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INTRODUCTION

Few books of Balzac's have been the subject of more diverse

judgment than Cesar Birottcau. From the opin^'on of the

unnamed solicitor, Avho told Madame Serville that it v/as an

invaluable work to consult on bankruptc}^ to that of M. Paul

Lacroix (beloved of many as the Bibliophile Jacob), that it

might be forgiven for the sake of Le Pere Goriot and the

Peau de Chagrin, there is not perhaps quite so great a dis-

tance as may appear; but other expressions, opposed not

merely in form, but in fact, might probably be collected.

As for the unfavorable division of these opinions there is

no difficulty in discovering their causes; and there should be

little, save in the case of blind partisans, in acknowledging

their partial validity. Although the book opens with one of

Balzac's most brilliant pieces of actual human observation

—

the description of the vague and half-delirious terror of

waking from a bad dream,—and though the subsequent con-

versation between Cesar and Constance has the merit of no

vulgar curtain-lecture, it soon goes off into one of those

endless retrospective narrations which are among the greatest

blots on the Comedie, which utterly stop the action, and

which, in the case of very many readers who are not gifted

with the faculty of what may be called literary mountaineer-

ing, are very likely to cause the putting down of the book.

To this initial difficult}^ has to be added the choking of the

latter part with those bankruptcy details which did so charm

the professional mind of Laure Balzac's learned friend, and
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