau by birth, and a
man who travelled extensively, he can be credited with building a multifaceted
portrait of the provinces. Written between 1829 and 1847, his Comédie
humaine is unique in both its historical and geographical dimensions,
stretching from the Brittany of Les Chouans (1829) to the Charente of
lllusions perdues (1837-43), and spanning the period from the Revolution to
the reign of Louis-Philippe. Equally, it was Balzac who confronted the
difficulties that had to be overcome in order for the genre to evolve, capturing
the imagination of readers who still favoured the exoticism of foreign shores,
and whose knowledge of provincial characters had hitherto been restricted to

the stupidity of a Pourceaugnac, or the pretentiousness of a Comtesse

d’Escarbagnas.

The extent to which Balzac succeeded in this task has often been crudely
undervalued, an injustice for which his contemporaries must take much of the
blame. Many of his first critics refused to acknowledge his contribution to the

genre, preferring instead to pour scorn on not only his artistic, but also his



personal shortcomings. For some, he was an immoral novelist who possessed
no real understanding of rural life. ‘Cet auteur’, read one anonymous
broadside in La Gazette de France, following the serialization of Les Paysans
(1844), ‘ne connait ni la campagne, ni ses habitans, ni leurs usages, ni leurs
meceurs, ni leurs idées, ni leur langage.’ The assault continued with the
accusation that Balzac had modelled his peasants on ‘[des] rustres de faubourg
ou de banlieue, tout imprégnés de la fange des villes, parlant un jargon étrange
que nulle oreille n’a jamais entendu au village®.” For others, his grasp of the
problems affecting rural communities was nothing short of laughable. ‘Le tout
vous apprend comme [...] on fait pousser des choux, des vignes, des
fabriques, des moulins, et courir des routes, 13 ou la veille il n’y avait que des
ronces et du sable,” scoffed Alfred Desessarts, after reading the theories of
rural regeneration outlined in Le Médecin de campagne (1833). ‘On voit que
le journal des Connaissances inutiles a trouvé son Homeére.”> The damage to
Balzac’s reputation as a provincial novelist was done, and since then, one can
say without fear of exaggeration that it has only partially recovered.

This thesis starts out from the recognition that Balzac’s provinces are a
much more intricate literary construct than was assumed during his lifetime.
The project is based on the argument that La Comédie humaine contains a
celebration of provincial life in keeping with the more widespread defence of
regional culture seen during the July Monarchy. While not denying that
Balzac’s provinces are blighted by what he describes in La Muse du

département (1843) as ‘I’horticulture des vulgarités’ (CH, 1v, p. 652), I intend

2 This comment on Les Paysans, the first part of which had reached the end of its serialization
in December 1844, is cited by Thierry Bodin, ‘L’accueil aux Paysans: de I’anathéme 2 la
gloire’, AB (1977), 241-266 (pp. 249-250).

Alfred Desessarts, ‘Le Médecin de campagne; par de Balzac’, La France littéraire, 9 (1833),
412-14 (p. 414).
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to examine the positive aspects of a setting that nurtures men of talent such as

Rastignac, and comforts others whom Paris has damaged, such as Raphaél de
Valentin or Madame de Beauséant. This discussion will present Balzac as a
figure who was acutely sensitive to the changes impacting upon his society,
and who gave Rousseau’s nostalgia for country over city an updated rationale.
Ever the visionary, he predicted that the ongoing drive towards centralization
“would destroy the last-remaining charm of France’s once-vibrant market
towns, instilling in readers of Béatrix (1839-45) the fear that ‘ces cités [...] ne
se verront plus que dans cette iconographie littéraire’ (CH, 11, p. 638), and
assuming responsibility for the task of recording them through the medium of
the novel. Taking it upon himself to stand guardian over tile provinces, he also
appeared as a political novelist, joining in the contemporary debate on the
state of the provincial economy, and engaging with issues as broad as
landownership, and as narrow as the 1827 Forest Code. Alongside
agronomists and social reformers such as Charles Fourier and Mathieu de
Dombasle, he argued that agriculture could make France a world economic
power, if only the country would realize the untapped potential of its vast
expanses of fallow land. By displaying such commitment to the provincial
cause, Balzac would reveal himself as a writer of great critical versatility,
rather than as one who simply extolled the virtues of provincial life for the

mere sake of doing so.

Any claim to establish a new perspective on the provinces of La Comédie
humaine must be made, however, within the framework of existing
scholarship. The theme of provincial life in Balzac has been approached and

analysed in various ways, though certainly not with the framework that the
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present thesis uses. Among the earliest monographs on the subject was Jared
Wenger’s The Province and the Provinces in the Work of Honoré de Balzac
(1937), a study that sought to reconcile the geographical diversity of Balzac’s
provinces with a view of provincial life therein as a unified sociological
system. Taking his lead from the novelist’s prefatory writings, Wenger
considers Balzac’s early ambition to reveal a France with which many of his
first readers were unfamiliar, beginning with Les Chouans, and the description
of Fougeres as ‘le site le plus pittoresque peut-étre de ces belles contrées’ (CH,
vill, p. 899). The American critic makes a number of important observations
on the way in which Balzac’s fictional provinces evolved during the course of
his career, and how in the 1840s they were almost engulfed by his growing
obsession with Paris. In spite of its contribution to the field, Wenger’s
methodical approach nevertheless betrays several weaknesses. He seems
uncertain, for example, in handling his primary corpus, acknowledging, with
apparent reluctance, the value of ‘eight or ten’* early works to his discussion.
Elsewhere, by contrast, he seems all too willing to take Balzac’s theoretical
writings at face value. The novelist’s reference in the ¢Avant-propos’ (1842),
to the Scénes de la vie de province (1833-37) as representing ‘I’age des
passions, des calculs, des intéréts et de I’ambition’ (CH, 1, p. 18), for example,
is seen as an invitation to reduce his provinces to a pseudo-scientific structure
in which monotony leads to gossip, mediocrity leads to avarice, with the
whole giving rise to hatred, jealousy, and petty scandal. The promise of
evaluating the geographical diversity of La Comédie humaine also remains

largely unfulfilled, as Wenger restricts himself to the task of listing street-

* Jared Wenger, The Province and the Provinces in the Work of Honoré de Balzac (Princeton,
NJ: Princeton University Press, 1937), p. 20.
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names, before offering the over-simplified conclusion that Balzac’s interest
was not in ‘Norman life, or Touraine life, or Champagne life, but provincial
life’ (p. 65).

The study that has established the critical benchmark for scholarly
discussion of Balzac’s provinces is Nicole Mozet’s La Ville de province dans
’ceuvre de Balzac (1982). According to Mozet, it was at the beginning of the
July Monarchy that the small town emerged and crystallized as a literary
space. Analysing the way in which this new setting contributed to the
development of the genre, she argues that Balzac had a crucial role in
challenging the anti-provincial satire still beloved of his contemporaries, and
encouraging a more serious treatment of the provincial theme. His
achievement, she says, was to have taken the provinces into a realist domain,
one in which the names of small towns and villages would no longer be
obscured by rows of asterisks, as they had been in prose fiction of the
eighteenth century. To settings such as Angouléme and Issoudun he gave a
more complete, and more complex, literary identity. As the traditional
academic disciplines of geography and archaeology began to appeal to a wider
public, Balzac turned to using maps, plans, and guidebooks as standard aids to
the writing process. On the basis of this research, he was able to invest his
fictional towns with such detailed topographies that he often seemed to be

examining them ‘avec autant de sérieux que s’il entreprenait les fouilles de

Babylone’.> The point is one of several with which Mozet has advanced our
understanding of Balzac’s provinces. It was she, for instance, who formulated

the most cogent argument to date on their ideological duality. For her, the

* Nicole Mozet, La Ville de province dans I'eeuvre de Balzac: I'espace romanesque: fantasmes
et idéologie (Paris: CDU-SEDES, 1982), p. 287.
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small towns of La Comédie humaine are historical artefacts in their own right.
In the Guérande of Béatrix, ‘les rues sont ce qu’elles étaient il y a quatre cents
ans’ (CH, 11, p. 639), making this a world as protective as it is frustrating. By
the same token, it was Mozet who established the maternal centrality of
Touraine, ‘lieu d’origine et terre nourriciére’ (p. 39), within Balzac’s output.
That these ideas are so often taken for granted is indicative of the extent to
which they have shaped our conception of his provinces, and of his fictional
universe more generally.

At the same time, however, Mozet’s is only one approach to Balzac’s
provinces, an approach in which she sees the small towns of La Comédie
humaine as highly individualized constructs, and in which the emphasis is less
on provincial life than on the novelist’s use of archaeological description as a
springboard for his creative imagination. In the most substantial section of her
study, Mozet’s iﬂterest is in ‘I’inscription de la ville dans la fiction’ (p. 137),
probing the links between the geography and topography of Balzac’s small
towns, and the provincial themes with which he, as a novelist, was
experimenting. Thus, Mozet considers the description of a walled Sancerre, In
La Muse du département, as foreshadowing the isolation of the talented Dinah
de La Baudraye, while in her reading of Le Cabinet des antiques (1839), she
argues that the house of the former Intendant, Chesnel, with 1ts ‘jardinet de
province’ (CH, 1v, p. 1027), is made deliberately to appear fragile,
emphasizing the powerlessness of the old aristocracy to resist the threat of an
ambitious bourgeoisie. There can be no doubt that Mozet makes a convincing

case for Balzac’s sensitivity to the new literary possibilities of the small-town
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setting. An approach as narrow as this nevertheless leaves much still to be said
on the wider representation of provincial life in the novelist’s work.

In addition to Nicole Mozet’s monograph on the small town, other readers
have focused their attention on Balzac’s treatment of the peasantry. The first
of these studies was Marc Blanchard’s La Campagne et ses habitants dans
l’ceuvre de Honoré de Balzac, in 1931. In a dense and sometimes pessimistic
evaluation, Blanchard builds an image of Balzac as a novelist ‘[qui] a connu la
campagne [...] en Parisien surchauffé, assoiffé d’air pur et de verdure mais
jamais en travailleur, en habitant, méme en témoin direct’.’ He accuses his
.depiction of rural life of often descending into banal generalization. The
landscape of Franche-Comté, in Albert Savarus (1842), he points out, is
described as ‘plein d’accidents sublimes’ (CH, 1, p. 987), while elsewhere, the
specificities of regional culture receive scant treatment. The ‘parler gouailleur’
(CH, 1X, p. 92) of the innkeeper, Tonsard, in Les Paysans, tells us little about
language and diale¢t in Burgundy, while the citing of details such as
‘chinchoire’, ‘ce petit cone en corne de beeuf dans lequel les Bretons mettent
le tabac’ (CH, v, p. 999), hardly defines the life led by the fictional Marche-
a-terre and his comrades, in Les Chouans. What this study does bring out,
however, is the way in which Balzac endowed his peasant characters with
their own psychology. In La Comédie humaine, the people of the countryside
are no longer seen in one-dimensional terms, idealized as they were by
Rousseau, or corrupted by Restif de La Bretonne. Instead, they are granted a
social and political conscience, becoming locked in a struggle for ‘la

possession du sol que la loi féodale leur interdisait depuis douze cents ans’

® Marc Blanchard, La Campagne et ses habitants dans l'euvre de Honoré de Balzac: étude
des idées de Balzac sur la grande propriété (Geneva: Slatkine, 1980; first published 1931),
p. 469.
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(CH, 1x, p. 126), the central theme of Les Paysans. After Blanchard saw this
as confirmation that Balzac had properly introduced ‘les classes rurales dans
notre littérature’ (p. 160), Marig-Caroline Vanbremeersch has, most recently,
developed the idea of the Balzacian peasant as a hybrid, ‘rejetant les stigmates
de sa sauvagerie originelle [pour devenir] propriétaire et petit-bourgeois’.’
Though Balzac represented the violent appetites of a primitive underclass in
Les Chouans and Les Paysans, Vanbremeersch suggests that, more often, he
shows the peasant seizing the opportunities presented by modernity to improve
his social status, an impoverished boy such as Pierre Graslin, in Le Curé de
village (1841), rising to become an influential banker and landowner, ‘le pivot
de toute la machine financiére du Limousin’ (CH, IX, p. 658).

The present thesis draws on each of these approaches, and owes much to
the findings of several generations of Balzac scholars. At the same time,
however, the project has a specific focus and an originality of its own. One
important reason for which my study makes a major contribution to the field is
the ambitious scope of its primary corpus. While focusing on a core of texts
from the Scénes de la vie de province, de campagne (1845-55), and de la vie
privée (1830-32), a conscious effort has been made to seek new perspectives
in early works sucgh as Sténie (1819-22) and Wann-Chlore (182)), and 1n
unfinished novels such as Un caractére de femme (1848) and Un grand
homme de Paris en province (1842-44), a little-known inversion of the second
part of Hlusions perdues. Significantly, the thesis also includes Balzac’s

journalistic output, ranging across texts such as the ‘Lettres d’un provincial sur

le systéme suivi’, two pieces of fictional correspondence from September

’ Marie-Caroline Vanbremeersch, Sociologie d'une représentation romanesque: les paysans
dans cing romans balzaciens (Paris and Montreal: L’Harmattan, 1997), pp. 28-29.
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1830, in which the novelist signals his frustration at the failure of fhe recently
installed July Monarchy to engage in a serious exploration of the French
regional identities.

The most significant development here, however, is that of approach.
Unlike the work carried out by Wenger and Mozet, I do not simply
acknowledge the fragmented and sometimes contradictory nature of Balzac’s
provinces; rather, my aim is to track the progress of that fragmentation, and to
catch a novelist in the task of breaking down the seventeenth-century satirical
tradition. I demonstrate the way in which Balzac observed the historical forces
that were shaping nineteenth-century French society, processing them through
a creative consciousness that used literary convention as fuel for innovation,
and emergmg with a more dynamic view of provincial life than had ever been
seen before. As a methodological basis for this study, I consider Balzac as
both a totalizer and a classifier. In an age of geographical and archaeological
exploration, the author of La Comédie humaine drew inspiration from the
natural historians, Buffon, Cuvier, and Geoffroy Saint-Hilaire, and frequently
compared his work to theirs. From their attempts to classify the species of the
animal kingdom, he developed his famous conception of early-nineteenth-
century society as populated with ‘autant d’hommes différents qu’il y a de
variétés en zoologie’. The differences between a soldier, a labourer, and a
businessman, he would go on to declare in the ‘Avant-propos’, are ‘aussi
considérables que celles qui distinguent le loup, le lion, I’ane’ (CH, 1, p. 8).
Equally, he saw in natural history an attempt to situate birds, mammals, and
reptiles within the evolutionary cycle, a total vision that could be adapted for

understanding the forces that were shaping post-revolutionary France. Only
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through cataloguing the component parts does one understand the whole, or as
Balzac explained in La Recherche de I'absolu (1834), ‘une mosaique révéle
toute une société, comme un squelette d’ichthyosaure sous-entend toute une
création’ (CH, X, p. 658).

This desire to classify and totalize, to explain difference as well as
uniformity, is an indispensable part of Balzac’s representation of the
provinces. He can be seen wrestling with questions of regional difference and
identity, while simultaneously seeking to portray the typicality of provincial
life, recounting what he described in the ‘Avant-propos’ as ‘I’histoire oubliée
par tant d’historiens, celle des mceurs’ (CH, 1, p. 11). By extending this
analogy still further, Balzac can be situated at the crossroads of two literary
movements. His total vision of provincial life can be compared, on the one
hand, with an attitude still prevalent at the beginning of the nineteenth century,
when 1n the theatre as in the novel the provinces were simply the provinces,
and many writers were reluctant to examine the differences between them. On
the other, he can be seen engaged in a serious exploration of the provinces,
celebrating their diversity, debating the political and economic issues affecting
them, and in so doing, taking the genre to new heights of complexity and
flexibility.

This thesis reveals Balzac as a novelist who assembled a composite
portrait of provincial life that both reflected and transcended the varied and
constantly evolving historical circumstances through which he lived. From his
carliest literary efforts, he engaged himself in the task of assembling the tiles
from which this mosaic of provincial life would be constructed. He began

gathering the first pieces around 1820, when his return to Touraine, through
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Sténie, reintroduced him to the places he remembered from his childhood, the
city’s cathedral, Saint-Gatien, and the dangerous waters of the Loire. He
would find others in Brittany in 1828, where many still remembered the
guerrilla war waged by the Chouans, some thirty years before. As this mosaic
spread gradually outwards, it would be subjected to the increasing pressure of
historical change, giving rise to tension, contradiction, and new perspectives
on the provincial theme. The Revolution of 1830, the rise of Parisian
capitalism, the neglect of the agricultural economy, industrialization and the
onset of the railway age - all of this would encourage Balzac to deconstruct,
while on occasions perpetuating, the stereotypical view of the provinces as
places of boredom and mediocrity, endowing them with a rich diversity that
makes his achievement as a novelist seem even more remarkable.

This argument is pursued through six chapters. The first chapter, Honor¢
de Balzac: Provincial Novelist’, reviews Balzac’s personal connection with the
provinces, and explores the reasons for which he was drawn to the smaller
towns of western France, ignoring larger centres such as Lyons and Toulouse.
I also trace the development of the theme of provincial life in French
literature, and the ideological tensions that emerged within the genre during
the Restoration, when both Walter Scott (Waverley, 1814) and Eugéne Scribe
(Le Nouveau Pourceaugnac, 1817) struck telling blows against the
Moliéresque tradition. This chapter illustrates Balzac’s determination to reflect

these literary developments, and his willingness to engage with historical

change in his treatment of the provincial theme. At a ‘time when local
historians such as Arcisse de Caumont, in Normandy, were calling for ancient

monuments and buildings to be protected, Balzac responded with a celebration
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of the historic charm of France’s small provincial towns. This theme co-exists
in his work with a more familiar attitude of contempt for the backwardness
and mediocrity of their inhabitants.

In the second chapter, ‘Provincial Identities’, I shall examine Balzac’s
multifaceted representation of provincial life within its contemporary context
of growing sensitivity to regional difference, when works such as Abel Hugo’s
France pittoresque (1835) fuelled the trend for exhaustive studies of regional
life, embracing aspects as diverse as local history and geography. The first part
of this chapter examines the literary techniques with which Balzac constructed
his fictional provinces, and in particular, his use of maps, plans, and
guidebooks. I proceed then to examine his treatment of regional difference,
and the creative difficulties that often forced him to lapse into the vocabulary
of exoticism, likening Brittany to the planes of the American West, and the
waters of the Indre to those of the Ganges. In the literature of the 1830s, an
increasing awareness of regional difference had begun to emerge alongside a
more established notion of the provinces as a uniform whole. This 1s most
evident in the little-known series of ‘Lettres sur la province’, published in Le
Voleur in 1830 and 1831. This chapter shows Balzac responding to, and
working through this tension in his own literary output. In Béatrix, most
notably, he can be seen to produce a particularized study of Breton character
and behaviour, while simultaneously incorporating this into a broader
ideological conception of French provincial life.

In ‘Touraine: The First Province’, I explore the way in which Touraine is
one of the most developed, but also one of the most unstable, of Balzac’s

provinces, it further illustrating the ideological tensions within his treatment of
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the provincial theme. From his early novels, Sténie and Wann-Chlore, through
the unfinished Contes drolatiques (1832-37), and finally, in the Tourangeau
novels of La Comédie humaine, Touraine is associated with maternal comfort
and childhood innocence, but also with violence and suffering. These dual and
multiple identities are developed in Balzac’s representation of actual
Tourangeau settings which exerted a powerful influence on his imagination,
and which explain why Touraine is the most personal, and most privileged
clement, In his composite portrait of provincial life. Foremost among these is
the Cloitre Saint-Gatien, a shadowy corner of Tours that both torments and
soothes. In this chapter, I will argue that these contrasting ‘versions’ of
Touraine are vital to understanding Balzac’s political vision of provincial
France. In his depiction of Tours, he engages once again with the theme of
historical change, lamenting the painful decline of Tours from an international
- silk-weaving capital in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, to a desolate
provincial outpost under the Bourbon Restoration.

The fourth chapter, ‘Experiences of Provincial Life’, examines the
heterogeneity of Balzac’s provinces beyond his native Touraine,
demonstrating that his treatment of provincial life has dimensions other than
“the purely geographical. Applying another evolutionary principle from the
‘Avant-propos’, which says ‘I’animal est un principe qui prend sa forme
extérieure [...] dans les milieux ot il est appelé & se développer’ (CH, 1, p. 8),
Balzac’s provincials can be seen as products of their regional environment, of
history, and of the social class to which they belong. In Félix Grandet, we see
a businessman whose experience of life in Anjou is linked inextricably to the

varied circumstances of Revolution, Consulate, Empire, and Restoration. The
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progress of Grandet’s career provides further evidence of Balzac’s profound
sensitivity to the influence of historical circumstance, as he continues to
subvert the notion of the provinces as places of dull routine. In the second
section, I move on to Les Chouans, a novel in which Balzac, inspired by
Brittany’s war against the First Republic, is seen working to classify the
region’s unique identity, while at the same time condemning the peasantry for
its primitive superstitions. The final section of this chapter reveals class as the
variable which endows Balzac’s representation of provincial life with some of
its most richly contrasting perspectives, from a vulnerable peasantry drawn to
crime as its only means of survival, to an aristocracy determined to ignore the
loss of its former privileges. The chapter as a whole stands as confirmation of
the fundamental diversity of Balzac’s provinces, the novelist building a
mosaic that was not only wide, but layered to a height sufficient to ensure the
positive future development of the genre.

These varied experiences of provincial life must be set within the context
of the relationship between the provinces and Paris. This is the aim of chapter
five. While recognizing that Balzac was one in a long line of writers to
establish the duality of the provinces as places of both cultural mediocrity and
wholesome simplicity, this chapter examines the way in which Paris is a
constant presence in his rcworking of their literary identity. I begin by arguing
that he narrates the confusion of the city from a provincial perspective while
also catering for the satirical tastes of Parisian readers, who since the
seventeenth century had looked down on provincials as criminals and carriers
of disease. The chapter illustrates the difficulty -of attempting to classify the

Parisian and provincial identities, with Balzac both reinforcing and subverting

22



contemporary perceptions of life in city and countryside. The second section
extends this discussion into a re-reading of the Parisian experiences of
Rastignac and Lucien de Rubempré, two characters who, with mixed results,
endure a process of ‘deprovincialization’, their contrasting fortunes linked to
their ability to break the maternal bond with their native Midi. Arguing that
Balzac both perpetuates and manipulates the idée recue of a brilliant but
monstrous Paris, the final section examines the attitudes and behaviour of
Parisians in the provinces. His story of a travelling salesman, in L '/llustre
Gaudissart (1833), is especially important as another example of his
sensitivity to historical change, this time in documenting the changing nature
of the relationship between country and city, and the spread of Parisian
.capitalism.

The final chapter, ‘New Provinces’, returns to Balzac’s celebration of
provincial life in Le Médecin de campagne and Le Curé de village, novels 1n
which the existing potential of the countryside, its strength of community
spir‘it and the en-ergy of a robust peasantry, is harnessed to support the social
and economic regenératioﬂ of two impoverished villages. The chapter
illustrates once again Balzac’s ability in employing the realities of his
historical moment to challenge the satirical tradition. Taking his inspiration
from the contemporary debate on ‘the neglect of France’s agricultural
economy, in these supposedly utopian novels he argues for greater

understanding of the provinces at the level of region, village, and individual.

As a complement to this discussion of change and renewal in Balzac’s

provinces, I also analyse the extent to which his treatment of the provincial

theme had evolved by the end of his career. In Modeste Mignon (1844-45), the
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last provincial novel he completed before his death in 1850, we witness the
emergence of a very different kind of small town, in the form of the
cosmopolitan port of Le Havre. Taking a number of other, unfinished works
from the late 1840s, including Le Député d’Arcis (1847-54) and Les Méfaits
d’un procureur du Roi (1847), I ask whether Balzac’s awareness of historical
change and regional difference enabled him to make a definitive break with
the satirical tradition, leaving the inheritors of his substantial legacy with new
models of small town and countryside, and a new breed of provincial
characters.

These chapters seek to re-evaluate the nature of Balzac’s provinces as a
literary construct. They reveal Balzac as a novelist who was always alert to the
changes pervading his society, and who felt the weight of a long-established
tradition of mocking the provinces. The originality of this thesis is that it
views this one, instantly recognizable Balzac as the inspiration for many
different, and sometimes contradictory representations of the provincial theme,
in which the one-dimensional celebration or condemnation of the provinces
serves merely as a point of creative departure. Thus, in the first chapter, we
sece a Balzac who paradoxically asserted the satirical tradition while
simultancously weakening it. This was the novelist who took the growing
revalorization of the provinces in the 1830s, and refracted it through the lens
of his own literary enterprise, adding to it a political vision of the provinces in
decline. In the second chapter, we catch Balzac attempting to make sense of
the fragmentary nature of French provincial life, striving to build a
socioiogical conception of provincial life as a whole, but also confronting the

difficulty of rendering regional difference. In chapter three, we find another
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Balzac, one who used his intimate knowledge of Tomainé to create the
centrepiece in his provincial mosaic, investing the nostalgia for the provinces
as a maternal space with a new and entirely personal dynamic. He celebrates
the prestige of a region whose silk-weaving industry was once part of the
global economy, wﬁile also lamenting the gradual erosion of the Tourangeau
identity, one that survives only in isolated corners such as Vouvray, with its
population of storytellers and practical jokers. In chapter four, we reveal that
Balzac was not only sensitive to regional difference, but that he was actively
inspired by the diversity of provincial France. In this, the forces of historical
change again have a central role, as the novelist extends his vision from the
Revolution to the July Monarchy, using this chronological sweep to mine new
perspectives on the provincial theme, from the rise of the bourgeois
landowner, to the threat posed by industrial capitalism to longstanding
provincial crafts.

The final chapters in the thesis show Balzac adding further elements to his
composite portrait of provincial life. In chapters five and six, he can be seen
extolling the virtues of city and countryside, before taking these st;reotypes
and using them as yet another springboard for his creative imagination. Still
engaging with historical realities such as rural poverty and provincial
migration to Paris, and still using these as a route through which to challenge
the satirical tradition, Balzac demonstrates that not all provincials should be
cast out of the capital as worthless, just as in the depths of the countryside,
peasants are more than mere savages. A young man such as Rastignac, in Le
Pére Goriot (1835), can now win a place i1n the upper echelons of Parisian

society through wielding superior intelligence. In the same way, the peasants
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who work under the guidance of Dr Benassis, in Le Médecin de campagne,
can raise themselves out of a cycle of crushing poverty. In bringing together
these many tiles within Balzac’s mosaic of provincial life, this thesis makes
the significant and original claim that his provinces are as diverse, and as

evolutionary, as the animal kingdom itself.
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CHAPTER ONE

Honore de Balzac: Provincial Novelist

‘Le voyage m’agrandit les idées.”!

Balzac from Aix-en-Provence (1832)

Honoré de Balzac was bqrn in Tours, in the heart of the Loire Valley. The fact
may seem to us a simple one, though a general reader, encountering the great
novelist for the first time, could well be forgiven for mistaking him for a
Parisian. The error would be unsurprising, not merely because Paris is the
setting for some of the most celebrated of the ninety-four novels and short
stories which make up La Comédie humaine, but because the city holds such
an evident fascination for their author. This is Paris the °‘monstrueuse
mervellle’ (CH, v, p. 795) of Ferragus (1834), the ‘véritable océan’ (CH, I,
p. 59) of Le Pére Goriot, a place of hidden depths and infinite possibilities
which captured Balzac’s imagination from the moment he arrived there with
his family in 1814.% For the wide-eyed adolescent, ‘transplanted’ from his
native Touraine,” the date marked the beginning of his enduring love affair

with the capital, a love that in subsequent years would be cemented by the

' Corr., 1, p. 129 (23 September 1832).
? Bernard-Frangois Balssa moved his family to Paris in November 1814, following his

appointment to a post in the military commissariat. They lived at number forty, Rue du
Temple, in the Marais. Once fashionable with aristocrats and high-class courtesans, the district
was by this time the principal home of the shop-keeping class.

* For Balzac, ‘transplantation’ to Paris is the best way for the Tourangeau to realize his
potential. This idea is made explicit in his 1833 novella, L 'lllustre Gaudissart, in which the
narrator declares: ‘Transplantez le Tourangeau, ses qualités se développent et produisent de
grandes choses’ (CH, 1v, p. 576).
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lectures of Cousin, Villemain, and Guizot at the Sorbonne;* by his reading of
Romantic literature — Byron, Goethe, and Walter Scott — that arrived from
every corner of Europe during the first quarter of the century; and by his walks
through the city’s bustling streets, filling his lungs with an air that he
described to Madame Hanska in 1843 as ‘un air qu’on ne retrouve nulle part,
un air plein d’idées, plein d’amusements, plein d’esprit, saturé de plaisirs et de
droleries, puis une grandeur, une indépendance, qui él¢vent I’Ame’.° This was,
of course, the early nineteenth century, a time when many of Balzac’s
contemporaries were being lured to the ‘antheap of Paris’® by the irresistible
promise of wealth, success, and that concomitant of the two — power. Then, as
today, talented men and women like the fictional Lucien de Rubempré in
Illusions perdues, and Dinah de La Baudraye in La Muse du département, saw
Paris as their only escape from a life of endless provincial mediocrity. This

vision was one that Balzac shared. And yet, for all that he was, as Hippolyte

9

Taine argued, ‘parisien de mceurs, d’esprit, d’inclination’,’ for all that his

Scénes de la vie parisienne (1834-35) ‘brillent par leur éclat incomparable et

* Though he was registered at the Ecole de Droit, Balzac often attended lectures in history,
economics, and philosophy at the Sorbonne. In 1858, eight years after her brother’s death,
Laure Surville recalled ‘I'enthousiasme que lui causaient les éloquentes improvisations des
Villemain, des Guizot, des Cousin’ (Madame L. Surville (née de Balzac), Balzac: sa vie et ses
ceuvres d’apreés sa correspondance (Paris: Jaccottet, Bourdillat, 1858), p. 28).

> LH, 1, p. 638 (22 January 1843).

¢ Alfred Cobban, A History of Modern France, 2™ edn, 3 vols (Harmondsworth: Penguin,
1965; repr. 1991), 11i: From the First Empire to the Second Empire: 1799-1871, p. 11. The
onset of industrialization meant that Paris underwent significant demographic growth during
the first half of the nineteenth century. The census of 1801 recorded some 547,000 inhabitants
for the city. This figure continued to rise thereafter, with the Parisian population numbering
622,000 in 1811, 713,000 in 1818, and more than 800,000 at the beginning of 1830 (G. de
Bertier de Sauvigny, La Restauration (Paris: Flammarion, 1955; repr. 1999), p. 237). For
further information on the demographic contribution made by the provinces to the growth of
Paris, see Louis Chevalier, La Formation de la population parisienne au dix-neuviéme siécle
(Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1950), pp. 161-70.

" Hippolyte Taine, ‘Balzac’, in Nouveawx essais de critique et d’histoire, 7® edn (Paris:
Hachette, 1901), pp. 1-94 (p. J).
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la variété de leurs couleurs’,’ Balzac’s attachment to provincial France was as
strong as the emotional, intellectual, and financial ties which bound him to
Paris. The aim of the present chapter i1s to consider the relevance of the
provinces to Balzac’s life and literary career. The chapter comprises three
sections. In the first, I sketch the biographical links between Balzac and
provincial France, and situate his provincial writings within the context of
renewed Interest in the social and historical diversity of France during the
1820s and 30s. In the second, I trace the origins of the theme of provincial life
in French literature, focusing on the ideological tensions that emerged within
the genre during the Restoration period. In the final section, I demonstrate
Balzac’s sensitivity to this cultural and literary revalorization of provincial
France, arguing that his treatment of the provinces is torn between a

celebration of their natural charm and contempt for their backwardness.

Balzac and Provincial France: Exploration and Preservation

‘Tourangeau d’origine, parisien d’adoption’,” Balzac never sought to hide his
provincial roots. On the contrary, he viewed them as a distinction of which he
and his family could be proud. He gave the reason for this attitude in 1836, In
the ‘Historique du procés auquel a donné lieu Le Lys dans la vallée’, in which
he told how his father ‘se glorifiait d’étre de la race conquise, d’une famille
qui avait résisté en Auvergne & I’invasion, et d’ou sont sortis les Entragues’

(CH, X, p. 929). Since 1831, Balzac had steadfastly refused to comment on

® Norah W. Stevenson, Paris dans la ‘Comédie humaine’ de Balzac (Paris: Courville, 1938),

E. 7.

Nicolas Bourgeois, Balzac: historien frangais et écrivain régionaliste (Paris: Bloud & Gay,
1925), p. 72.
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his self-ennoblement, and the addition of the aristocratic ‘de’ to his name.
When finally he broke his silence, it was to claim a connection between his
family and an extinct line of fifteenth-century noblemen, the Balzacs
d’Entragues.

The true quality of Balzac’s blood was not noble, however, but plebeian.
His father came from a hamlet near Albi, in southern France. An ambitious,
energetic boy, the young Bernard-Frangois Balssa had watched over cattle

before asking the local priest to teach him how to read and write. He rose to

prominence under the pre-revolutionary administration, becoming Secretary to
the King’s Council in 1776. In order to escape the bloodshed of the Terror, he
secured a transfer to military provisions, and in 1795, was posted to Tours.
I'wo years later, he married Laure Sallambier, the couple quickly establishing
themselves as respected members of the city’s new bourgeoisie.” Honoré,
their second son, waé born on 20 May 1799,!" and it was here, in the idyllic
surroundings of the Loire Valley, that he spent the early part of his childhood.
At the age of eight, he began a miserable incarceration as a boarder at
Vendome’s Oratorian College. The experience nevertheless failed to damage
the affection that he felt for the place of his birth. Throughout his life, Balzac
continued to love Touraine with an intensity that finds its clearest expression
in the words of Félix de Vandenesse, in Le Lys dans la vallée (1836). ‘Ne me

demandez plus pourquoi j’aime la Touraine!” he writes to Natalie de

Manerville. ‘Je ne I’aime ni comme on aime son berceau, ni comme on aime

'> For the remarkable career of Bernard-Francois Balssa, see Jean-Louis Déga, La Vie
prodigieuse de Bernard-Frangois Balssa (pére d’Honoré de Balzac): aux sources historiques
de la ‘Comédie humaine' (Rodez: Subervie, 1998).

'l Honoré was born exactly one year after the couple’s first child, Louis-Daniel, who lived for
only thirty-three days. See Horace Hennion, ‘Louis-Daniel Balzac’, Le Courrier balzacien, 8-
9 (November 1950), 159-60.
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une oasis dans le désert; je I’aime comme un artiste aime 1’art’ (CH, IX, p.

988). For Balzac, Touraine evoked similar thoughts of happiness and
fulfilment, and a mere glance at his correspondence is sufficient to confirm the
place that the region occupied in his heart. ‘Oh! si vous saviez ce que c’est que

la Touraine!’ he exclaimed in a letter to Victor Ratier, owner of La Silhouette,

in July 1830:

On y oublie tout. [...] Jen suis arrivé & regarder la gloire, la
Chambre, la politique, I’avenir, la littérature, comme de véritables
boulettes a tuer les chiens errants et sans domicile, et que je dis: “La

vertu, l]ezbonheur, la vie, c’est six cents francs de rente au bord de la
Loire.”

Even after he had declared himself a citizen of the ‘métropole intellectuelle’’’

in 1837, Balzac would often exchange the harsh world of Paris for the
maternal comfort of Touraine, seeking rest, the solitude most conducive to
writing, and an escape from the ever-pressing demands of his creditors. At the
Chateau de Saché, home of his mother’s lover, Jean de Ma:rgonne,14 and at La
Grenadiére, a rented house on the right bank of the Loire, he conceived and
wrote some of his finest works, including Le Lys dans la vallée, Louis
Lambert (1832), and La Recherche de 1’absolu, and great Parisian dramas

such as Le Pére Goriot, César Birotteau (1837), and Illusions perdues. Thus,

Touraine was no ‘accident’ or ‘mere stage’"” in Balzac’s life as it had been in

12 Corr., 1, p. 461°(21 July 1830).

13 LH, 1, p. 404 (1 September 1837).

'4 Jean de Margonne was the father of Balzac’s scapegrace brother, Henry. The novelist was
aware of Henry’s paternity, which he confirmed in a letter to Madame Hanska in 1848: ‘M.
M{[argonne] est le pére de Henry’ (LH, 11, p. 872; 19 June 1848). In his last will and testament,
Jean de Margonne bequeathed 200,000 francs to Henry, who was himself already dead. Henry
died in the Comoro Islands on 11 March 1858, and Monsieur de Margonne in Paris, on 2 May.
Further information on Henry de Balzac is provided by Madeleine Fargeaud and Roger Pierrot
in their article,Henry le trop aimé’, AB (1961), 29-66.

'> Gérard Bauér, ‘Balzac and his province’, Living Age, 317 (1923), 173-76 (p. 176).
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that of his father. It was a cherished home to which he returned time and

again, ‘la terre privilégiée a laquelle [...] 1l est resté indéfectiblement

attachg.’!°

Balzac’s knowledge of provincial France was not limited, though, to the
terrestrial paradise of the Garden of France.'’ Upon the retirement of Bernard-
Frangois in 1819, the family moved to Villeparisis, a coaching stop on the road
to Meaux. Honor¢ had already escaped to Paris, but was recalled by his parents
in December 1820. One of earliest literary efforts, a five-act tragedy called

Cromwell (1820), had been declared worthless,'® forcing him to trade the

capital for what was then a dusty town of only five hundred inhabitants.
Villeparisis provided the aspirant writer with his first adult experience of
provincial life. It was here, also, that he met the woman who would become his

mistress and mentor: Laure de Berny. On numerous occasions between 1829
and 1835, Balzac visited Madame de Berny at her country house, La
Bouleauniére, a retreat on the edge of the forest at Fontainebleau which, like
Saché, allowed him to work without distraction.!” After 1820, there were also
visits to Bayeux, the marital home of his sister, Laure Surville, as well as trips
.to Alengon and Rheims, in connection with his ill-starred printing business.

‘These journeys undoubtedly gave Balzac a taste for travel, though in

reality it was not until after 1830, and his arrival on the literary stage with Les

'6 Paul Métadier, Balzac en Touraine (Paris: Hachette, 1968), p. 37.

'7 The concept of Touraine as a terrestrial paradise is an established one in the study of
Balzac’s life and work. In her article, ‘A propos d’une thése sur la province balzacienne:
quelques problémes de méthode’, AB (1981), 169-90, Nicole Mozet states: ‘La Touraine fut
trés t6t pour Balzac une terre paradisiaque, domin€e par le mirage de I’Unité perdue, dans
lequel il est difficile de ne pas reconnaitre la figure de la Mére’ (p. 176).

'* The damning verdict on Cromwell came from Andrieux, a professor at the Collége de
France, who advised the Balzacs that their son should do ‘quoi que ce soit, excepté de la
littérature’ (Surville, Balzac: sa vie et ses euvres, p. 64). See also the letter from Andrieux to
Madame Balzac (Corr., 1, pp. 84-85; 22 September 1820).

'9 Balzac stayed at La Bouleauniére for the last time in October 1835. Madame de Berny died
on 27 July 1836, having asked Balzac to cease his visits, and to write her no more letters.
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Chouans, that he began to travel more extensively, both within France and
beyond, to Switzerland, Sardinia, Italy, Austria, Germany, and the Ukraine.
The motivation for these trips was often the pursuit of a romantic adventure or
business proposition, or simply a desire to spend time with friends such as
Zulma Carraud,”® who lived at La Poudrerie, near Angouléme, and then at
Frapesle, near Issoudun. Even with these reasons in mind, though, the list of
Balzac’s journeys is bewildering enough to suggest, as Rémy Montalée does,
that ‘tout lui fut occasion et prétexte’.2! This is the ‘open-air Balzac’** whom
readers are so often inclined to forget, and a man whose need of travel appears
to have been so obsessive that Dr Cabanés termed it ‘une sorte de “manie
ambulatoire”, quelque peu pathologique’.”’ The image of Balzac as one of the
first tourists of the nineteenth century strikes an obvious and immediate
contrast with that of the ‘Parisian’ novelist who locked himself in a darkened
room for weeks on end, drinking vast qﬁantities of black coffee as he toiled
over his manuscripts.

To confirm the extent of Balzac’s familiarity with provincial France, there
would seem little need to look beyond La Comédie humaine itself. The view is
supported by even the briefest survey of his labyrinthine ceuvre, as the reader is
transported from Flanders in La Recherche de 1'absolu, to Champagne 1n Le

Député d’Arcis, then onwards to Burgundy in the unfinished novel, Les

0 The wife of an army captain, Zulma Carraud was also a friend of Laure Surville. Balzac
first met her in 1819, though it was not until later that their friendship blossomed. Throughout
the rest of Balzac’s life, she remained both a trusted friend and a reliable critic. See also
Thierry Bodin, ‘Balzac et Zulma Carraud: du nouveau sur leurs relations’, 4B (1969), 303-06.
2! Rémy Montalée, En lisant Balzac (Paris: Figuiére, 1925), p. 68.

22 Henry James, ‘Honoré de Balzac’, in French Poets and Novelists (London and New York:
Macmillan, 1878), pp. 84-150 (p. 95).

2 Dr. Cabanés, Balzac ignoré, 2™ edn (Paris: Albin Michel, 1928), p. 64. This at a time when
journeys were longer and more difficult than they are today. In 1815, the journey from Paris to
Toulouse required four-and-a-half days by stagecoach and three days by mail-coach. The
same journey would take longer (eight days in all) if the stagecoach stopped overnight. (Jean
Fourcassié, Toulouse: une ville a I'époque romantique (Paris: Plon, 1953), p. 4).
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Paysans. But the geographical boundaries of Balzac’s work extend further still,
to Franche-Comté in Albert Savarus, Auvergne and Savoy in La Peau de
chagrin (1831), and Dauphiné in Le Médecin de campagne. There is Provence,
with the outskirts of Marseilles in Mémoires de deux jeunes mariées (1842),
and Bordeaux in Le Contrat de mariage (1835). There is Berry, with Sancerre
and Issoudun in La Muse du département and La Rabouilleuse (1842)
respectiVély; Charenteé, with Angouléme in Jllusions perdues; Normandy in Le
Cabinet des antiques, La Vieille Fille (1837), La Femme abandonnée (1833),
and Modeste Mignon. Then, of course, there is the Touraine of Le Lys dans la
vallée, La Femme de trente ans (1834), and a number of other stories that I
shall consider in chapter three. Nor can we neglect to mention Brittany, since it
features in Les Chouans and Béatrix. Indeed, the sum total of Balzac’s work

forms such an extensive geography of France that many of his compatriots will

wonder of him, as André Le Breton has, ‘y a-t-il une de nos provinces qu’il ne

connaisse?***

The answer implied here is that there is not, though it would be foolish to
assume that Balzac, for all his remarkable powers of observation, was
omniscient. ‘Il est génial,” we are warned, ‘mais il ne sait pas tout.”*> For while
it may be true that he had visited many of the small towns and provinces
described in his novels (sometimes years before conceiving the ideas for the

stories themselves®®), this alone does not make his literary output an instant

4 André Le Breton, Balzac: I'homme et I'eeuvre (Paris: Boivin, [n. d.]), p. 141.
%> Bernard Guyon, ‘La province dans 1’ceuvre romanesque de Balzac’, in La Province dans le

roman: actes du huitiéme congreés international stendhalien, Nantes, 27-29 mai 1971, ed. by
Alain Chantreau (Nantes: Soci¢t€ nantaise d’€tudes littéraires, 1978), pp. 117-27 (p. 124).

2 The question of whether or not Balzac visited some of the locations described in his work
remains the source of much critical debate. Doubts surrounding his visit to Saumur (the setting
for Eugénie Grandet (1833)) are an indication of the extent to which these discussions have

been pursued. See for example Nicole Mozet, ‘Quand Balzac est-il allé 24 Saumur?’, in Balzac
au pluriel (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1990), pp. 65-68.
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precursor of Michelet’s famous Tableau de la France (1833), or even an
equivalent of Stendhal’s Mémoires d’un touriste (1838). In fact, the lacunae in
his project are numerous enough to render any such comparisons wholly
inaccurate. La Comédie humaine contains not one work set in Lyons, France’s
second city. There i1s nothing on Strasbourg either, or on Toulouse and
Montpellier. With the exception of Bordeaux, Marseilles, and Le Havre, all of
France’s large provincial centres are conspicuous by their absence. In such an
ambitious enterprise, one that was little more than half-complete at the death of
its author,”’ clearly there are likely to be errors and omissions, and if Balzac
does not honour Strasbourg or Toulouse with a fictional treatment, then there
remains the very practical possibility that he had neither the time nor the
inclination to do so. To declare ourselves satisfied with this explanation would
nevertheless be quite wrong, since the places that Balzac ignored were not
insignificant hamlets. These were large towns and cities that had come to play
a vital role in the cultural, political, and economic development of the country,
so much so that by the end of the Restoration, they could boast ‘une vie de
société relativement brillante’.*® The reason for the omission of these important
provincial centres warrants further investigation. Balzac was, after all, the
novelist who, in the ‘Avant-propos’, appointed himself the ‘secretary’ of
nineteenth-century French society (CH, 1, p. 11), and who strove to achieve a

total vision of the place and period in which he lived. Why, then, did he reject

27 For an impression of how La Comédie humaine might have looked had Balzac lived to
complete it, see Ferdinand Brunetiére, Honoré de Balzac (Paris: Nelson and Calmann-Lévy,
1913), pp. 78-82. Brunctiére bases his list on the findings of Vicomte Spoelberch de
Lovenjoul, Histoire des ceuvres de H. de Balzac, 3™ edn (Paris: Calmann-L¢vy, 1888).

28 Bertier de Sauvigny, La Restauration, p. 265. The geographical lacunae in La Comédie
humaine do not escape the attention of this historian, who adds that ‘la province de Balzac ne
dépasse pas, au sud, Bordeaux et Angoul€éme’.

35



thriving towns and cities such as Lyons and Marseilles in favour of rural
backwaters such as Saumur and Issoudun?

Part of the answer lies in Balzac’s own knowledge of the provinces,
which, despite claims to the contrary,”® was far from complete. He was better
acquainted with the small, conservative towns of western France — Alencon,
Gucrande, Bayeux, Issoudun, and Angouléme — than he was with the more
vibrant centres of the south, and it was principally this confidence that led him
to favour them as settings for his work. Though convenient, the idearthat lack
of knowledge ll'estricted the geographical scope of Balzac’s writings is,
however, flawed. In fact, there is a wealth of evidence to demonstrate that
ignorance was never an obstacle in the mind of a writer who, on more than one
occasion, was prepared to research the precise details of the settings he had
chosen. Laure Surville, for instance, in her affectionate (and for this reason,
sometimes unreliable) biography of 1858, recalled the trips that her brother
made ‘dans I’intérieur de la France, partout ou il plagait ses personnages pour
décrire fidelement les villes ou les campagnes ot il les faisait vivre’.”? The
truth was somewhat different, since formal research trips were never a part of
Balzac’s method as they would be for Realist writers in the second half of the
century. Both Zola and Flaubert visited the settings of their novels before (and
sometimes during) the preparation of their manuscripts. Flaubert spent two
months in Tunis for Salammbé (1862), while Zola visited the mines of Anzin
in 1884, as research for Germinal (1885). By contrast, Balzac travelled only

twice with the specific intention of researching a setting, to Fougéres for Les

> Bourgeois, Balzac: historien frangais, p. T2.
*0 Surville, Balzac: sa vie et ses eeuvres, pp. 107-08.
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Chouans, in 1828, and to Arcis-sur-Aube for Le Député d’Arcis, In 1842.%! For
the remainder, he employed the simplest of research techniques. If he had not
visited a town himself, or if he had visited it-and forgotten certain details, then
maps and guidebooks, or friends and relatives, could provide him with the
information he required.’” The most famous example of this practical approach
concerns his checking of the topography of Angouléme, for lllusions perdues.
In a letter of 1836 to Zulma Carraud, he writes: ‘Je voudrais savoir le nom de
la rue par laquelle vous arriviez sur la place du Mirier [...]. Si le commandant
[Zulma’s husband] me fait un plan grossier, ce n’en sera que mieux.””’ Balzac
received, by return of post, a plan of the town, and a full description of the area
surrounding the Place du Miirier, the eventual setting for the Séchard printing
house. The use that he made of such topographical information, and of other
factual documents, is a question to which I shall return in chapter two. The
point to be made here is that in cases where Balzac was unfamiliar with a given
town, there was rarely a shortage of sources from which the information could
be gleaned. That he undertook such careful research suggests, in turn, that his
avoidance of France’s large provincial centres was not a matter of simple
neglect on his part, but a conscious creative decision with its own rationale.
Balzac’s preference for small towns and villages can be attributed to his

desire to explore the hidden diversity, or otherness, of the provinces, reflecting

31 Even in this second instance, the motivation seems to have been less literary than romantic,
with Balzac assuring Madame Hanska, ‘j’y mets la scéne du roman que je fais pour vous aller
voir’ (LH, 1, p. 593; 12 July 1842).

32 Apart from the indications given in his correspondence and manuscripts, it is difficult to be
certain about the sources of factual information that Balzac used. His notes are scant, unlike
those of Zola and Flaubert. Cf. Gustave Flaubert, Carnets de travail, ed. by Pierre-Marc de
Biasi (Paris: Balland, 1988) and Emile Zola, Carnets d’enquéte, ed. by Henri Mitterand (Paris:
Plon, 1987). Jacqueline Boudard makes an interesting case for Balzac’s possible use of
guidebooks in the composition of La Peau de chagrin (‘Les lacs de la campagne romaine ont-
ils inspiré Balzac?’, AB (1995), 409-16).

3 Corr., 111, p. 109 (26 June 1836).
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a movement that had already begun to gather pace while he was still embroiled
in the business of printing and type founding. In the 1820s, France had borne
witness to a surge of interest in its regions, in their histories and monuments, in
their architectural styles, and in the socio-cultural practices of their inhabitants.
The seeds of this curiosity were sown by the Revolution, in'which provincial
France had been a volatile participant. In 1789, when the provinces of the
Ancien Reégime were divided into eighty-three new administrative
departments, local opposition had been fierce. Angered by the determination of
the National Assembly to remove their long-established privileges,
provincialists in Normandy and Maine, Poitou and Berry, Burgundy and the
Nivernais, swarmed in violent protest. These tensions spilled over again in the
summer of 1793, when federalist notables rose up against what they saw as the
dictatorial administration in Paris, and called for a devolution of power.
Though ruthlessly suppressed, these insurrections would live long in the
memory of a Parisian elite that already looked upon the provinces as a
dangerous, archaic force. To assuage their fears in the wake of the Napoleonic
adventure, the city’s educated classes began to demand knowledge of a France

that, because of its poor roads and slow transport, was still unfamiliar to them:

[Elles avaient] soif de comprendre la résistance a la raison manifestée
durant la Révolution, D’attachement insolite, agacant ou tout
simplement émouvant aux croyances, aux superstitions, aux préjugés,
a I’antique calendrier, aux anciennes mesures, aux patois.””

It was this ambition to discover the uncharted depths of the provinces that was

the impetus behind works such as Nodier, Taylor, and Cailleux’s Voyages

34 Alain Corbin, ‘Paris-Province’, in Les Lieux de mémoire (Les France), ed. by Pierre Nora, 3
vols (Paris: Gallimard, 1992), 1: Conflits et partages, pp. 777-823 (p. 790).
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pittoresques et romantiques dans l’ancienne France. Appearing in twenty-
three volumes between 1820 and 1863, this series of travel-books was
illustrated with more than three thousand drawings and lithographs.

As well as satisfying the demands of its inquisitive Parisian readers,
Taylor and Nodier’s project also marked the beginning of a sustained drive
towards preserving the country’s historical heritage, a task that continued
under the July Monarchy. When Louis-Philippe came to the throne in 1830,
one of his first acts was to create the post of Inspector-General of Historic
Monuments, held most famously by Prosper Mérimée.”> A man better known

for his short fiction than for his architectural expertise, the punctilious

M¢érimée proved in the event to be an inspired choice. Between 1834 and his
nomination as a senator in 1853, he made eighteen trips through the provinces,
assessing claims on the funds allocated to him, and supervising numerous
repair and restoration projects. Often forced to battle against the resistance of
small-town authorities, Mérimée never ceased to be shocked at the state of
neglect into which some of France’s most important historical monuments had
fallen. ‘Quelques-uns les verront disparaitre d’un ceil indifférent,” he
complained in 1836, ‘et diront [...] que, pourvu que nous ayons des canaux et
des chemins de fer, il importe peu que tous les ouvrages d’art périssent.’*
Among the sites at which he succeeded in averting this threat were the

chiteaux of Blois and Chinon, the Palace of the Popes at Avignon, and the

Roman theatres at Orange and Arles.

*> For a biographical account of Prosper Mérimée’s work as Inspector-General of Historic
Monuments, see for example A. W. Raitt, Prosper Mérimée (London: Eyre & Spottiswoode,

1970), pp. 137-54.

*® Prosper Mérimée, Notes d’un voyage dans 'ouest de la France, in Notes de voyages, ed. by
Pierre-Marie Auzas (Paris: Hachette, 1971), 247-449 (p. 448).
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At the same time as Parisian writers and administrators were seeking to
further their understanding of the provinces, so too were provincials cultivating
an interest in their own regions. At the forefront of this movement was Arcisse
de Caumont, who in 1824 founded the Antiquarian Society of Normandy. A
keen archaeologist, Caumont belonged to a provincial nobility that had lost
much of its landed property during the Revolution. With the return of the
monarchy, his class went in search of both financial and psychological
compensation, attempting to ‘reprendre possession, comme symboliquement,
de ses territoires et des priviléges locaux, a travers la connaissance de la
géographie, de I’art ou de I’archéologie’.”’’ The effort invested by Caumont in
the study of Norman history, and in the protection of the region’s ancient
monuments, many of which dated back to the Middle Ages, provided a model
for archaeological societies throughout the country. The Antiquarians of
Western France were established in 1834, followed by the Antiquarians of
Picardy in 1836. Indeed, so popular was the interest in regional history during
this period that Balzac incorporated a fictional archaeologist into his novel,
Pierrette (1840). The enthusiastic amateur, Desfondrilles, ‘plus archéologue
que magistrat’ (CH, 1v, p. 64), is shown in conversation with Denis Rogron, a
middle-aged bachelor whose ignorance of his native town’s past appears to
know no bounds. ‘Ne savez-vous donc pas’, asks the magistrate, ‘que toute
cette partiec de Provins est batie sur des cryptes?’ (CH, 1V, p. 65). Alarmed at
the discovery, Rogron and his sister spend the next six days discussing the
tombs that lie beneath the streets of the Old Town, while Desfondilles resumes

work on the ‘grand ouvrage archéologique dans lequel il compte expliquer ces

37 Frangoise Bercé, ‘Arcisse de Caumont et les sociétés savantes’, in Les Liewx de mémoire
(La Nation), ed. by Pierre Nora, 3 vols (Paris: Gallimard, 1986), 11, pp. 533-67 (p. 535).
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singuliéres constructions’ (CH, IV; pp. 65-66). The episode makes for an
amusing reflection of a contemporary context, though it should be noted that
not all ‘sociétés savantes” were formed for the research of historical subjects.
This was a golden age for regional societies of all kinds, their number
increasing from eighty-three in 1810 to two hundred and sixty in 1846.°° A
significant portion of these came together to debate matters relating to local
agriculture. Others met to discuss and offer prizes for new works of literature,
while some, such as the Académie des sciences, belles lettres et arts de
Besangon, excluded nothing from their range of activities, preferring instead to
champion ‘un idéal encyclopédique hérité du temps des Lumiéres’.” The
flourishing of these intellectual societies was a resounding statement that the
life of provincial France was deserving of consideration, and preservation.

The sentiment was one to which novelists would respond, albeit at their
own pace. In the prose fiction of the eighteenth century, provincial France had
repeatedly been ignored in favour of more exotic settings, the South America
of Candide (1759), for example, the Mauritius of Paul et Virginie (1787), or
the Italy of Madame de Sta&l’s Corinne (1807). Even in those texts in which
the provinces were featured, the small-town settings were often identified only
by an initial letter, or their full names disguised by a row of asterisks. A case in
point is Prévost’s Manon Lescaut (1731), in which the adventures of the young
protagonist, des Grieux, are stretched as far as New Orleans, while the name of
the small French town in which he is born is withheld: ‘J’avais dix-sept ans, et

j’achevais mes études de philosophie & Amiens, ou mes parents, qui sont d’une

38 Jean Chaline, Sociabilité et érudition: les sociétés savantes en France: dix-neuvieme et
vingtiéme siécles (Paris: CTHS, 1995), pp. 36-37.
3 Chaline, Sociabilité et érudition, p. 42.

41



des meilleures maisons de P., m’avaient envoyé.”*® Quite apart from their
crude realist device of obscuring names to protect the identity of the ‘actual’
figures concerned, the underlying suggestion is that these eighteenth-century
writers saw the provinces as unmentionable, and provincialism itself as a
reason for shame. This attitude prevailed until the eve of the July Monarchy,
when the newfound appreciation of regional culture encouraged novelists to re-
evaluate the exoticism so beloved of their predecessors, and focus their
attention once again on France.

The most striking barometer of this contemporary mood was Jules Janin’s
article, ‘La Ville de Saint-Etienne’, which appeared in the Revue de Paris in
August 1829. Here, the journalist who later was so vociferous in his criticism
of Balzac, takes to an ironic extreme the idea that the small towns of France are
beautiful in their own right, and that they, too, should receive literary attention.
‘Tl existe & cent licues de la chaussée d’Antin’, he declares, ‘une ville de
forgerons et de charbonniers [...] toujours entourée de fumce et de
poussiére.’*! Saint-Etienne is a centre of heavy industry, a town whose
furnaces are used to melt the iron for tools, rifles, and cutlery. This production
dominates local life. The townsfolk have no interest in cultural pursuits such as
music or the theatre, while the town itself ‘n’a pour se distraire ni assises, ni la
cour d’un préfet, ni aristocratie orgueilleuse et ruinée [...]; en un mot, rien de
ce qui fait le charme d’une ville de province’ (p. 319). What Saint-Etienne
does have, though, is an exoticism of its own, ‘de ’or comme dans un conte
des Mille et une Nuits’ (p. 319), and a railway line that is ‘une des merveilles

du monde’ (p. 328). To describe a French provincial town in such vivid terms,

40 Abbé Prévost, Histoire du Chevalier des Grieux et de Manon Lescaut, ed. by Frédéric
Deloffre and Raymond Picard (Paris: Garnier, 19635), p. 17.
*! Jules Janin, ‘La Ville de Saint-Etienne (Loire)’, Revue de Paris, S (1829), 319-31 (p. 319).
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with a detailed evocation of its economy and society, was unprecedented in
1829, and whether by accident or design, Janin ‘a[vait] fait subir & la prose
littéraire une mutation essentielle’.*?> The fact was not lost on Charles Nodier,
who, in a response published the following month, lauded Janin as the first
exponent of a new descriptive mode. ‘Je suis siir d’avoir vu Saint-Etienne,’
declared the librarian of the Bibliothéque de I’ Arsenal, in a piece entitled ‘Du
style topographique’. ‘[Je suis siir] d’avoir parcouru ses rues noires et
retentissantes, 3 la lueur des forges et au bruit des marteaux.’*’ It was an
unexaggerated assessment of the advance made by Janin in writing the
provinces. The small town had been given a literary identity that embraced its
social, cultural, and economic characteristics.

Balzac’s own interest in the provinces must be set within this context of
what Nicole Mozet sees as anti-exoticism, but what I would suggest 1s a
reattribution of the exotic to provincial France.** In his 1832 novella, Voyage
de Paris a Java, he gives a clear indication that he was sensitive to the
movement of rediscovery and revalorization of the provinces. Tired of reading
the travel memoirs of foreign diplomats and merchants, ‘[des explorateurs qui]
m’ont toujours paru étre de grands charlatans’ (OD, 11, p. 1144), the narrator of
this hallucinatory tale resolves to undertake a journey of his own. Declaring
himself to have nothing in common with the ‘voyageurs vulgaires’ of the day,
he makes minimal preparations for a trek through the Orient: ‘Je partais avec

mon habit, une paire de rasoirs, six chemises et quelques légers bagages,

comme si j’allais visiter un voisin’ (OD, 11, p. 1143). After a long sea voyage,

2 Mozet, La Ville de province, p. 31.

) Charles Nodier, ‘Du style topographique’, Revue de Paris, 6 (1829), 241-45 (p. 244).

“ Nicole Mozet, ‘Yvetot vaut Constantinople: littérature et géographie en France au dix-
neuviéme siécle’, Romantisme, 35 (1982), 91-114 (pp. 102-04).
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he reaches Java, where he marvels at exotic animals and the deadly upas, a tree
that grows in the ash of an extinct volcano. Except there has been no journey at
all, or at least, not in the physical sense. As if waking from a dream, the
narrator reveals that he strayed no further than Angouléme, where he heard
these descriptions of the island from a local gentleman, ‘en qui j’avais
rencontré un second tome tout vivant de Sindbad le Marin’ (OD, 11, p. 1171).
The only “neighbour’ he has visited is a small provincial town, a setting in
which he discovers imaginative riches to rival the attraction of foreign shores.
For Balzac, France boasted a wealth that was more valuable still, sites of

historic importance and physical beauty that he declared it his intention to

record. Writing in the preface to Une fille d 'Eve (1839), he outlined his

intentions as author:

I1 veut peindre le pays tout en peignant les hommes, raconter les plus
beaux sites et les principales villes de la France aux ctrangers,
constater I’état des constructions anciennes et modernes au dix-
neuviéme siécle [...]. Il y a dans son histoire la peinture
archéologique de maisons qui existaient dans Paris et auxquelles on
ne voudrait pas croire en 1850, s’il ne les dépeignait pas d’apres
nature. Il en sera de méme pour quelques coins de province (CH, 1, p.

267).
This desire to document the provinces was so strong that, according to Fernand

Baldensperger, Balzac had once thought of writing a series of picturesque
novels, a project that would have seen him trail around the towns and
provinces of France, transferring their defining characteristics to the printed
page. Baldensperger claims that it was shortly after the publication of Les

Chouans, in 1829, that Balzac first considered this career as a travelling writer

‘[qui] s’installerait, quelques mois durant, dans chacune des régions de la
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France, se mettrait au courant du grand fait significatif qui I’illustra, et
donnerait ainsi ses lettres de noblesse fictive & cette Province si menacée par
I’unité nationale’.* In fact, long before he made his trip to Fougéres in 1828,
Balzac had begun work on an Histoire de France pittoresque, though the
novels in this abortive collection were conceived as pieces of historical fiction
rather than as studies of regional life. L’Excommunié (1824-25), for instance, is
a story set in the 1380s, during the struggle between the Armagnacs and the
Bourguignons, while Le Roi des merciers (1828) begins in 1539, during the
Ghentish rebellion against Charles V. If Balzac abandoned the idea of
becoming ‘un spécialiste ambulant’,*® then there is nevertheless evidence to
suggest that at least some of this ambition survived in La Comédie humaine.
Taking small towns such as Guérande, in Béatrix, ‘villes complétement en
dehors du mouvement social’ (CH, 11, p. 637), he offers himself as a guide to

the most isolated and unfamiliar corners of the country. ‘J’ai tiché de donner

une idée des différentes contrées de notre beau pays’ (CH, 1, p. 18), he adds in
the ‘Avant-propos’ of 1842. Just as Sir Walter Scott had introduced readers to
the Highlands of Scotland, so Balzac would reveal to them the hidden treasures
of provincial France.

At first glance, the argument is convincing. In his treatment of the
provinces, Balzac favoured small towns over larger ones because he, too,
wished to document and preserve a France that was little known. But should
the novelist be taken at his word? Are we really to beiieve that, before the
onset of the French railway revolution, his first readers would have been more

familiar with Toulouse and Montpellier than with Provins and Issoudun? And

** Fernand Baldensperger, Orientations étrangéres chez Honoré de Balzac (Paris: Champion,

1927), pp. 65-66.
‘¢ Baldensperger, Orientations étrangéres, p. 65.
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in light of these doubts, are we right to insist that his ultimate aim was to make
mimetic copies of France’s small towns and villages for the pleasure and
instruction of his readership? To answer the last of these questions in the
affirmative is tempting, not least because of the numerous readers who have
tried already to trace Balzac’s footsteps across France. Often bristling with
regional pride, the Comte de Contades, Etienne Aubrée, and Maurice Serval
are but a few of those who have set out to identify the actual models for the
towns, villages, streets, and landscapes described in La Comédie humaine.*’
They have argued endlessly over which of the houses in the main street at
Saumur belonged to Eugénie Grandet, just as they have ventured down the
narrow Rue de la Psalette in search of the home of Sophie Gamard, the
malicious spinster of Le Curé de Tours (1832). Sure in the belief that La
Comédie humaine is a guide to the provinces, they have granted themselves
licence to praise Balzac for his exactitude, and scorn him for his errors. In his
analysis of Les Chouans, for instance, Etienne Aubrée points to a number of
topographical markers which show the description of the Breton landscape to
be flawed. The opening section, in which military conscripts are shown
climbing La Pélerine, is inaccurate, writes Aubrée, ‘car le chiateau de Fougcres
ne peut dominer aucun panorama, aucune route importante’.*® The castle,
which in the novel occupies ‘[une] position qui la rendait jadis une des cl€s de

la Bretagne’ (CH, v, p. 912), must, therefore, have been raised above its

actual height.

7 Comte G. de Contades, Balzac alengonnais (Alengon: Renaut-de Broise, 1888); Etienne
Aubrée, Balzac a Fougéres: ‘Les Chouans’ (Paris: Perrin, 1939); Maurice Serval, Autour
d’ ‘Eugénie Grandet’ (Paris: Champion, 1924).

‘® Aubrée, Balzac a Fougéres, p. 36.
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What, though, is the real value of this kind of scholarship? In truth, the
borders of Balzac’s fictional provinces are fluid, and the details of his fictional
towns rarely correspond to those of their actual counterparts. The example of
Douai, in La Recherche de l’absolu, serves to place this argument beyond
doubt. In the fictive text, the house of the tormented alchemist, Balthazar
Claé&s, 1s presented as ‘une maison dont [...] les détails ont, plus que ceux
d’aucun autre logis, gardé le caractére des vieilles constructions flamandes’
(CH, X, p. 657). In reality, Balzac had not even been to Douai, and borrowed
this ‘typically Flemish’ architecture from a house in the Rue Brigonnet, in his
native Tours. The inescapable conclusion is that his Comédie humaine is
neither a reliable source of topographical or architectural information, nor an
accurate guide to the small towns and villages of France.

This finding would no doubt have met with the ap[.)roval of those regional
novelists who, at the end of the nineteenth century, began to condemn Balzac’s
exploration of provincial France as a sham. Among the first dissenting voices
was that of the Angevin novelist, René Bazin, who claimed that his great
predecessor had no real understanding of the factors, social, economic or
otherwise, that distinguished one town or region from another. ‘Je recuse
Balzac,” he argued, with much over-simplification, ‘parce que tout le monde
sait qu’il quittait fort peu Paris [...]. Cet afeul du réalisme €tudiait donc la
province principalement dans sa trés riche imagination.”*’ The observation that
Balzac was not a regional novelist in the strictest sense of the term is justified.
A genuine regional novelist should, after all, focus his or her attention on one

province, as George Sand did in the 1840s, with. her touching stories of

> René Bazin, ‘La province dans le roman’, in Questions littéraires et sociales (Paris:
Calmann-Lévy, 1906), pp. 11340 (p. 125).
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Berrichon life. This, of course, eliminates Balzac at the first hurdle, shl;:e his
work features not one, but a broad spectrum of towns and provinces, each
populated with a range of provincial characters. The second reason for which
the title must be withheld is that the choice of small-town or regional setting
appears to have been of no more than secondary importance in his fiction.
‘Dans le véritable roman régionaliste’, explains Roland Desné, ‘la part de la
région loin d’€tre accessoire & la nature du roman lui est essentielle. Non pas
décor mais substrat.”® How can Balzac be praised for his portrait of Flanders
when he is seen to have transposed the architectural features of a house in Old
Tours? The implications of such a shift are obvious: ‘Si I'auteur peut ansi
déplacer les lieux, c’est que les lieux n’importent pas directement a la
substance du roman.””’

If Balzac cannot be considered a regionalist novelist, however, this does

not mean that he had no interest in the multiplicity of ways in which provincial

life was lived. This much is clear from his correspondence. As early as 1821,
he was badgering his sister for information about her marital home, Bayeux.
‘Ah ¢a!’ he exclaims in a letter written in June of that year, ‘écris-moi bien ce
que c’est qu’une ville qui se nomme Bayeux, si on y est comme ailleurs? §°1l y
a des hommes, des femmes, des maisons, I’habillement, le parler, le costume,
les usages... .”>* Equally, in La Comédie humaine, he shows a determination to
investigate the contrasting identities of the provinces. Here, Angouléme is not

Issoudun, just as Touraine is distinguished from Brittany. Each setting is

** Roland Desné, ‘Rendre justice au roman régionaliste’, Europe, 398 (June 1962), 147-55 (p.
149). In formulating this definition, Desné acknowledges his debt to G. Roger, Situation du
roman régionaliste frangais (Paris: Silvaire, 1951).

31 Desné, ‘Rendre justice au roman régionaliste’, p. 148.

2 Corr., 1, p. 95 (2 June 1821).
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unique within its creator’s vast ‘anthropologie de la province francaise’.> At a
time when writers and historians were exploring the forgotten corners of
France, this fictional mapping was as important to the revalorization of the
provinces as the actual drive towards cataloguing small towns and preserving
their historic monuments.

Balzac’s determination to investigate and classify the otherness of
provincial France was not, however, the sole reason for his focusing on the
country’s small towns and villages. Alongside this fictional journey was his
wish to exploit the dramatic possibilities of the provincial setting. Already in
his early works, Balzac had begun experimenting with provincial themes and
characters. His first novel, Sténie, had depicted the return of a young man to
mother Touraine. In a series of pseudonymous efforts during that decade,
Balzac attempted a number of other sketches of provincial life, most notably in
Annette et le criminel (1824), in which the small town of Val<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>