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A PRINCE OF BOHEMIA

“My dear friend,” said Mme. de la Baudraye, drawing a pile of manuscript
from beneath her sofa cushion, “will you pardon me in our present straits for
making a short story of something which you told me a few weeks ago?”

“Anything is fair in these times. Have you not seen writers serving up their
own hearts to the public, or very often their mistress’ hearts when invention
fails? We are coming to this, dear; we shall go in quest of adventures, not so
much for the pleasure of them as for the sake of having the story to tell
afterwards.”

“After all, you and the Marquise de Rochefide have paid the rent, and I do
not think, from the way things are going here, that I ever pay yours.”

“Who knows? Perhaps the same good luck that befell Mme. de Rochefide
may come to you.”

“Do you call it good luck to go back to one’s husband?”
“No; only great luck. Come, I am listening.”
And Mme. de la Baudraye read as follows:

“Scene—a splendid salon in the Rue de Chartres-du-Roule. One of the
most famous writers of the day discovered sitting on a settee beside a very
illustrious Marquise, with whom he is on such terms of intimacy, as a man has
a right to claim when a woman singles him out and keeps him at her side as a
complacent souffre-douleur rather than a makeshift.”

“Well,” says she, “have you found those letters of which you spoke
yesterday? You said that you could not tell me all about him without them?”

“Yes, I have them.”

“It is your turn to speak; I am listening like a child when his mother begins
the tale of Le Grand Serpentin Vert.”

“I count the young man in question in that group of our acquaintances
which we are wont to style our friends. He comes of a good family; he is a
man of infinite parts and ill-luck, full of excellent dispositions and most
charming conversation; young as he is, he is seen much, and while awaiting
better things, he dwells in Bohemia. Bohemianism, which by rights should be
called the doctrine of the Boulevard des Italiens, finds its recruits among
young men between twenty and thirty, all of them men of genius in their way,
little known, it is true, as yet, but sure of recognition one day, and when that
day comes, of great distinction. They are distinguished as it is at carnival time,



when their exuberant wit, repressed for the rest of the year, finds a vent in
more or less ingenious buffoonery.

“What times we live in! What an irrational central power which allows
such tremendous energies to run to waste! There are diplomatists in Bohemia
quite capable of overturning Russia’s designs, if they but felt the power of
France at their backs. There are writers, administrators, soldiers, and artists in
Bohemia; every faculty, every kind of brain is represented there. Bohemia is a
microcosm. If the Czar would buy Bohemia for a score of millions and set its
population down in Odessa—always supposing that they consented to leave
the asphalt of the boulevards—Odessa would be Paris with the year. In
Bohemia, you find the flower doomed to wither and come to nothing; the
flower of the wonderful young manhood of France, so sought after by
Napoleon and Louis XIV., so neglected for the last thirty years by the modern
Gerontocracy that is blighting everything else—that splendid young manhood
of whom a witness so little prejudiced as Professor Tissot wrote, ‘On all sides
the Emperor employed a younger generation in every way worthy of him; in
his councils, in the general administration, in negotiations bristling with
difficulties or full of danger, in the government of conquered countries; and in
all places Youth responded to his demands upon it. Young men were for
Napoleon the missi hominici of Charlemagne.’

“The word Bohemia tells you everything. Bohemia has nothing and lives
upon what it has. Hope is its religion; faith (in oneself) its creed; and charity is
supposed to be its budget. All these young men are greater than their
misfortune; they are under the feet of Fortune, yet more than equal to Fate.
Always ready to mount and ride an if, witty as a feuilleton, blithe as only those
can be that are deep in debt and drink deep to match, and finally—for here I
come to my point—hot lovers and what lovers! Picture to yourself Lovelace,
and Henri Quatre, and the Regent, and Werther, and Saint-Preux, and Rene,
and the Marechal de Richelieu—think of all these in a single man, and you
will have some idea of their way of love. What lovers! Eclectic of all things in
love, they will serve up a passion to a woman’s order; their hearts are like a
bill of fare in a restaurant. Perhaps they have never read Stendhal’s De
I’ Amour, but unconsciously they put it in practice. They have by heart their
chapters—Love-Taste, Love-Passion, Love-Caprice, Love-Crystalized, and
more than all, Love-Transient. All is good in their eyes. They invented the
burlesque axiom, ‘In the sight of man, all women are equal.” The actual text is
more vigorously worded, but as in my opinion the spirit is false, I do not stand
nice upon the letter.

“My friend, madame, is named Gabriel Jean Anne Victor Benjamin George
Ferdinand Charles Edward Rusticoli, Comte de la Palferine. The Rusticolis
came to France with Catherine de Medici, having been ousted about that time



from their infinitesimal Tuscan sovereignty. They are distantly related to the
house of Este, and connected by marriage to the Guises. On the day of Saint-
Bartholomew they slew a goodly number of Protestants, and Charles IX.
bestowed the hand of the heiress of the Comte de la Palferine upon the
Rusticoli of that time. The Comte, however, being a part of the confiscated
lands of the Duke of Savoy, was repurchased by Henri IV. when that great
king so far blundered as to restore the fief; and in exchange, the Rusticoli—
who had borne arms long before the Medici bore them to-wit, argent a cross
flory azure (the cross flower-de-luced by letters patent granted by Charles
IX.), and a count’s coronet, with two peasants for supporters with the motto IN
HOC SIGNO VINCIMUS—the Rusticoli, I repeat, retained their title, and
received a couple of offices under the crown with the government of a
province.

“From the time of the Valois till the reign of Richelieu, as it may be called,
the Rusticoli played a most illustrious part; under Louis XIV. their glory
waned somewhat, under Louis XV. it went out altogether. My friend’s
grandfather wasted all that was left to the once brilliant house with Mlle.
Laguerre, whom he first discovered, and brought into fashion before Bouret’s
time. Charles Edward’s own father was an officer without any fortune in 1789.
The Revolution came to his assistance; he had the sense to drop his title, and
became plain Rusticoli. Among other deeds, M. Rusticoli married a wife
during the war in Italy, a Capponi, a goddaughter of the Countess of Albany
(hence La Palferine’s final names). Rusticoli was one of the best colonels in
the army. The Emperor made him a commander of the Legion of Honor and a
count. His spine was slightly curved, and his son was wont to say of him
laughingly that he was un comte refait (contrefait).

“General Count Rusticoli, for he became a brigadier-general at Ratisbon
and a general of the division on the field of Wagram, died at Vienna almost
immediately after his promotion, or his name and ability would sooner or later
have brought him the marshal’s baton. Under the Restoration he would
certainly have repaired the fortunes of a great and noble family so brilliant
even as far back as 1100, centuries before they took the French title—for the
Rusticoli had given a pope to the church and twice revolutionized the kingdom
of Naples—so illustrious again under the Valois; so dexterous in the days of
the Fronde, that obstinate Frondeurs though they were, they still existed
through the reign of Louis XIV. Mazarin favored them; there was the Tuscan
strain in them still, and he recognized it.

“Today, when Charles Edward de la Palferine’s name is mentioned, not
three persons in a hundred know the history of his house. But the Bourbons
have actually left a Foix-Grailly to live by his easel.

“Ah, if you but knew how brilliantly Charles Edward accepts his obscure



position! how he scoffs at the bourgeois of 1830! What Attic salt in his wit!
He would be the king of Bohemia, if Bohemia would endure a king. His verve
is inexhaustible. To him we owe a map of the country and the names of the
seven castles which Nodier could not discover.”

“The one thing wanting in one of the cleverest skits of our time,” said the
Marquise.

“You can form your own opinion of La Palferine from a few characteristic
touches,” continued Nathan. “He once came upon a friend of his, a fellow-
Bohemian, involved in a dispute on the boulevard with a bourgeois who chose
to consider himself affronted. To the modern powers that be, Bohemia is
insolent in the extreme. There was talk of calling one another out.

“‘One moment,’ interposed La Palferine, as much Lauzun for the occasion
as Lauzun himself could have been. ‘One moment. Monsieur was born, I
suppose?’

““What, sir?’

“‘Yes, are you born? What is your name?’
“‘Godin.’

“‘Godin, eh!” exclaimed La Palferine’s friend.

“‘One moment, my dear fellow,” interrupted La Palferine. ‘There are the
Trigaudins. Are you one of them?’

“Astonishment.

“‘No? Then you are one of the new dukes of Gaeta, I suppose, of imperial
creation? No? Oh, well, how can you expect my friend to cross swords with
you when he will be secretary of an embassy and ambassador some day, and
you will owe him respect? Godin! the thing is non-existent! You are a
nonentity, Godin. My friend cannot be expected to beat the air! When one is
somebody, one cannot fight with a nobody! Come, my dear fellow—good-
day.’

“‘My respects to madame,’ added the friend.

“Another day La Palferine was walking with a friend who flung his cigar
end in the face of a passer-by. The recipient had the bad taste to resent this.

““You have stood your antagonist’s fire,” said the young Count, ‘the
witnesses declare that honor is satisfied.’

“La Palferine owed his tailor a thousand francs, and the man instead of
going himself sent his assistant to ask for the money. The assistant found the
unfortunate debtor up six pairs of stairs at the back of a yard at the further end



of the Faubourg du Roule. The room was unfurnished save for a bed (such a
bed!), a table, and such a table! La Palferine heard the preposterous demand
—*‘A demand which I should qualify as illegal,” he said when he told us the
story, ‘made, as it was, at seven o’clock in the morning.’

“‘Go,” he answered, with the gesture and attitude of a Mirabeau, ‘tell your
master in what condition you find me.’

“The assistant apologized and withdrew. La Palferine, seeing the young
man on the landing, rose in the attire celebrated in verse in Britannicus to add,
‘Remark the stairs! Pay particular attention to the stairs; do not forget to tell
him about the stairs!”’

“In every position into which chance has thrown La Palferine, he has never
failed to rise to the occasion. All that he does is witty and never in bad taste;
always and in everything he displays the genius of Rivarol, the polished
subtlety of the old French noble. It was he who told that delicious anecdote of
a friend of Laffitte the banker. A national fund had been started to give back to
Laffitte the mansion in which the Revolution of 1830 was brewed, and this
friend appeared at the offices of the fund with, ‘Here are five francs, give me a
hundred sous change!’—A caricature was made of it.—It was once La
Palferine’s misfortune, in judicial style, to make a young girl a mother. The
girl, not a very simple innocent, confessed all to her mother, a respectable
matron, who hurried forthwith to La Palferine and asked what he meant to do.

“‘“Why, madame,’ said he, ‘I am neither a surgeon nor a midwife.’

“She collapsed, but three or four years later she returned to the charge, still
persisting in her inquiry, ‘What did La Palferine mean to do?’

“‘Well, madame,’ returned he, ‘when the child is seven years old, an age at
which a boy ought to pass out of women’s hands’—an indication of entire
agreement on the mother’s part—‘if the child is really mine’—another gesture
of assent—‘if there is a striking likeness, if he bids fair to be a gentleman, if I
can recognize in him my turn of mind, and more particularly the Rusticoli air;
then, oh—ah!’—a new movement from the matron—*‘on my word and honor,
I will make him a cornet of—sugar-plums!”’

“All this, if you will permit me to make use of the phraseology employed
by M. Sainte-Beuve for his biographies of obscurities—all this, I repeat, is the
playful and sprightly yet already somewhat decadent side of a strong race. It
smacks rather of the Parc-aux-Cerfs than of the Hotel de Rambouillet. It is a
race of the strong rather than of the sweet; I incline to lay a little debauchery to
its charge, and more than I should wish in brilliant and generous natures; it is
gallantry after the fashion of the Marechal de Richelieu, high spirits and frolic
carried rather too far; perhaps we may see in it the outrances of another age,



the Eighteenth Century pushed to extremes; it harks back to the Musketeers; it
is an exploit stolen from Champcenetz; nay, such light-hearted inconstancy
takes us back to the festooned and ornate period of the old court of the Valois.
In an age as moral as the present, we are bound to regard audacity of this kind
sternly; still, at the same time that ‘cornet of sugar-plums’ may serve to warn
young girls of the perils of lingering where fancies, more charming than
chastened, come thickly from the first; on the rosy flowery unguarded slopes,
where trespasses ripen into errors full of equivocal effervescence, into too
palpitating issues. The anecdote puts La Palferine’s genius before you in all its
vivacity and completeness. He realizes Pascal’s entre-deux, he comprehends
the whole scale between tenderness and pitilessness, and, like Epaminondas,
he is equally great in extremes. And not merely so, his epigram stamps the
epoch; the accoucheur is a modern innovation. All the refinements of modern
civilization are summed up in the phrase. It is monumental.”

“Look here, my dear Nathan, what farrago of nonsense is this?” asked the
Marquise in bewilderment.

“Madame la Marquise,” returned Nathan, “you do not know the value of
these ‘precious’ phrases; I am talking Sainte-Beuve, the new kind of French.—
I resume. Walking one day arm in arm with a friend along the boulevard, he
was accosted by a ferocious creditor, who inquired:

“‘Are you thinking of me, sir?’
““‘Not the least in the world,” answered the Count.

“Remark the difficulty of the position. Talleyrand, in similar
circumstances, had already replied, “You are very inquisitive, my dear fellow!’
To imitate the inimitable great man was out of the question.—La Palferine,
generous as Buckingham, could not bear to be caught empty-handed. One day
when he had nothing to give a little Savoyard chimney-sweeper, he dipped a
hand into a barrel of grapes in a grocer’s doorway and filled the child’s cap
from it. The little one ate away at his grapes; the grocer began by laughing,
and ended by holding out his hand.

“‘Oh, fie! monsieur,” said La Palferine, ‘your left hand ought not to know
what my right hand doth.’

“With his adventurous courage, he never refuses any odds, but there is wit
in his bravado. In the Passage de 1’Opera he chanced to meet a man who had
spoken slightingly of him, elbowed him as he passed, and then turned and
jostled him a second time.

““You are very clumsy!’

“‘On the contrary; I did it on purpose.’



“The young man pulled out his card. La Palferine dropped it. ‘It has been
carried too long in the pocket. Be good enough to give me another.’

“On the ground he received a thrust; blood was drawn; his antagonist
wished to stop.

““You are wounded, monsieur!’

“‘I disallow the botte,’ said La Palferine, as coolly as if he had been in the
fencing-saloon; then as he riposted (sending the point home this time), he
added, ‘There is the right thrust, monsieur!’

“His antagonist kept his bed for six months.

“This, still following on M. Sainte-Beuve’s tracks, recalls the raffines, the
fine-edged raillery of the best days of the monarchy. In this speech you discern
an untrammeled but drifting life; a gaiety of imagination that deserts us when
our first youth is past. The prime of the blossom is over, but there remains the
dry compact seed with the germs of life in it, ready against the coming winter.
Do you not see that these things are symptoms of something unsatisfied, of an
unrest impossible to analyze, still less to describe, yet not incomprehensible; a
something ready to break out if occasion calls into flying upleaping flame? It
is the accidia of the cloister; a trace of sourness, of ferment engendered by the
enforced stagnation of youthful energies, a vague, obscure melancholy.”

“That will do,” said the Marquise; “you are giving me a mental shower
bath.”

“It is the early afternoon languor. If a man has nothing to do, he will sooner
get into mischief than do nothing at all; this invariably happens in France.
Youth at present day has two sides to it; the studious or unappreciated, and the
ardent or passionne.”

“That will do!” repeated Mme. de Rochefide, with an authoritative gesture.
“You are setting my nerves on edge.”

“To finish my portrait of La Palferine, I hasten to make the plunge into the
gallant regions of his character, or you will not understand the peculiar genius
of an admirable representative of a certain section of mischievous youth—
youth strong enough, be it said, to laugh at the position in which it is put by
those in power; shrewd enough to do no work, since work profiteth nothing;
yet so full of life that it fastens upon pleasure—the one thing that cannot be
taken away. And meanwhile a bourgeois, mercantile, and bigoted policy
continues to cut off all the sluices through which so much aptitude and ability
would find an outlet. Poets and men of science are not wanted.

“To give you an idea of the stupidity of the new court, I will tell you of
something which happened to La Palferine. There is a sort of relieving officer



on the civil list. This functionary one day discovered that La Palferine was in
dire distress, drew up a report, no doubt, and brought the descendant of the
Rusticolis fifty francs by way of alms. La Palferine received the visitor with
perfect courtesy, and talked of various persons at court.

“Is it true,” he asked, ‘that Mlle. d’Orleans contributes such and such a
sum to this benevolent scheme started by her nephew? If so, it is very gracious
of her.’

“Now La Palferine had a servant, a little Savoyard, aged ten, who waited
on him without wages. La Palferine called him Father Anchises, and used to
say, ‘I have never seen such a mixture of besotted foolishness with great
intelligence; he would go through fire and water for me; he understands
everything—and yet he cannot grasp the fact that I can do nothing for him.’

“Anchises was despatched to a livery stable with instructions to hire a
handsome brougham with a man in livery behind it. By the time the carriage
arrived below, La Palferine had skilfully piloted the conversation to the subject
of the functions of his visitor, whom he has since called ‘the unmitigated
misery man,” and learned the nature of his duties and his stipend.

“‘Do they allow you a carriage to go about the town in this way?’
“‘Oh! no.’

“At that La Palferine and a friend who happened to be with him went
downstairs with the poor soul, and insisted on putting him into the carriage. It
was raining in torrents. La Palferine had thought of everything. He offered to
drive the official to the next house on his list; and when the almoner came
down again, he found the carriage waiting for him at the door. The man in
livery handed him a note written in pencil:

““The carriage has been engaged for three days. Count Rusticoli de la
Palferine is too happy to associate himself with Court charities by lending
wings to Royal beneficence.’

“La Palferine now calls the civil list the uncivil list.

“He was once passionately loved by a lady of somewhat light conduct.
Antonia lived in the Rue du Helder; she had seen and been seen to some
extent, but at the time of her acquaintance with La Palferine she had not yet
‘an establishment.” Antonia was not wanting in the insolence of old days, now
degenerating into rudeness among women of her class. After a fortnight of
unmixed bliss, she was compelled, in the interest of her civil list, to return to a
less exclusive system; and La Palferine, discovering a certain lack of sincerity
in her dealings with him, sent Madame Antonia a note which made her
famous.



“MADAME,—Your conduct causes me much surprise and no less
distress. Not content with rending my heart with your disdain, you have been
so little thoughtful as to retain a toothbrush, which my means will not permit
me to replace, my estates being mortgaged beyond their value.

“*Adieu, too fair and too ungrateful friend! May we meet again in a better
world.

““CHARLES EDWARD.””

“Assuredly (to avail ourselves yet further of Sainte-Beuve’s Babylonish
dialect), this far outpasses the raillery of Sterne’s Sentimental Journey; it
might be Scarron without his grossness. Nay, I do not know but that Moliere in
his lighter mood would not have said of it, as of Cyrano de Bergerac’s best
—This is mine.’ Richelieu himself was not more complete when he wrote to
the princess waiting for him in the Palais Royal—‘Stay there, my queen, to
charm the scullion lads.” At the same time, Charles Edward’s humor is less
biting. I am not sure that this kind of wit was known among the Greeks and
Romans. Plato, possibly, upon a closer inspection approaches it, but from the
austere and musical side—"

“No more of that jargon,” the Marquise broke in, “in print it may be
endurable; but to have it grating upon my ears is a punishment which I do not
in the least deserve.”

“He first met Claudine on this wise,” continued Nathan. “It was one of the
unfilled days, when Youth is a burden to itself; days when youth, reduced by
the overweening presumption of Age to a condition of potential energy and
dejection, emerges therefrom (like Blondet under the Restoration), either to
get into mischief or to set about some colossal piece of buffoonery, half
excused by the very audacity of its conception. La Palferine was sauntering,
cane in hand, up and down the pavement between the Rue de Grammont and
the Rue de Richelieu, when in the distance he descried a woman too elegantly
dressed, covered, as he phrased it, with a great deal of portable property, too
expensive and too carelessly worn for its owner to be other than a princess of
the court or of the stage, it was not easy at first to say which. But after July
1830, in his opinion, there is no mistaking the indications—the princess can
only be a princess of the stage.

“The Count came up and walked by her side as if she had given him an
assignation. He followed her with a courteous persistence, a persistence in
good taste, giving the lady from time to time, and always at the right moment,
an authoritative glance, which compelled her to submit to his escort. Anybody
but La Palferine would have been frozen by his reception, and disconcerted by
the lady’s first efforts to rid herself of her cavalier, by her chilly air, her curt
speeches; but no gravity, with all the will in the world, could hold out long



against La Palferine’s jesting replies. The fair stranger went into her milliner’s
shop. Charles Edward followed, took a seat, and gave his opinions and advice
like a man that meant to pay. This coolness disturbed the lady. She went out.

“On the stairs she spoke to her persecutor.

“‘Monsieur, I am about to call upon one of my husband’s relatives, an
elderly lady, Mme. de Bonfalot—’

“‘*Ah! Mme. de Bonfalot, charmed, I am sure. I am going there.’

“The pair accordingly went. Charles Edward came in with the lady, every
one believed that she had brought him with her. He took part in the
conversation, was lavish of his polished and brilliant wit. The visit lengthened
out. That was not what he wanted.

“‘Madame,’ he said, addressing the fair stranger, ‘do not forget that your
husband is waiting for us, and only allowed us a quarter of an hour.’

“Taken aback by such boldness (which, as you know, is never displeasing
to you women), led captive by the conqueror’s glance, by the astute yet candid
air which Charles Edward can assume when he chooses, the lady rose, took
the arm of her self-constituted escort, and went downstairs, but on the
threshold she stopped to speak to him.

“‘Monsieur, I like a joke ’
“‘And sodo I.

“She laughed.

“‘But this may turn to earnest,” he added; ‘it only rests with you. I am the
Comte de la Palferine, and I am delighted that it is in my power to lay my
heart and my fortune at your feet.’

“La Palferine was at that time twenty-two years old. (This happened in
1834.) Luckily for him, he was fashionably dressed. I can paint his portrait for
you in a few words. He was the living image of Louis XIII., with the same
white forehead and gracious outline of the temples, the same olive skin (that
Italian olive tint which turns white where the light falls on it), the brown hair
worn rather long, the black ‘royale,’ the grave and melancholy expression, for
La Palferine’s character and exterior were amazingly at variance.

“At the sound of the name, and the sight of its owner, something like a
quiver thrilled through Claudine. La Palferine saw the vibration, and shot a
glance at her out of the dark depths of almond-shaped eyes with purpled lids,
and those faint lines about them which tell of pleasures as costly as painful
fatigue. With those eyes upon her, she said—*‘Your address?’

““What want of address!’



“‘Oh, pshaw!’ she said, smiling. ‘A bird on the bough?’

“‘Good-bye, madame, you are such a woman as I seek, but my fortune is
far from equaling my desire

“He bowed, and there and then left her. Two days later, by one of the
strange chances that can only happen in Paris, he had betaken himself to a
money-lending wardrobe dealer to sell such of his clothing as he could spare.
He was just receiving the price with an uneasy air, after long chaffering, when
the stranger lady passed and recognized him.

“‘Once for all,’ cried he to the bewildered wardrobe dealer, ‘I tell you I am
not going to take your trumpet!’

“He pointed to a huge, much-dinted musical instrument, hanging up
outside against a background of uniforms, civil and military. Then, proudly
and impetuously, he followed the lady.

“From that great day of the trumpet these two understood one another to
admiration. Charles Edward’s ideas on the subject of love are as sound as
possible. According to him, a man cannot love twice, there is but one love in
his lifetime, but that love is a deep and shoreless sea. It may break in upon him
at any time, as the grace of God found St. Paul; and a man may live sixty years
and never know love. Perhaps, to quote Heine’s superb phrase, it is ‘the secret
malady of the heart’—a sense of the Infinite that there is within us, together
with the revelation of the ideal Beauty in its visible form. This love, in short,
comprehends both the creature and creation. But so long as there is no
question of this great poetical conception, the loves that cannot last can only
be taken lightly, as if they were in a manner snatches of song compared with
Love the epic.

“To Charles Edward the adventure brought neither the thunderbolt signal
of love’s coming, nor yet that gradual revelation of an inward fairness which
draws two natures by degrees more and more strongly each to each. For there
are but two ways of love—Ilove at first sight, doubtless akin to the Highland
‘second-sight,” and that slow fusion of two natures which realizes Plato’s
‘man-woman.’ But if Charles Edward did not love, he was loved to distraction.
Claudine found love made complete, body and soul; in her, in short, La
Palferine awakened the one passion of her life; while for him Claudine was
only a most charming mistress. The Devil himself, a most potent magician
certainly, with all hell at his back, could never have changed the natures of
these two unequal fires. I dare affirm that Claudine not unfrequently bored
Charles Edward.

“‘Stale fish and the woman you do not love are only fit to fling out of the
window after three days,’ he used to say.



“In Bohemia there is little secrecy observed over these affairs. La Palferine
used to talk a good deal of Claudine; but, at the same time, none of us saw her,
nor so much as knew her name. For us Claudine was almost a mythical
personage. All of us acted in the same way, reconciling the requirements of
our common life with the rules of good taste. Claudine, Hortense, the
Baroness, the Bourgeoise, the Empress, the Spaniard, the Lioness,—these
were cryptic titles which permitted us to pour out our joys, our cares,
vexations, and hopes, and to communicate our discoveries. Further, none of us
went. It has been shown, in Bohemia, that chance discovered the identity of
the fair unknown; and at once, as by tacit convention, not one of us spoke of
her again. This fact may show how far youth possesses a sense of true
delicacy. How admirably certain natures of a finer clay know the limit line
where jest must end, and all that host of things French covered by the slang
word blague, a word which will shortly be cast out of the language (let us
hope), and yet it is the only one which conveys an idea of the spirit of
Bohemia.

“So we often used to joke about Claudine and the Count—‘Toujours
Claudine?’ sung to the air of Toujours Gessle.—‘What are you making of
Claudine?’—*‘How is Claudine?’

““I wish you all such a mistress, for all the harm I wish you,” La Palferine
began one day. ‘No greyhound, no basset-dog, no poodle can match her in
gentleness, submissiveness, and complete tenderness. There are times when I
reproach myself, when I take myself to task for my hard heart. Claudine obeys
with saintly sweetness. She comes to me, I tell her to go, she goes, she does
not even cry till she is out in the courtyard. I refuse to see her for a whole
week at a time. I tell her to come at such an hour on Tuesday; and be it
midnight or six o’clock in the morning, ten o’clock, five o’clock, breakfast
time, dinner time, bed time, any particularly inconvenient hour in the day—
she will come, punctual to the minute, beautiful, beautifully dressed, and
enchanting. And she is a married woman, with all the complications and duties
of a household. The fibs that she must invent, the reasons she must find for
conforming to my whims would tax the ingenuity of some of us!... Claudine
never wearies; you can always count upon her. It is not love, I tell her, it is
infatuation. She writes to me every day; I do not read her letters; she found
that out, but still she writes. See here; there are two hundred letters in this
casket. She begs me to wipe my razors on one of her letters every day, and I
punctually do so. She thinks, and rightly, that the sight of her handwriting will
put me in mind of her.’

“La Palferine was dressing as he told us this. I took up the letter which he
was about to put to this use, read it, and kept it, as he did not ask to have it
back. Here it is. I looked for it, and found it as I promised.



“Monday (Midnight).

“‘Well, my dear, are you satisfied with me? I did not even ask for your
hand, yet you might easily have given it to me, and I longed so much to hold it
to my heart, to my lips. No, I did not ask, I am so afraid of displeasing you. Do
you know one thing? Though I am cruelly sure that anything I do is a matter of
perfect indifference to you, I am none the less extremely timid in my conduct:
the woman that belongs to you, whatever her title to call herself yours, must
not incur so much as the shadow of blame. In so far as love comes from the
angels in heaven, from whom are no secrets hid, my love is as pure as the
purest; wherever I am I feel that I am in your presence, and I try to do you
honor.

“*All that you said about my manner of dress impressed me very much; I
began to understand how far above others are those that come of a noble race.
There was still something of the opera girl in my gowns, in my way of
dressing my hair. In a moment I saw the distance between me and good taste.
Next time you will receive a duchess, you shall not know me again! Ah! how
good you have been to your Claudine! How many and many a time I have
thanked you for telling me those things! What interest lay in those few words!
You have taken thought for that thing belonging to you called Claudine? This
imbecile would never have opened my eyes; he thinks that everything I do is
right; and besides, he is much too humdrum, too matter-of-fact to have any
feeling for the beautiful.

“‘Tuesday is very slow of coming for my impatient mind! On Tuesday I
shall be with you for several hours. Ah! when it comes I will try to think that
the hours are months, that it will be so always. I am living in hope of that
morning now, as I shall live upon the memory of it afterwards. Hope is
memory that craves; and recollection, memory sated. What a beautiful life
within life thought makes for us in this way!

“*Sometimes I dream of inventing new ways of tenderness all my own, a
secret which no other woman shall guess. A cold sweat breaks out over me at
the thought that something may happen to prevent this morning. Oh, I would
break with him for good, if need was, but nothing here could possibly
interfere; it would be from your side. Perhaps you may decide to go out,
perhaps to go to see some other woman. Oh! spare me this Tuesday for pity’s
sake. If you take it from me, Charles, you do not know what he will suffer; I
should drive him wild. But even if you do not want me, or you are going out,
let me come, all the same, to be with you while you dress; only to see you, I
ask no more than that; only to show you that I love you without a thought of
self.

“*Since you gave me leave to love you, for you gave me leave, since I am



yours; since that day I loved and love you with the whole strength of my soul;
and I shall love you for ever, for once having loved you, no one could, no one
ought to love another. And, you see, when those eyes that ask nothing but to
see you are upon you, you will feel that in your Claudine there is a something
divine, called into existence by you.

“*Alas! with you I can never play the coquette. I am like a mother with her
child; I endure anything from you; I, that was once so imperious and proud. I
have made dukes and princes fetch and carry for me; aides-de-camp, worth
more than all the court of Charles X. put together, have done my errands, yet I
am treating you as my spoilt child. But where is the use of coquetry? It would
be pure waste. And yet, monsieur, for want of coquetry I shall never inspire
love in you. I know it; I feel it; yet I do as before, feeling a power that I cannot
withstand, thinking that this utter self-surrender will win me the sentiment
innate in all men (so he tells me) for the thing that belongs to them.

“Wednesday.

“*Ah! how darkly sadness entered my heart yesterday when I found that I
must give up the joy of seeing you. One single thought held me back from the
arms of Death!—It was thy will! To stay away was to do thy will, to obey an
order from thee. Oh! Charles, I was so pretty; I looked a lovelier woman for
you than that beautiful German princess whom you gave me for an example,
whom I have studied at the Opera. And yet—you might have thought that I
had overstepped the limits of my nature. You have left me no confidence in
myself; perhaps I am plain after all. Oh! I loathe myself, I dream of my radiant
Charles Edward, and my brain turns. I shall go mad, I know I shall. Do not
laugh, do not talk to me of the fickleness of women. If we are inconstant, you
are strangely capricious. You take away the hours of love that made a poor
creature’s happiness for ten whole days; the hours on which she drew to be
charming and kind to all that came to see her! After all, you were the source of
my kindness to him; you do not know what pain you give him. I wonder what
I must do to keep you, or simply to keep the right to be yours sometimes....
When I think that you never would come here to me!... With what delicious
emotion I would wait upon you!—There are other women more favored than
I. There are women to whom you say, ‘I love you.” To me you have never said
more than “You are a good girl.” Certain speeches of yours, though you do not
know it, gnaw at my heart. Clever men sometimes ask me what I am
thinking.... I am thinking of my self-abasement—the prostration of the poorest
outcast in the presence of the Saviour.

“There are still three more pages, you see. La Palferine allowed me to take
the letter, with the traces of tears that still seemed hot upon it! Here was proof
of the truth of his story. Marcas, a shy man enough with women, was in
ecstacies over a second which he read in his corner before lighting his pipe



with it.

“‘Why, any woman in love will write that sort of thing!’ cried La Palferine.
‘Love gives all women intelligence and style, which proves that here in France
style proceeds from the matter and not from the words. See now how well this
is thought out, how clear-headed sentiment is’—and with that he reads us
another letter, far superior to the artificial and labored productions which we
novelists write.

“One day poor Claudine heard that La Palferine was in a critical position;
it was a question of meeting a bill of exchange. An unlucky idea occurred to
her; she put a tolerably large sum in gold into an exquisitely embroidered
purse and went to him.

“‘“Who has taught you as to be so bold as to meddle with my household
affairs?’ La Palferine cried angrily. ‘Mend my socks and work slippers for me,
if it amuses you. So!-—you will play the duchess, and you turn the story of
Danae against the aristocracy.’

“He emptied the purse into his hand as he spoke, and made as though he
would fling the money in her face. Claudine, in her terror, did not guess that
he was joking; she shrank back, stumbled over a chair, and fell with her head
against the corner of the marble chimney-piece. She thought she should have
died. When she could speak, poor woman, as she lay on the bed, all that she
said was, ‘I deserved it, Charles!’

“For a moment La Palferine was in despair; his anguish revived Claudine.
She rejoiced in the mishap; she took advantage of her suffering to compel La
Palferine to take the money and release him from an awkward position. Then
followed a variation on La Fontaine’s fable, in which a man blesses the thieves
that brought him a sudden impulse of tenderness from his wife. And while we
are upon this subject, another saying will paint the man for you.

“Claudine went home again, made up some kind of tale as best she could
to account for her bruised forehead, and fell dangerously ill. An abscess
formed in the head. The doctor—Bianchon, I believe—yes, it was Bianchon—
wanted to cut off her hair. The Duchesse de Berri’s hair is not more beautiful
than Claudine’s; she would not hear of it, she told Bianchon in confidence that
she could not allow it to be cut without leave from the Comte de Palferine.
Bianchon went to Charles Edward. Charles Edward heard him with much
seriousness. The doctor had explained the case at length, and showed that it
was absolutely necessary to sacrifice the hair to insure the success of the
operation.

“‘Cut off Claudine’s hair!” cried he in peremptory tones. ‘No. I would
sooner lose her.’



“Even now, after a lapse of four years, Bianchon still quotes that speech;
we have laughed over it for half an hour together. Claudine, informed of the
verdict, saw in it a proof of affections; she felt sure that she was loved. In the
face of her weeping family, with her husband on his knees, she was
inexorable. She kept the hair. The strength that came with the belief that she
was loved came to her aid, the operation succeeded perfectly. There are
stirrings of the inner life which throw all the calculations of surgery into
disorder and baffle the laws of medical science.

“Claudine wrote a delicious letter to La Palferine, a letter in which the
orthography was doubtful and the punctuation all to seek, to tell him of the
happy result of the operation, and to add that Love was wiser than all the
sciences.

“‘Now,” said La Palferine one day, ‘what am I to do to get rid of
Claudine?’

““Why, she is not at all troublesome; she leaves you master of your
actions,’ objected we.

““That is true,” returned La Palferine, ‘but I do not choose that anything
shall slip into my life without my consent.’

“From that day he set himself to torment Claudine. It seemed that he held
the bourgeoise, the nobody, in utter horror; nothing would satisfy him but a
woman with a title. Claudine, it was true, had made progress; she had learned
to dress as well as the best-dressed woman of the Faubourg Saint-Germain;
she had freed her bearing of the unhallowed traces; she walked with a
chastened, inimitable grace; but this was not enough. This praise of her
enabled Claudine to swallow down the rest.

“But one day La Palferine said, ‘If you wish to be the mistress of one La
Palferine, poor, penniless, and without prospects as he is, you ought at least to
represent him worthily. You should have a carriage and liveried servants and a
title. Give me all the gratifications of vanity that will never be mine in my own
person. The woman whom I honor with my regard ought never to go on foot;
if she is bespattered with mud, I suffer. That is how I am made. If she is mine,
she must be admired of all Paris. All Paris shall envy me my good fortune. If
some little whipper-snapper seeing a brilliant countess pass in her brilliant
carriage shall say to himself, “Who can call such a divinity his?” and grow
thoughtful—why, it will double my pleasure.’

“La Palferine owned to us that he flung this programme at Claudine’s head
simply to rid himself of her. As a result he was stupefied with astonishment for
the first and probably the only time in his life.

“‘Dear,’ she said, and there was a ring in her voice that betrayed the great



agitation which shook her whole being, ‘it is well. All this shall be done, or I
will die.’

“She let fall a few happy tears on his hand as she kissed it.

““You have told me what I must do to be your mistress still,” she added; ‘I
am glad.’

“‘And then’ (La Palferine told us) ‘she went out with a little coquettish
gesture like a woman that has had her way. As she stood in my garrett
doorway, tall and proud, she seemed to reach the stature of an antique sibyl.’

“All this should sufficiently explain the manners and customs of the
Bohemia in which the young condottiere is one of the most brilliant figures,”
Nathan continued after a pause. “Now it so happened that I discovered
Claudine’s identity, and could understand the appalling truth of one line which
you perhaps overlooked in that letter of hers. It was on this wise.”

The Marquise, too thoughtful now for laughter, bade Nathan “Go on,” in a
tone that told him plainly how deeply she had been impressed by these strange
things, and even more plainly how much she was interested in La Palferine.

“In 1829, one of the most influential, steady, and clever of dramatic writers
was du Bruel. His real name is unknown to the public, on the play-bills he is
de Cursy. Under the Restoration he had a place in the Civil Service; and being
really attached to the elder branch, he sent in his resignation bravely in 1830,
and ever since has written twice as many plays to fill the deficit in his budget
made by his noble conduct. At that time du Bruel was forty years old; you
know the story of his life. Like many of his brethren, he bore a stage dancer an
affection hard to explain, but well known in the whole world of letters. The
woman, as you know, was Tullia, one of the premiers sujets of the Academie
Royale de Musique. Tullia is merely a pseudonym like du Bruel’s name of de
Cursy.

“For the ten years between 1817 and 1827 Tullia was in her glory on the
heights of the stage of the Opera. With more beauty than education, a
mediocre dancer with rather more sense than most of her class, she took no
part in the virtuous reforms which ruined the corps de ballet; she continued the
Guimard dynasty. She owed her ascendency, moreover, to various well-known
protectors, to the Duc de Rhetore (the Due de Chaulieu’s eldest son), to the
influence of a famous Superintendent of Fine Arts, and sundry diplomatists
and rich foreigners. During her apogee she had a neat little house in the Rue
Chauchat, and lived as Opera nymphs used to live in the old days. Du Bruel
was smitten with her about the time when the Duke’s fancy came to an end in
1823. Being a mere subordinate in the Civil Service, du Bruel tolerated the
Superintendent of Fine Arts, believing that he himself was really preferred.



After six years this connection was almost a marriage. Tullia has always been
very careful to say nothing of her family; we have a vague idea that she comes
from Nanterre. One of her uncles, formerly a simple bricklayer or carpenter, is
now, it is said, a very rich contractor, thanks to her influence and generous
loans. This fact leaked out through du Bruel. He happened to say that Tullia
would inherit a fine fortune sooner or later. The contractor was a bachelor; he
had a weakness for the niece to whom he is indebted.

““He is not clever enough to be ungrateful,’ said she.

“In 1829 Tullia retired from the stage of her own accord. At the age of
thirty she saw that she was growing somewhat stouter, and she had tried
pantomime without success. Her whole art consisted in the trick of raising her
skirts, after Noblet’s manner, in a pirouette which inflated them balloon-
fashion and exhibited the smallest possible quantity of clothing to the pit. The
aged Vestris had told her at the very beginning that this temps, well executed
by a fine woman, is worth all the art imaginable. It is the chest-note C of
dancing. For which reason, he said, the very greatest dancers—Camargo,
Guimard, and Taglioni, all of them thin, brown, and plain—could only redeem
their physical defects by their genius. Tullia, still in the height of her glory,
retired before younger and cleverer dancers; she did wisely. She was an
aristocrat; she had scarcely stooped below the noblesse in her liaisons; she
declined to dip her ankles in the troubled waters of July. Insolent and beautiful
as she was, Claudine possessed handsome souvenirs, but very little ready
money; still, her jewels were magnificent, and she had as fine furniture as any
one in Paris.

“On quitting the stage when she, forgotten to-day, was yet in the height of
her fame, one thought possessed her—she meant du Bruel to marry her; and at
the time of this story, you must understand that the marriage had taken place,
but was kept a secret. How do women of her class contrive to make a man
marry them after seven or eight years of intimacy? What springs do they
touch? What machinery do they set in motion? But, however comical such
domestic dramas may be, we are not now concerned with them. Du Bruel was
secretly married; the thing was done.

“Cursy before his marriage was supposed to be a jolly companion; now
and again he stayed out all night, and to some extent led the life of a
Bohemian; he would unbend at a supper-party. He went out to all appearance
to a rehearsal at the Opera-Comique, and found himself in some
unaccountable way at Dieppe, or Baden, or Saint-Germain; he gave dinners,
led the Titanic thriftless life of artists, journalists, and writers; levied his
tribute on all the greenrooms of Paris; and, in short, was one of us. Finot,
Lousteau, du Tillet, Desroches, Bixiou, Blondet, Couture, and des Lupeaulx
tolerated him in spite of his pedantic manner and ponderous official attitude.



But once married, Tullia made a slave of du Bruel. There was no help for it.
He was in love with Tullia, poor devil.

“‘Tullia’ (so he said) ‘had left the stage to be his alone, to be a good and
charming wife.” And somehow Tullia managed to induce the most Puritanical
members of du Bruel’s family to accept her. From the very first, before any
one suspected her motives, she assiduously visited old Mme. de Bonfalot, who
bored her horribly; she made handsome presents to mean old Mme. de Chisse,
du Bruel’s great-aunt; she spent a summer with the latter lady, and never
missed a single mass. She even went to confession, received absolution, and
took the sacrament; but this, you must remember, was in the country, and
under the aunt’s eyes.

“‘I shall have real aunts now, do you understand?’ she said to us when she
came back in the winter.

“She was so delighted with her respectability, so glad to renounce her
independence, that she found means to compass her end. She flattered the old
people. She went on foot every day to sit for a couple of hours with Mme. du
Bruel the elder while that lady was ill—a Maintenon’s stratagem which
amazed du Bruel. And he admired his wife without criticism; he was so fast in
the toils already that he did not feel his bonds.

“Claudine succeeded in making him understand that only under the elastic
system of a bourgeois government, only at the bourgeois court of the Citizen-
King, could a Tullia, now metamorphosed into a Mme. du Bruel, be accepted
in the society which her good sense prevented her from attempting to enter.
Mme. de Bonfalot, Mme. de Chisse, and Mme. du Bruel received her; she was
satisfied. She took up the position of a well-conducted, simple, and virtuous
woman, and never acted out of character. In three years’ time she was
introduced to the friends of these ladies.

“*And still T cannot persuade myself that young Mme. du Bruel used to
display her ankles, and the rest, to all Paris, with the light of a hundred gas-jets
pouring upon her,” Mme. Anselme Popinot remarked naively.

“From this point of view, July 1830 inaugurated an era not unlike the time
of the Empire, when a waiting woman was received at Court in the person of
Mme. Garat, a chief-justice’s ‘lady.” Tullia had completely broken, as you may
guess, with all her old associates; of her former acquaintances, she only
recognized those who could not compromise her. At the time of her marriage
she had taken a very charming little hotel between a court and a garden,
lavishing money on it with wild extravagance and putting the best part of her
furniture and du Bruel’s into it. Everything that she thought common or
ordinary was sold. To find anything comparable to her sparkling splendor, you
could only look back to the days when Sophie Arnould, a Guimard, or a



Duthe, in all her glory, squandered the fortunes of princes.

“How far did this sumptuous existence affect du Bruel? It is a delicate
question to ask, and a still more delicate one to answer. A single incident will
suffice to give you an idea of Tullia’s crotchets. Her bed-spread of Brussels
lace was worth ten thousand francs. A famous actress had another like it. As
soon as Claudine heard this, she allowed her cat, a splendid Angora, to sleep
on the bed. That trait gives you the woman. Du Bruel dared not say a word; he
was ordered to spread abroad that challenge in luxury, so that it might reach
the other. Tullia was very fond of this gift from the Duc de Rhetore; but one
day, five years after her marriage, she played with her cat to such purpose that
the coverlet—furbelows, flounces, and all—was torn to shreds, and replaced
by a sensible quilt, a quilt that was a quilt, and not a symptom of the peculiar
form of insanity which drives these women to make up by an insensate luxury
for the childish days when they lived on raw apples, to quote the expression of
a journalist. The day when the bed-spread was torn to tatters marked a new
epoch in her married life.

“Cursy was remarkable for his ferocious industry. Nobody suspects the
source to which Paris owes the patch-and-powder eighteenth century
vaudevilles that flooded the stage. Those thousand-and-one vaudevilles, which
raised such an outcry among the feuilletonistes, were written at Mme. du
Bruel’s express desire. She insisted that her husband should purchase the hotel
on which she had spent so much, where she had housed five hundred thousand
francs’ worth of furniture. Wherefore Tullia never enters into explanations; she
understands the sovereign woman’s reason to admiration.

“‘People made a good deal of fun of Cursy,’ said she; ‘but, as a matter of
fact, he found this house in the eighteenth century rouge-box, powder, puffs,
and spangles. He would never have thought of it but for me,” she added,
burying herself in the cushions in her fireside corner.

“She delivered herself thus on her return from a first night. Du Bruel’s
piece had succeeded, and she foresaw an avalanche of criticisms. Tullia had
her At Homes. Every Monday she gave a tea-party; her society was as select
as might be, and she neglected nothing that could make her house pleasant.
There was a bouillotte in one room, conversation in another, and sometimes a
concert (always short) in the large drawing-room. None but the most eminent
artists performed in the house. Tullia had so much good sense, that she
attained to the most exquisite tact, and herein, in all probability, lay the secret
of her ascendency over du Bruel; at any rate, he loved her with the love which
use and wont at length makes indispensable to life. Every day adds another
thread to the strong, irresistible, intangible web, which enmeshes the most
delicate fancies, takes captive every most transient mood, and binding them
together, holds a man captive hand and foot, heart and head.



“Tullia knew Cursy well; she knew every weak point in his armor, knew
also how to heal his wounds.

“A passion of this kind is inscrutable for any observer, even for a man who
prides himself, as I do, on a certain expertness. It is everywhere unfathomable;
the dark depths in it are darker than in any other mystery; the colors confused
even in the highest lights.

“Cursy was an old playwright, jaded by the life of the theatrical world. He
liked comfort; he liked a luxurious, affluent, easy existence; he enjoyed being
a king in his own house; he liked to be host to a party of men of letters in a
hotel resplendent with royal luxury, with carefully chosen works of art shining
in the setting. Tullia allowed du Bruel to enthrone himself amid the tribe; there
were plenty of journalists whom it was easy enough to catch and ensnare; and,
thanks to her evening parties and a well-timed loan here and there, Cursy was
not attacked too seriously—his plays succeeded. For these reasons he would
not have separated from Tullia for an empire. If she had been unfaithful, he
would probably have passed it over, on condition that none of his accustomed
joys should be retrenched; yet, strange to say, Tullia caused him no twinges on
this account. No fancy was laid to her charge; if there had been any, she
certainly had been very careful of appearances.

“‘My dear fellow,” du Bruel would say, laying down the law to us on the
boulevard, ‘there is nothing like one of these women who have sown their
wild oats and got over their passions. Such women as Claudine have lived
their bachelor life; they have been over head and ears in pleasure, and make
the most adorable wives that could be wished; they have nothing to learn, they
are formed, they are not in the least prudish; they are well broken in, and
indulgent. So I strongly recommend everybody to take the “remains of a
racer.” I am the most fortunate man on earth.’

“Du Bruel said this to me himself with Bixiou there to hear it.

“‘My dear fellow,” said the caricaturist, ‘perhaps he is right to be in the
wrong.’

“About a week afterwards, du Bruel asked us to dine with him one
Tuesday. That morning I went to see him on a piece of theatrical business, a
case submitted to us for arbitration by the commission of dramatic authors. We
were obliged to go out again; but before we started he went to Claudine’s
room, knocked, as he always does, and asked for leave to enter.

““We live in grand style,” said he, smiling; ‘we are free. Each is
independent.’

“We were admitted. Du Bruel spoke to Claudine. ‘I have asked a few
people to dinner to-day—”



““Just like you!’ cried she. ‘You ask people without speaking to me; I count
for nothing here.—Now’ (taking me as arbitrator by a glance) ‘I ask you
yourself. When a man has been so foolish as to live with a woman of my sort;
for, after all, I was an opera dancer—yes, I ought always to remember that, if
other people are to forget it—well, under those circumstances, a clever man
seeking to raise his wife in public opinion would do his best to impose her
upon the world as a remarkable woman, to justify the step he had taken by
acknowledging that in some ways she was something more than ordinary
women. The best way of compelling respect from others is to pay respect to
her at home, and to leave her absolute mistress of the house. Well, and yet it is
enough to awaken one’s vanity to see how frightened he is of seeming to listen
to me. I must be in the right ten times over if he concedes a single point.’

“(Emphatic negative gestures from du Bruel at every other word.)

“‘Oh, yes, yes,” she continued quickly, in answer to this mute dissent. ‘I
know all about it, du Bruel, my dear, I that have been like a queen in my house
all my life till I married you. My wishes were guessed, fulfilled, and more than
fulfilled. After all, I am thirty-five, and at five-and-thirty a woman cannot
expect to be loved. Ah, if I were a girl of sixteen, if I had not lost something
that is dearly bought at the Opera, what attention you would pay me, M. du
Bruel! I feel the most supreme contempt for men who boast that they can love
and grow careless and neglectful in little things as time grows on. You are
short and insignificant, you see, du Bruel; you love to torment a woman; it is
your only way of showing your strength. A Napoleon is ready to be swayed by
the woman he loves; he loses nothing by it; but as for such as you, you believe
that you are nothing apparently, you do not wish to be ruled.—Five-and-thirty,
my dear boy,” she continued, turning to me, ‘that is the clue to the riddle.
—“No,” does he say again?—You know quite well that I am thirty-seven. I am
very sorry, but just ask your friends to dine at the Rocher de Cancale. I could
have them here, but I will not; they shall not come. And then perhaps my poor
little monologue may engrave that salutary maxim, “Each is master at home,”
upon your memory. That is our character,” she added, laughing, with a return
of the opera girl’s giddiness and caprice.

“‘Well, well, my dear little puss; there, there, never mind. We can manage
to get on together,’ said du Bruel, and he kissed her hands, and we came away.
But he was very wroth.

“The whole way from the Rue de la Victoire to the boulevard a perfect
torrent of venomous words poured from his mouth like a waterfall in flood;
but as the shocking language which he used on occasion was quite unfit to
print, the report is necessarily inadequate.

“‘My dear fellow, I will leave that vile, shameless opera dancer, a worn-out



jade that has been set spinning like a top to every operatic air; a foul hussy, an
organ-grinder’s monkey! Oh, my dear boy, you have taken up with an actress;
may the notion of marrying your mistress never get a hold on you. It is a
torment omitted from the hell of Dante, you see. Look here! I will beat her; I
will give her a thrashing; I will give it to her! Poison of my life, she sent me
off like a running footman.’

“By this time we had reached the boulevard, and he had worked himself up
to such a pitch of fury that the words stuck in his throat.

“‘I will kick the stuffing out of her!”’
“‘*And why?’

“‘My dear fellow, you will never know the thousand-and-one fancies that
slut takes into her head. When I want to stay at home, she, forsooth, must go
out; when I want to go out, she wants me to stop at home; and she spouts out
arguments and accusations and reasoning and talks and talks till she drives you
crazy. Right means any whim that they happen to take into their heads, and
wrong means our notion. Overwhelm them with something that cuts their
arguments to pieces—they hold their tongues and look at you as if you were a
dead dog. My happiness indeed! I lead the life of a yard-dog; I am a perfect
slave. The little happiness that I have with her costs me dear. Confound it all. I
will leave her everything and take myself off to a garret. Yes, a garret and
liberty. I have not dared to have my own way once in these five years.’

“But instead of going to his guests, Cursy strode up and down the
boulevard between the Rue de Richelieu and the Rue du Mont Blanc,
indulging in the most fearful imprecations, his unbounded language was most
comical to hear. His paroxysm of fury in the street contrasted oddly with his
peaceable demeanor in the house. Exercise assisted him to work off his
nervous agitation and inward tempest. About two o’clock, on a sudden frantic
impulse, he exclaimed:

““These damned females never know what they want. I will wager my
head now that if I go home and tell her that I have sent to ask my friends to
dine with me at the Rocher de Cancale, she will not be satisfied though she
made the arrangement herself.—But she will have gone off somewhere or
other. I wonder whether there is something at the bottom of all this, an
assignation with some goat? No. In the bottom of her heart she loves me!’”

The Marquise could not help smiling.

“Ah, madame,” said Nathan, looking keenly at her, “only women and
prophets know how to turn faith to account.—Du Bruel would have me go
home with him,” he continued, “and we went slowly back. It was three
o’clock. Before he appeared, he heard a stir in the kitchen, saw preparations



going forward, and glanced at me as he asked the cook the reason of this.

“‘Madame ordered dinner,’ said the woman. ‘Madame dressed and ordered
a cab, and then she changed her mind and ordered it again for the theatre this
evening.’

“‘Good,’ exclaimed du Bruel, ‘what did I tell you?’

“We entered the house stealthily. No one was there. We went from room to
room until we reached a little boudoir, and came upon Tullia in tears. She
dried her eyes without affectation, and spoke to du Bruel.

“‘Send a note to the Rocher de Cancale,’ she said, ‘and ask your guests to
dine here.’

“She was dressed as only women of the theatre can dress, in a simply-
made gown of some dainty material, neither too costly nor too common,
graceful and harmonious in outline and coloring; there was nothing
conspicuous about her, nothing exaggerated—a word now dropping out of use,
to be replaced by the word ‘artistic,” used by fools as current coin. In short,
Tullia looked like a gentlewoman. At thirty-seven she had reached the prime
of a Frenchwoman’s beauty. At this moment the celebrated oval of her face
was divinely pale; she had laid her hat aside; I could see a faint down like the
bloom of fruit softening the silken contours of a cheek itself so delicate. There
was a pathetic charm about her face with its double cluster of fair hair; her
brilliant gray eyes were veiled by a mist of tears; her nose, delicately carved as
a Roman cameo, with its quivering nostrils; her little mouth, like a child’s
even now; her long queenly throat, with the veins standing out upon it; her
chin, flushed for the moment by some secret despair; the pink tips of her ears,
the hands that trembled under her gloves, everything about her told of violent
feeling. The feverish twitching of her eyebrows betrayed her pain. She looked
sublime.

“Her first words had crushed du Bruel. She looked at us both, with that
penetrating, impenetrable cat-like glance which only actresses and great ladies
can use. Then she held out her hand to her husband.

“‘Poor dear, you had scarcely gone before I blamed myself a thousand
times over. It seemed to me that I had been horribly ungrateful. I told myself
that I had been unkind.—Was I very unkind?’ she asked, turning to me.
—‘Why not receive your friends? Is it not your house? Do you want to know
the reason of it all? Well, I was afraid that I was not loved; and indeed I was
half-way between repentance and the shame of going back. I read the
newspapers, and saw that there was a first night at the Varietes, and I thought
you had meant to give the dinner to a collaborator. Left to myself, I gave way,
I dressed to hurry out after you—poor pet.’



“Du Bruel looked at me triumphantly, not a vestige of a recollection of his
orations contra Tullia in his mind.

“‘Well, dearest, I have not spoken to any one of them,’ he said.
““How well we understand each other!” quoth she.

“Even as she uttered those bewildering sweet words, I caught sight of
something in her belt, the corner of a little note thrust sidewise into it; but I did
not need that indication to tell me that Tullia’s fantastic conduct was referable
to occult causes. Woman, in my opinion, is the most logical of created beings,
the child alone excepted. In both we behold a sublime phenomenon, the
unvarying triumph of one dominant, all-excluding thought. The child’s
thought changes every moment; but while it possesses him, he acts upon it
with such ardor that others give way before him, fascinated by the ingenuity,
the persistence of a strong desire. Woman is less changeable, but to call her
capricious is a stupid insult. Whenever she acts, she is always swayed by one
dominant passion; and wonderful it is to see how she makes that passion the
very centre of her world.

“Tullia was irresistible; she twisted du Bruel round her fingers, the sky
grew blue again, the evening was glorious. And ingenious writer of plays as he
is, he never so much as saw that his wife had buried a trouble out of sight.

“‘Such is life, my dear fellow,” he said to me, ‘ups and downs and
contrasts.’

“‘Especially life off the stage,” I put in.

“‘That is just what I mean,” he continued. ‘Why, but for these violent
emotions, one would be bored to death! Ah! that woman has the gift of
rousing me.’

“We went to the Varietes after dinner; but before we left the house I slipped
into du Bruel’s room, and on a shelf among a pile of waste papers found the
copy of the Petites-Affiches, in which, agreeably to the reformed law, notice of
the purchase of the house was inserted. The words stared me in the face—‘At
the request of Jean Francois du Bruel and Claudine Chaffaroux, his wife ’
Here was the explanation of the whole matter. I offered my arm to Claudine,
and allowed the guests to descend the stairs in front of us. When we were
alone—‘If I were La Palferine,’ I said, ‘I would not break an appointment.’

“Gravely she laid her finger on her lips. She leant on my arm as we went
downstairs, and looked at me with almost something like happiness in her eyes
because I knew La Palferine. Can you see the first idea that occurred to her?
She thought of making a spy of me, but I turned her off with the light jesting
talk of Bohemia.



“A month later, after a first performance of one of du Bruel’s plays, we met
in the vestibule of the theatre. It was raining; I went to call a cab. We had been
delayed for a few minutes, so that there were no cabs in sight. Claudine
scolded du Bruel soundly; and as we rolled through the streets (for she set me
down at Florine’s), she continued the quarrel with a series of most mortifying
remarks.

“‘What is this about?’ I inquired.

“‘Oh, my dear fellow, she blames me for allowing you to run out for a cab,
and thereupon proceeds to wish for a carriage.’

“‘As a dancer,’ said she, ‘I have never been accustomed to use my feet
except on the boards. If you have any spirit, you will turn out four more plays
or so in a year; you will make up your mind that succeed they must, when you
think of the end in view, and that your wife will not walk in the mud. It is a
shame that I should have to ask for it. You ought to have guessed my continual
discomfort during the five years since I married you.’

“‘I am quite willing,” returned du Bruel. ‘But we shall ruin ourselves.’

““If you run into debt,” she said, ‘my uncle’s money will clear it off some
day.’

““You are quite capable of leaving me the debts and taking the property.’

“‘Oh! is that the way you take it?’ retorted she. ‘I have nothing more to say
to you; such a speech stops my mouth.’

“Whereupon du Bruel poured out his soul in excuses and protestations of
love. Not a word did she say. He took her hands, she allowed him to take
them; they were like ice, like a dead woman’s hands. Tullia, you can
understand, was playing to admiration the part of corpse that women can play
to show you that they refuse their consent to anything and everything; that for
you they are suppressing soul, spirit, and life, and regard themselves as beasts
of burden. Nothing so provokes a man with a heart as this strategy. Women
can only use it with those who worship them.

“She turned to me. ‘Do you suppose,’ she said scornfully, ‘that a Count
would have uttered such an insult even if the thought had entered his mind?
For my misfortune I have lived with dukes, ambassadors, and great lords, and
I know their ways. How intolerable it makes bourgeois life! After all, a
playwright is not a Rastignac nor a Rhetore ’

“Du Bruel looked ghastly at this. Two days afterwards we met in the foyer
at the Opera, and took a few turns together. The conversation fell on Tullia.

“‘Do not take my ravings on the boulevard too seriously,’ said he; ‘I have a
violent temper.’



“For two winters I was a tolerably frequent visitor at du Bruel’s house, and
I followed Claudine’s tactics closely. She had a splendid carriage. Du Bruel
entered public life; she made him abjure his Royalist opinions. He rallied
himself; he took his place again in the administration; the National Guard was
discreetly canvassed, du Bruel was elected major, and behaved so valorously
in a street riot, that he was decorated with the rosette of an officer of the
Legion of Honor. He was appointed Master of Requests and head of a
department. Uncle Chaffaroux died and left his niece forty thousand francs per
annum, three-fourths of his fortune. Du Bruel became a deputy; but
beforehand, to save the necessity of re-election, he secured his nomination to
the Council of State. He reprinted divers archaeological treatises, a couple of
political pamphlets, and a statistical work, by way of pretext for his
appointment to one of the obliging academies of the Institut. At this moment
he is a Commander of the Legion, and (after fishing in the troubled waters of
political intrigue) has quite recently been made a peer of France and a count.
As yet our friend does not venture to bear his honors; his wife merely puts ‘La
Comtesse du Bruel’ on her cards. The sometime playwright has the Order of
Leopold, the Order of Isabella, the cross of Saint-Vladimir, second class, the
Order of Civil Merit of Bavaria, the Papal Order of the Golden Spur,—all the
lesser orders, in short, besides the Grand Cross.

“Three months ago Claudine drove to La Palferine’s door in her splendid
carriage with its armorial bearings. Du Bruel’s grandfather was a farmer of
taxes ennobled towards the end of Louis Quatorze’s reign. Cherin composed
his coat-of-arms for him, so the Count’s coronet looks not amiss above a
scutcheon innocent of Imperial absurdities. In this way, in the short space of
three years, Claudine had carried out the programme laid down for her by the
charming, light-hearted La Palferine.

“One day, just above a month ago, she climbed the miserable staircase to
her lover’s lodging; climbed in her glory, dressed like a real countess of the
Faubourg Saint-Germain, to our friend’s garret. La Palferine, seeing her, said,
“You have made a peeress of yourself I know. But it is too late, Claudine;
every one is talking just now about the Southern Cross, I should like it see it!”’

““I will get it for you.’
“La Palferine burst into a peal of Homeric laughter.

“‘Most distinctly,” he returned, ‘I do not wish to have a woman as ignorant
as a carp for my mistress, a woman that springs like a flying fish from the
green-room of the Opera to Court, for I should like to see you at the Court of
the Citizen King.’

“She turned to me.



““What is the Southern Cross?’ she asked, in a sad, downcast voice.

“I was struck with admiration for this indomitable love, outdoing the most
ingenious marvels of fairy tales in real life—a love that would spring over a
precipice to find a roc’s egg, or to gather the singing flower. I explained that
the Southern Cross was a nebulous constellation even brighter than the Milky
Way, arranged in the form of a cross, and that it could only be seen in southern
latitudes.

““Very well, Charles, let us go,’ said she.

“La Palferine, ferocious though he was, had tears in his eyes; but what a
look there was in Claudine’s face, what a note in her voice! I have seen
nothing like the thing that followed, not even in the supreme touch of a great
actor’s art; nothing to compare with her movement when she saw the hard
eyes softened in tears; Claudine sank upon her knees and kissed La Palferine’s
pitiless hand. He raised her with his grand manner, his ‘Rusticoli air,” as he
calls it—‘There, child!” he said, ‘I will do something for you; I will put you—
in my will.’

“Well,” concluded Nathan, “I ask myself sometimes whether du Bruel is
really deceived. Truly there is nothing more comic, nothing stranger than the
sight of a careless young fellow ruling a married couple, his slightest whims
received as law, the weightiest decisions revoked at a word from him. That
dinner incident, as you can see, is repeated times without number, it interferes
with important matters. Still, but for Claudine’s caprices, du Bruel would be
de Cursy still, one vaudevillist among five hundred; whereas he is in the
House of Peers.”

“You will change the names, I hope!” said Nathan, addressing Mme. de la
Baudraye.

“I should think so! I have only set names to the masks for you. My dear
Nathan,” she added in the poet’s ear, “I know another case on which the wife
takes du Bruel’s place.”

“And the catastrophe?” queried Lousteau, returning just at the end of Mme.
de la Baudraye’s story.

“I do not believe in catastrophes. One has to invent such good ones to
show that art is quite a match for chance; and nobody reads a book twice, my
friend, except for the details.”

“But there is a catastrophe,” persisted Nathan.
“What is it?”

“The Marquise de Rochefide is infatuated with Charles Edward. My story
excited her curiosity.”



“Oh, unhappy woman!” cried Mme. de la Baudraye.

“Not so unhappy,” said Nathan, “for Maxime de Trailles and La Palferine
have brought about a rupture between the Marquis and Mme. Schontz, and
they mean to make it up between Arthur and Beatrix.”

1839 - 1845.

A MAN OF BUSINESS

The word lorette is a euphemism invented to describe the status of a
personage, or a personage of a status, of which it is awkward to speak; the
French Academie, in its modesty, having omitted to supply a definition out of
regard for the age of its forty members. Whenever a new word comes to
supply the place of an unwieldy circumlocution, its fortune is assured; the
word lorette has passed into the language of every class of society, even where
the lorette herself will never gain an entrance. It was only invented in 1840,
and derived beyond a doubt from the agglomeration of such swallows’ nests
about the Church of Our Lady of Loretto. This information is for etymoligists
only. Those gentlemen would not be so often in a quandary if mediaeval
writers had only taken such pains with details of contemporary manners as we
take in these days of analysis and description.

Mlle. Turquet, or Malaga, for she is better known by her pseudonym (See
La fausse Maitresse.), was one of the earliest parishioners of that charming
church. At the time to which this story belongs, that lighthearted and lively
damsel gladdened the existence of a notary with a wife somewhat too bigoted,
rigid, and frigid for domestic happiness.

Now, it so fell out that one Carnival evening Maitre Cardot was
entertaining guests at Mlle. Turquet’s house—Desroches the attorney, Bixiou
of the caricatures, Lousteau the journalist, Nathan, and others; it is quite
unnecessary to give any further description of these personages, all bearers of
illustrious names in the Comedie Humaine. Young La Palferine, in spite of his
title of Count and his great descent, which, alas! means a great descent in
fortune likewise, had honored the notary’s little establishment with his
presence.

At dinner, in such a house, one does not expect to meet the patriarchal
beef, the skinny fowl and salad of domestic and family life, nor is there any
attempt at the hypocritical conversation of drawing-rooms furnished with
highly respectable matrons. When, alas! will respectability be charming?
When will the women in good society vouchsafe to show rather less of their



shoulders and rather more wit or geniality? Marguerite Turquet, the Aspasia of
the Cirque-Olympique, is one of those frank, very living personalities to
whom all is forgiven, such unconscious sinners are they, such intelligent
penitents; of such as Malaga one might ask, like Cardot—a witty man enough,
albeit a notary—to be well “deceived.” And yet you must not think that any
enormities were committed. Desroches and Cardot were good fellows grown
too gray in the profession not to feel at ease with Bixiou, Lousteau, Nathan,
and young La Palferine. And they on their side had too often had recourse to
their legal advisers, and knew them too well to try to “draw them out,” in
lorette language.

Conversation, perfumed with seven cigars, at first was as fantastic as a kid
let loose, but finally it settled down upon the strategy of the constant war
waged in Paris between creditors and debtors.

Now, if you will be so good as to recall the history and antecedents of the
guests, you will know that in all Paris, you could scarcely find a group of men
with more experience in this matter; the professional men on one hand, and the
artists on the other, were something in the position of magistrates and
criminals hobnobbing together. A set of Bixiou’s drawings to illustrate life in
the debtors’ prison, led the conversation to take this particular turn; and from
debtors’ prisons they went to debts.

It was midnight. They had broken up into little knots round the table and
before the fire, and gave themselves up to the burlesque fun which is only
possible or comprehensible in Paris and in that particular region which is
bounded by the Faubourg Montmartre, the Rue Chaussee d’Antin, the upper
end of the Rue de Navarin and the line of the boulevards.

In ten minutes’ time they had come to an end of all the deep reflections, all
the moralizings, small and great, all the bad puns made on a subject already
exhausted by Rabelais three hundred and fifty years ago. It was not a little to
their credit that the pyrotechnic display was cut short with a final squib from
Malaga.

5

“It all goes to the shoemakers,” she said. “I left a milliner because she
failed twice with my hats. The vixen has been here twenty-seven times to ask
for twenty francs. She did not know that we never have twenty francs. One has
a thousand francs, or one sends to one’s notary for five hundred; but twenty
francs I have never had in my life. My cook and my maid may, perhaps, have
so much between them; but for my own part, I have nothing but credit, and I
should lose that if I took to borrowing small sums. If I were to ask for twenty
francs, I should have nothing to distinguish me from my colleagues that walk
the boulevard.”

“Is the milliner paid?” asked La Palferine.



“Oh, come now, are you turning stupid?” said she, with a wink. “She came
this morning for the twenty-seventh time, that is how I came to mention it.”

“What did you do?” asked Desroches.

“I took pity upon her, and—ordered a little hat that I have just invented, a
quite new shape. If Mlle. Amanda succeeds with it, she will say no more about
the money, her fortune is made.”

“In my opinion,” put in Desroches, “the finest things that I have seen in a
duel of this kind give those who know Paris a far better picture of the city than
all the fancy portraits that they paint. Some of you think that you know a thing
or two,” he continued, glancing round at Nathan, Bixiou, La Palferine, and
Lousteau, “but the king of the ground is a certain Count, now busy ranging
himself. In his time, he was supposed to be the cleverest, adroitest, canniest,
boldest, stoutest, most subtle and experienced of all the pirates, who, equipped
with fine manners, yellow kid gloves, and cabs, have ever sailed or ever will
sail upon the stormy seas of Paris. He fears neither God nor man. He applies in
private life the principles that guide the English Cabinet. Up to the time of his
marriage, his life was one continual war, like—Lousteau’s, for instance. I was,
and am still his solicitor.”

“And the first letter of his name is Maxime de Trailles,” said La Palferine.

“For that matter, he has paid every one, and injured no one,” continued
Desroches. “But as your friend Bixiou was saying just now, it is a violation of
the liberty of the subject to be made to pay in March when you have no mind
to pay till October. By virtue of this article of his particular code, Maxime
regarded a creditor’s scheme for making him pay at once as a swindler’s trick.
It was a long time since he had grasped the significance of the bill of exchange
in all its bearings, direct and remote. A young man once, in my place, called a
bill of exchange the ‘asses’ bridge’ in his hearing. ‘No,’ said he, ‘it is the
Bridge of Sighs; it is the shortest way to an execution.’ Indeed, his knowledge
of commercial law was so complete, that a professional could not have taught
him anything. At that time he had nothing, as you know. His carriage and
horses were jobbed; he lived in his valet’s house; and, by the way, he will be a
hero to his valet to the end of the chapter, even after the marriage that he
proposes to make. He belonged to three clubs, and dined at one of them
whenever he did not dine out. As a rule, he was to be found very seldom at his
own address—”

“He once said to me,” interrupted La Palferine, ““My one affectation is the
pretence that I make of living in the Rue Pigalle.’”

“Well,” resumed Desroches, “he was one of the combatants; and now for
the other. You have heard more or less talk of one Claparon?”



“Had hair like this!” cried Bixiou, ruffling his locks till they stood on end.
Gifted with the same talent for mimicking absurdities which Chopin the
pianist possesses to so high a degree, he proceeded forthwith to represent the
character with startling truth.

“He rolls his head like this when he speaks; he was once a commercial
traveler; he has been all sorts of things—”

“Well, he was born to travel, for at this minute, as I speak, he is on the sea
on his way to America,” said Desroches. “It is his only chance, for in all
probability he will be condemned by default as a fraudulent bankrupt next
session.”

“Very much at sea!” exclaimed Malaga.

“For six or seven years this Claparon acted as man of straw, cat’s paw, and
scapegoat to two friends of ours, du Tillet and Nucingen; but in 1829 his part
was so well known that—”

“Our friends dropped him,” put in Bixiou.

“They left him to his fate at last, and he wallowed in the mire,” continued
Desroches. “In 1833 he went into partnership with one Cerizet—"

“What! he that promoted a joint-stock company so nicely that the Sixth
Chamber cut short his career with a couple of years in jail?” asked the lorette.

“The same. Under the Restoration, between 1823 and 1827, Cerizet’s
occupation consisted in first putting his name intrepidly to various paragraphs,
on which the public prosecutor fastened with avidity, and subsequently
marching off to prison. A man could make a name for himself with small
expense in those days. The Liberal party called their provincial champion ‘the
courageous Cerizet,” and towards 1828 so much zeal received its reward in
‘general interest.’

“‘General interest’ is a kind of civic crown bestowed on the deserving by
the daily press. Cerizet tried to discount the ‘general interest’ taken in him. He
came to Paris, and, with some help from capitalists in the Opposition, started
as a broker, and conducted financial operations to some extent, the capital
being found by a man in hiding, a skilful gambler who overreached himself,
and in consequence, in July 1830, his capital foundered in the shipwreck of the
Government.”

“Oh! it was he whom we used to call the System,” cried Bixiou.

“Say no harm of him, poor fellow,” protested Malaga. “D’Estourny was a
good sort.”

“You can imagine the part that a ruined man was sure to play in 1830 when



his name in politics was ‘the courageous Cerizet.” He was sent off into a very
snug little sub-prefecture. Unluckily for him, it is one thing to be in opposition
—any missile is good enough to throw, so long as the flight lasts; but quite
another to be in office. Three months later, he was obliged to send in his
resignation. Had he not taken it into his head to attempt to win popularity?
Still, as he had done nothing as yet to imperil his title of ‘courageous Cerizet,’
the Government proposed by way of compensation that he should manage a
newspaper; nominally an Opposition newspaper, but Ministerialist in petto. So
the fall of this noble nature was really due to the Government. To Cerizet, as
manager of the paper, it was rather too evident that he was as a bird perched
on a rotten bough; and then it was that he promoted that nice little joint-stock
company, and thereby secured a couple of years in prison; he was caught,
while more ingenious swindlers succeeded in catching the public.”

“We are acquainted with the more ingenious,” said Bixiou; “let us say no
ill of the poor fellow; he was nabbed; Couture allowed them to squeeze his
cash-box; who would ever have thought it of him?”

“At all events, Cerizet was a low sort of fellow, a good deal damaged by
low debauchery. Now for the duel I spoke about. Never did two tradesmen of
the worst type, with the worst manners, the lowest pair of villains imaginable,
go into partnership in a dirtier business. Their stock-in-trade consisted of the
peculiar idiom of the man about town, the audacity of poverty, the cunning
that comes of experience, and a special knowledge of Parisian capitalists, their
origin, connections, acquaintances, and intrinsic value. This partnership of two
‘dabblers’ (let the Stock Exchange term pass, for it is the only word which
describes them), this partnership of dabblers did not last very long. They
fought like famished curs over every bit of garbage.

“The earlier speculations of the firm of Cerizet and Claparon were,
however, well planned. The two scamps joined forces with Barbet,
Chaboisseau, Samanon, and usurers of that stamp, and bought up hopelessly
bad debts.

“Claparon’s place of business at that time was a cramped entresol in the
Rue Chabannais—five rooms at a rent of seven hundred francs at most. Each
partner slept in a little closet, so carefully closed from prudence, that my head-
clerk could never get inside. The furniture of the other three rooms—an ante-
chamber, a waiting-room, and a private office—would not have fetched three
hundred francs altogether at a distress-warrant sale. You know enough of Paris
to know the look of it; the stuffed horsehair-covered chairs, a table covered
with a green cloth, a trumpery clock between a couple of candle sconces,
growing tarnished under glass shades, the small gilt-framed mirror over the
chimney-piece, and in the grate a charred stick or two of firewood which had
lasted them for two winters, as my head-clerk put it. As for the office, you can



guess what it was like—more letter-files than business letters, a set of common
pigeon-holes for either partner, a cylinder desk, empty as the cash-box, in the
middle of the room, and a couple of armchairs on either side of a coal fire. The
carpet on the floor was bought cheap at second-hand (like the bills and bad
debts). In short, it was the mahogany furniture of furnished apartments which
usually descends from one occupant of chambers to another during fifty years
of service. Now you know the pair of antagonists.

“During the first three months of a partnership dissolved four months later
in a bout of fisticuffs, Cerizet and Claparon bought up two thousand francs’
worth of bills bearing Maxime’s signature (since Maxime was his name), and
filled a couple of letters to bursting with judgments, appeals, orders of the
court, distress-warrants, application for stay of proceedings, and all the rest of
it; to put it briefly, they had bills for three thousand two hundred francs odd
centimes, for which they had given five hundred francs; the transfer being
made under private seal, with special power of attorney, to save the expense of
registration. Now it so happened at this juncture, Maxime, being of ripe age,
was seized with one of the fancies peculiar to the man of fifty—”

“Antonia!” exclaimed La Palferine. “That Antonia whose fortune I made
by writing to ask for a toothbrush!”

“Her real name is Chocardelle,” said Malaga, not over well pleased by the
fine-sounding pseudonym.

“The same,” continued Desroches.

“It was the only mistake Maxime ever made in his life. But what would
you have, no vice is absolutely perfect?” put in Bixiou.

“Maxime had still to learn what sort of a life a man may be led into by a
girl of eighteen when she is minded to take a header from her honest garret
into a sumptuous carriage; it is a lesson that all statesmen should take to heart.
At this time, de Marsay had just been employing his friend, our friend de
Trailles, in the high comedy of politics. Maxime had looked high for his
conquests; he had no experience of untitled women; and at fifty years he felt
that he had a right to take a bite of the so-called wild fruit, much as a
sportsman will halt under a peasant’s apple-tree. So the Count found a
reading-room for Mlle. Chocardelle, a rather smart little place to be had cheap,
as usual—”

“Pooh!” said Nathan. “She did not stay in it six months. She was too
handsome to keep a reading-room.”

“Perhaps you are the father of her child?” suggested the lorette.

Desroches resumed.



“Since the firm bought up Maxime’s debts, Cerizet’s likeness to a bailiff’s
officer grew more and more striking, and one morning after seven fruitless
attempts he succeeded in penetrating into the Count’s presence. Suzon, the old
man-servant, albeit he was by no means in his novitiate, at last mistook the
visitor for a petitioner, come to propose a thousand crowns if Maxime would
obtain a license to sell postage stamps for a young lady. Suzon, without the
slightest suspicion of the little scamp, a thoroughbred Paris street-boy into
whom prudence had been rubbed by repeated personal experience of the
police-courts, induced his master to receive him. Can you see the man of
business, with an uneasy eye, a bald forehead, and scarcely any hair on his
head, standing in his threadbare jacket and muddy boots—”

“What a picture of a Dun!” cried Lousteau.

“—standing before the Count, that image of flaunting Debt, in his blue
flannel dressing-gown, slippers worked by some Marquise or other, trousers of
white woolen stuff, and a dazzling shirt? There he stood, with a gorgeous cap
on his black dyed hair, playing with the tassels at his waist—"

““Tis a bit of genre for anybody who knows what the pretty little morning
room, hung with silk and full of valuable paintings, where Maxime
breakfasts,” said Nathan. “You tread on a Smyrna carpet, you admire the
sideboards filled with curiosities and rarities fit to make a King of Saxony
envious—"

“Now for the scene itself,” said Desroches, and the deepest silence
followed.

“‘Monsieur le Comte,” began Cerizet, ‘I have come from a M. Charles
Claparon, who used to be a banker—’

“‘Ah! poor devil, and what does he want with me?’

““Well, he is at present your creditor for a matter of three thousand two
hundred francs, seventy-five centimes, principal, interest, and costs—’

“‘Coutelier’s business?’ put in Maxime, who knew his affairs as a pilot
knows his coast.

““Yes, Monsieur le Comte,’ said Cerizet with a bow. ‘I have come to ask
your intentions.’

“‘I shall only pay when the fancy takes me,’ returned Maxime, and he rang
for Suzon. ‘It was very rash of Claparon to buy up bills of mine without
speaking to me beforehand. I am sorry for him, for he did so very well for
such a long time as a man of straw for friends of mine. I always said that a
man must really be weak in his intellect to work for men that stuff themselves
with millions, and to serve them so faithfully for such low wages. And now



here he gives me another proof of his stupidity! Yes, men deserve what they
get. It is your own doing whether you get a crown on your forehead or a bullet
through your head; whether you are a millionaire or a porter, justice is always
done you. I cannot help it, my dear fellow; I myself am not a king, I stick to
my principles. I have no pity for those that put me to expense or do not know
their business as creditors.—Suzon! my tea! Do you see this gentleman?’ he
continued when the man came in. ‘Well, you have allowed yourself to be taken
in, poor old boy. This gentleman is a creditor; you ought to have known him
by his boots. No friend nor foe of mine, nor those that are neither and want
something of me, come to see me on foot.—My dear M. Cerizet, do you
understand? You will not wipe your boots on my carpet again’ (looking as he
spoke at the mud that whitened the enemy’s soles). ‘Convey my compliments
and sympathy to Claparon, poor buffer, for I shall file this business under the
letter Z..

“All this with an easy good-humor fit to give a virtuous citizen the colic.

“You are wrong, Monsieur le Comte,” retorted Cerizet, in a slightly
peremptory tone. “We will be paid in full, and that in a way which you may
not like. That is why I came to you first in a friendly spirit, as is right and fit
between gentlemen—’

“‘Oh! so that is how you understand it?’ began Maxime, enraged by this
last piece of presumption. There was something of Talleyrand’s wit in the
insolent retort, if you have quite grasped the contrast between the two men and
their costumes. Maxime scowled and looked full at the intruder; Cerizet not
merely endured the glare of cold fury, but even returned it, with an icy, cat-like
malignance and fixity of gaze.

““Very good, sir, go out—’

““Very well, good-day, Monsieur le Comte. We shall be quits before six
months are out.’

““If you can steal the amount of your bill, which is legally due I own, I
shall be indebted to you, sir,’ replied Maxime. ‘You will have taught me a new
precaution to take. I am very much your servant.’

“‘Monsieur le Comte,’ said Cerizet, ‘it is I, on the contrary, who am yours.’

“Here was an explicit, forcible, confident declaration on either side. A
couple of tigers confabulating, with the prey before them, and a fight
impending, would have been no finer and no shrewder than this pair; the
insolent fine gentleman as great a blackguard as the other in his soiled and
mud-stained clothes.

“Which will you lay your money on?” asked Desroches, looking round at



an audience, surprised to find how deeply it was interested.

“A pretty story!” cried Malaga. “My dear boy, go on, I beg of you. This
goes to one’s heart.”

“Nothing commonplace could happen between two fighting-cocks of that
calibre,” added La Palferine.

“Pooh!” cried Malaga. “I will wager my cabinet-maker’s invoice (the
fellow is dunning me) that the little toad was too many for Maxime.”

“I bet on Maxime,” said Cardot. “Nobody ever caught him napping.”
Desroches drank off a glass that Malaga handed to him.

“Mlle. Chocardelle’s reading-room,” he continued, after a pause, “was in
the Rue Coquenard, just a step or two from the Rue Pigalle where Maxime
was living. The said Mlle. Chocardelle lived at the back on the garden side of
the house, beyond a big dark place where the books were kept. Antonia left
her aunt to look after the business—”

“Had she an aunt even then?” exclaimed Malaga. “Hang it all, Maxime did
things handsomely.”

“Alas! it was a real aunt,” said Desroches; “her name was—Ilet me see

»

“Ida Bonamy,” said Bixiou.

“So as Antonia’s aunt took a good deal of the work off her hands, she went
to bed late and lay late of a morning, never showing her face at the desk until
the afternoon, some time between two and four. From the very first her
appearance was enough to draw custom. Several elderly men in the quarter
used to come, among them a retired coach-builder, one Croizeau. Beholding
this miracle of female loveliness through the window-panes, he took it into his
head to read the newspapers in the beauty’s reading-room; and a sometime
custom-house officer, named Denisart, with a ribbon in his button-hole,
followed the example. Croizeau chose to look upon Denisart as a rival.
‘Monsieur,” he said afterwards, ‘I did not know what to buy for you!’

“That speech should give you an idea of the man. The Sieur Croizeau
happens to belong to a particular class of old man which should be known as
‘Coquerels’ since Henri Monnier’s time; so well did Monnier render the piping
voice, the little mannerisms, little queue, little sprinkling of powder, little
movements of the head, prim little manner, and tripping gait in the part of
Coquerel in La Famille Improvisee. This Croizeau used to hand over his
halfpence with a flourish and a ‘There, fair lady!”’

“Mme. Ida Bonamy the aunt was not long in finding out through a servant



that Croizeau, by popular report of the neighborhood of the Rue de Buffault,
where he lived, was a man of exceeding stinginess, possessed of forty
thousand francs per annum. A week after the instalment of the charming
librarian he was delivered of a pun:

““You lend me books (livres), but I give you plenty of francs in return,’
said he.

“A few days later he put on a knowing little air, as much as to say, ‘I know
you are engaged, but my turn will come one day; I am a widower.’

“He always came arrayed in fine linen, a cornflower blue coat, a paduasoy
waistcoat, black trousers, and black ribbon bows on the double soled shoes
that creaked like an abbe’s; he always held a fourteen franc silk hat in his
hand.

““I am old and I have no children,” he took occasion to confide to the
young lady some few days after Cerizet’s visit to Maxime. ‘I hold my relations
in horror. They are peasants born to work in the fields. Just imagine it, I came
up from the country with six francs in my pocket, and made my fortune here. I
am not proud. A pretty woman is my equal. Now would it not be nicer to be
Mme. Croizeau for some years to come than to do a Count’s pleasure for a
twelvemonth? He will go off and leave you some time or other; and when that
day comes, you will think of me... your servant, my pretty lady!’

“All this was simmering below the surface. The slightest approach at love-
making was made quite on the sly. Not a soul suspected that the trim little old
fogy was smitten with Antonia; and so prudent was the elderly lover, that no
rival could have guessed anything from his behavior in the reading-room. For
a couple of months Croizeau watched the retired custom-house official; but
before the third month was out he had good reason to believe that his
suspicions were groundless. He exerted his ingenuity to scrape an
acquaintance with Denisart, came up with him in the street, and at length
seized his opportunity to remark, ‘It is a fine day, sir!’

“Whereupon the retired official responded with, ‘Austerlitz weather, sir. I
was there myself—I was wounded indeed, I won my Cross on that glorious
day.’

“And so from one thing to another the two drifted wrecks of the Empire
struck up an acquaintance. Little Croizeau was attached to the Empire through
his connection with Napoleon’s sisters. He had been their coach-builder, and
had frequently dunned them for money; so he gave out that he ‘had had
relations with the Imperial family.” Maxime, duly informed by Antonia of the
‘nice old man’s’ proposals (for so the aunt called Croizeau), wished to see him.
Cerizet’s declaration of war had so far taken effect that he of the yellow kid



gloves was studying the position of every piece, however insignificant, upon
the board; and it so happened that at the mention of that ‘nice old man,’ an
ominous tinkling sounded in his ears. One evening, therefore, Maxime seated
himself among the book-shelves in the dimly lighted back room, reconnoitred
the seven or eight customers through the chink between the green curtains, and
took the little coach-builder’s measure. He gauged the man’s infatuation, and
was very well satisfied to find that the varnished doors of a tolerably
sumptuous future were ready to turn at a word from Antonia so soon as his
own fancy had passed off.

“*And that other one yonder?’ asked he, pointing out the stout fine-looking
elderly man with the Cross of the Legion of Honor. “Who is he?’

“¢A retired custom-house officer.’

““The cut of his countenance is not reassuring,” said Maxime, beholding
the Sieur Denisart.

“And indeed the old soldier held himself upright as a steeple. His head was
remarkable for the amount of powder and pomatum bestowed upon it; he
looked almost like a postilion at a fancy ball. Underneath that felted covering,
moulded to the top of the wearer’s cranium, appeared an elderly profile, half-
official, half-soldierly, with a comical admixture of arrogance,—altogether
something like caricatures of the Constitutionnel. The sometime official
finding that age, and hair-powder, and the conformation of his spine made it
impossible to read a word without spectacles, sat displaying a very creditable
expanse of chest with all the pride of an old man with a mistress. Like old
General Montcornet, that pillar of the Vaudeville, he wore earrings. Denisart
was partial to blue; his roomy trousers and well-worn greatcoat were both of
blue cloth.

“‘How long is it since that old fogy came here?’ inquired Maxime, thinking
that he saw danger in the spectacles.

“‘Oh, from the beginning,” returned Antonia, ‘pretty nearly two months
ago now.’

“‘Good,” said Maxime to himself, ‘Cerizet only came to me a month ago.
—Just get him to talk,” he added in Antonia’s ear; ‘I want to hear his voice.’

“‘Pshaw,’ said she, ‘that is not so easy. He never says a word to me.’
““Then why does he come here?’ demanded Maxime.

““For a queer reason,” returned the fair Antonia. ‘In the first place,
although he is sixty-nine, he has a fancy; and because he is sixty-nine, he is as
methodical as a clock face. Every day at five o’clock the old gentleman goes
to dine with her in the Rue de la Victoire. (I am sorry for her.) Then at six



o’clock, he comes here, reads steadily at the papers for four hours, and goes
back at ten o’clock. Daddy Croizeau says that he knows M. Denisart’s
motives, and approves his conduct; and in his place, he would do the same. So
I know exactly what to expect. If ever I am Mme. Croizeau, I shall have four
hours to myself between six and ten o’clock.’

“Maxime looked through the directory, and found the following reassuring
item:

“DENISART,* retired custom-house officer, Rue de la Victoire.
“His uneasiness vanished.

“Gradually the Sieur Denisart and the Sieur Croizeau began to exchange
confidences. Nothing so binds two men together as a similarity of views in the
matter of womankind. Daddy Croizeau went to dine with ‘M. Denisart’s fair
lady,” as he called her. And here I must make a somewhat important
observation.

“The reading-room had been paid for half in cash, half in bills signed by
the said Mlle. Chocardelle. The quart d’heure de Rabelais arrived; the Count
had no money. So the first bill of three thousand francs was met by the
amiable coach-builder; that old scoundrel Denisart having recommended him
to secure himself with a mortgage on the reading-room.

“‘For my own part,” said Denisart, ‘I have seen pretty doings from pretty
women. So in all cases, even when I have lost my head, I am always on my
guard with a woman. There is this creature, for instance; I am madly in love
with her; but this is not her furniture; no, it belongs to me. The lease is taken
out in my name.’

“You know Maxime! He thought the coach-builder uncommonly green.
Croizeau might pay all three bills, and get nothing for a long while; for
Maxime felt more infatuated with Antonia than ever.”

“I can well believe it,” said La Palferine. “She is the bella Imperia of our
day.”

“With her rough skin!” exclaimed Malaga; “so rough, that she ruins herself
in bran baths!”

“Croizeau spoke with a coach-builder’s admiration of the sumptuous
furniture provided by the amorous Denisart as a setting for his fair one,
describing it all in detail with diabolical complacency for Antonia’s benefit,”
continued Desroches. “The ebony chests inlaid with mother-of-pearl and gold
wire, the Brussels carpets, a mediaeval bedstead worth three thousand francs, a
Boule clock, candelabra in the four corners of the dining-room, silk curtains,
on which Chinese patience had wrought pictures of birds, and hangings over



the doors, worth more than the portress that opened them.

“*And that is what you ought to have, my pretty lady.—And that is what I
should like to offer you,” he would conclude. ‘I am quite aware that you
scarcely care a bit about me; but, at my age, we cannot expect too much. Judge
how much I love you; I have lent you a thousand francs. I must confess that, in
all my born days, I have not lent anybody that muc ’

“He held out his penny as he spoke, with the important air of a man that
gives a learned demonstration.

“That evening at the Varietes, Antonia spoke to the Count.

“‘A reading-room is very dull, all the same,’ said she; ‘I feel that I have no
sort of taste for that kind of life, and I see no future in it. It is only fit for a
widow that wishes to keep body and soul together, or for some hideously ugly
thing that fancies she can catch a husband with a little finery.’

“‘It was your own choice,” returned the Count. Just at that moment, in
came Nucingen, of whom Maxime, king of lions (the ‘yellow kid gloves’ were
the lions of that day) had won three thousand francs the evening before.
Nucingen had come to pay his gaming debt.

“‘Ein writ of attachment haf shoost peen served on me by der order of dot
teufel Glabaron,’ he said, seeing Maxime’s astonishment.

“‘Oh, so that is how they are going to work, is it?’ cried Maxime. ‘They
are not up to much, that pair—’

““It makes not,” said the banker, ‘bay dem, for dey may apply demselfs to
oders pesides, und do you harm. I dake dees bretty voman to vitness dot I haf
baid you dees morning, long pefore dat writ vas serfed.’”

“Queen of the boards,” smiled La Palferine, looking at Malaga, “thou art
about to lose thy bet.”

b

“Once, a long time ago, in a similar case,” resumed Desroches, “a too
honest debtor took fright at the idea of a solemn declaration in a court of law,
and declined to pay Maxime after notice was given. That time we made it hot
for the creditor by piling on writs of attachment, so as to absorb the whole
amount in costs—"

“Oh, what is that?” cried Malaga; “it all sounds like gibberish to me. As
you thought the sturgeon so excellent at dinner, let me take out the value of the
sauce in lessons in chicanery.”

“Very well,” said Desroches. “Suppose that a man owes you money, and
your creditors serve a writ of attachment upon him; there is nothing to prevent
all your other creditors from doing the same thing. And now what does the



court do when all the creditors make application for orders to pay? The court
divides the whole sum attached, proportionately among them all. That
division, made under the eye of a magistrate, is what we call a contribution. If
you owe ten thousand francs, and your creditors issue writs of attachment on a
debt due to you of a thousand francs, each one of them gets so much per cent,
‘so much in the pound,’ in legal phrase; so much (that means) in proportion to
the amounts severally claimed by the creditors. But—the creditors cannot
touch the money without a special order from the clerk of the court. Do you
guess what all this work drawn up by a judge and prepared by attorneys must
mean? It means a quantity of stamped paper full of diffuse lines and blanks,
the figures almost lost in vast spaces of completely empty ruled columns. The
first proceeding is to deduct the costs. Now, as the costs are precisely the same
whether the amount attached is one thousand or one million francs, it is not
difficult to eat up three thousand francs (for instance) in costs, especially if
you can manage to raise counter applications.”

“And an attorney always manages to do it,” said Cardot. “How many a
time one of you has come to me with, “What is there to be got out of the
case?’”

“It is particularly easy to manage it if the debtor eggs you on to run up
costs till they eat up the amount. And, as a rule, the Count’s creditors took
nothing by that move, and were out of pocket in law and personal expenses.
To get money out of so experienced a debtor as the Count, a creditor should
really be in a position uncommonly difficult to reach; it is a question of being
creditor and debtor both, for then you are legally entitled to work the
confusion of rights, in law language—"

“To the confusion of the debtor?” asked Malaga, lending an attentive ear to
this discourse.

“No, the confusion of rights of debtor and creditor, and pay yourself
through your own hands. So Claparon’s innocence in merely issuing writs of
attachment eased the Count’s mind. As he came back from the Varietes with
Antonia, he was so much the more taken with the idea of selling the reading-
room to pay off the last two thousand francs of the purchase-money, because
he did not care to have his name made public as a partner in such a concern.
So he adopted Antonia’s plan. Antonia wished to reach the higher ranks of her
calling, with splendid rooms, a maid, and a carriage; in short, she wanted to
rival our charming hostess, for instance—"

“She was not woman enough for that,” cried the famous beauty of the
Circus; “still, she ruined young d’Esgrignon very neatly.”

“Ten days afterwards, little Croizeau, perched on his dignity, said almost
exactly the same thing, for the fair Antonia’s benefit,” continued Desroches.



“*Child,’ said he, ‘your reading-room is a hole of a place. You will lose
your complexion; the gas will ruin your eyesight. You ought to come out of it;
and, look here, let us take advantage of an opportunity. I have found a young
lady for you that asks no better than to buy your reading-room. She is a ruined
woman with nothing before her but a plunge into the river; but she had four
thousand francs in cash, and the best thing to do is to turn them to account, so
as to feed and educate a couple of children.’

““Very well. It is kind of you, Daddy Croizeau,’ said Antonia.

“‘Oh, I shall be much kinder before I have done. Just imagine it, poor M.
Denisart has been worried into the jaundice! Yes, it has gone to the liver, as it
usually does with susceptible old men. It is a pity he feels things so. I told him
so myself; I said, “Be passionate, there is no harm in that, but as for taking
things to heart—draw the line at that! It is the way to kill yourself.”—Really, I
would not have expected him to take on so about it; a man that has sense
enough and experience enough to keep away as he does while he digests his
dinner—’

“‘But what is the matter?’ inquired Mlle. Chocardelle.

““That little baggage with whom I dined has cleared out and left him! ...
Yes. Gave him the slip without any warning but a letter, in which the spelling
was all to seek.’

“‘There, Daddy Croizeau, you see what comes of boring a woman—’

““It is indeed a lesson, my pretty lady,” said the guileful Croizeau.
‘Meanwhile, I have never seen a man in such a state. Our friend Denisart
cannot tell his left hand from his right; he will not go back to look at the
“scene of his happiness,” as he calls it. He has so thoroughly lost his wits, that
he proposes that I should buy all Hortense’s furniture (Hortense was her name)
for four thousand francs.’

“‘A pretty name,’ said Antonia.

““Yes. Napoleon’s stepdaughter was called Hortense. I built carriages for
her, as you know.’

““Very well, T will see,” said cunning Antonia; ‘begin by sending this
young woman to me.’

“Antonia hurried off to see the furniture, and came back fascinated. She
brought Maxime under the spell of antiquarian enthusiasm. That very evening
the Count agreed to the sale of the reading-room. The establishment, you see,
nominally belonged to Mlle. Chocardelle. Maxime burst out laughing at the
idea of little Croizeau’s finding him a buyer. The firm of Maxime and
Chocardelle was losing two thousand francs, it is true, but what was the loss



compared with four glorious thousand-franc notes in hand? ‘Four thousand
francs of live coin!—there are moments in one’s life when one would sign
bills for eight thousand to get them,’ as the Count said to me.

“Two days later the Count must see the furniture himself, and took the four
thousand francs upon him. The sale had been arranged; thanks to little
Croizeau’s diligence, he pushed matters on; he had ‘come round’ the widow,
as he expressed it. It was Maxime’s intention to have all the furniture removed
at once to a lodging in a new house in the Rue Tronchet, taken in the name of
Mme. Ida Bonamy; he did not trouble himself much about the nice old man
that was about to lose his thousand francs. But he had sent beforehand for
several big furniture vans.

“Once again he was fascinated by the beautiful furniture which a wholesale
dealer would have valued at six thousand francs. By the fireside sat the
wretched owner, yellow with jaundice, his head tied up in a couple of printed
handkerchiefs, and a cotton night-cap on top of them; he was huddled up in
wrappings like a chandelier, exhausted, unable to speak, and altogether so
knocked to pieces that the Count was obliged to transact his business with the
man-servant. When he had paid down the four thousand francs, and the
servant had taken the money to his master for a receipt, Maxime turned to tell
the man to call up the vans to the door; but even as he spoke, a voice like a
rattle sounded in his ears.

“‘It is not worth while, Monsieur le Comte. You and I are quits; I have six
hundred and thirty francs fifteen centimes to give you!’

“To his utter consternation, he saw Cerizet, emerged from his wrappings
like a butterfly from the chrysalis, holding out the accursed bundle of
documents.

“‘“When I was down on my luck, I learned to act on the stage,” added
Cerizet. ‘I am as good as Bouffe at old men.’

““I have fallen among thieves!’ shouted Maxime.

“‘No, Monsieur le Comte, you are in Mlle. Hortense’s house. She is a
friend of old Lord Dudley’s; he keeps her hidden away here; but she has the
bad taste to like your humble servant.’

““If ever I longed to kill a man,’ so the Count told me afterwards, ‘it was at
that moment; but what could one do? Hortense showed her pretty face, one
had to laugh. To keep my dignity, I flung her the six hundred francs. “There’s
for the girl,” said I.””

“That is Maxime all over!” cried La Palferine.

“More especially as it was little Croizeau’s money,” added Cardot the



profound.

“Maxime scored a triumph,” continued Desroches, “for Hortense
exclaimed, ‘Oh, if I had only known that it was you!’”

“A pretty ‘confusion’ indeed!” put in Malaga. “You have lost, milord,” she
added turning to the notary.

And in this way the cabinetmaker, to whom Malaga owed a hundred
crowns, was paid.

PARIS, 1845.

GAUDISSART II.

To know how to sell, to be able to sell, and to sell. People generally do not
suspect how much of the stateliness of Paris is due to these three aspects of the
same problem. The brilliant display of shops as rich as the salons of the
noblesse before 1789; the splendors of cafes which eclipse, and easily eclipse,
the Versailles of our day; the shop-window illusions, new every morning,
nightly destroyed; the grace and elegance of the young men that come in
contact with fair customers; the piquant faces and costumes of young damsels,
who cannot fail to attract the masculine customer; and (and this especially of
late) the length, the vast spaces, the Babylonish luxury of galleries where
shopkeepers acquire a monopoly of the trade in various articles by bringing
them all together,—all this is as nothing. Everything, so far, has been done to
appeal to a single sense, and that the most exacting and jaded human faculty, a
faculty developed ever since the days of the Roman Empire, until, in our own
times, thanks to the efforts of the most fastidious civilization the world has yet
seen, its demands are grown limitless. That faculty resides in the "eyes of
Paris."

Those eyes require illuminations costing a hundred thousand francs, and
many-colored glass palaces a couple of miles long and sixty feet high; they
must have a fairyland at some fourteen theatres every night, and a succession
of panoramas and exhibitions of the triumphs of art; for them a whole world of
suffering and pain, and a universe of joy, must resolve through the boulevards
or stray through the streets of Paris; for them encyclopaedias of carnival
frippery and a score of illustrated books are brought out every year, to say
nothing of caricatures by the hundred, and vignettes, lithographs, and prints by
the thousand. To please those eyes, fifteen thousand francs' worth of gas must
blaze every night; and, to conclude, for their delectation the great city yearly
spends several millions of francs in opening up views and planting trees. And



even yet this is as nothing—it is only the material side of the question; in truth,
a mere trifle compared with the expenditure of brain power on the shifts,
worthy of Moliere, invented by some sixty thousand assistants and forty
thousand damsels of the counter, who fasten upon the customer's purse, much
as myriads of Seine whitebait fall upon a chance crust floating down the river.

Gaudissart in the mart is at least the equal of his illustrious namesake, now
become the typical commercial traveler. Take him away from his shop and his
line of business, he is like a collapsed balloon; only among his bales of
merchandise do his faculties return, much as an actor is sublime only upon the
boards. A French shopman is better educated than his fellows in other
European countries; he can at need talk asphalt, Bal Mabille, polkas, literature,
illustrated books, railways, politics, parliament, and revolution; transplant him,
take away his stage, his yardstick, his artificial graces; he is foolish beyond
belief; but on his own boards, on the tight-rope of the counter, as he displays a
shawl with a speech at his tongue's end, and his eye on his customer, he puts
the great Talleyrand into the shade; he is a match for a Monrose and a Moliere
to boot. Talleyrand in his own house would have outwitted Gaudissart, but in
the shop the parts would have been reversed.

An incident will illustrate the paradox.

Two charming duchesses were chatting with the above-mentioned great
diplomatist. The ladies wished for a bracelet; they were waiting for the arrival
of a man from a great Parisian jeweler. A Gaudissart accordingly appeared
with three bracelets of marvelous workmanship. The great ladies hesitated.
Choice is a mental lightning flash; hesitate—there is no more to be said, you
are at fault. Inspiration in matters of taste will not come twice. At last, after
about ten minutes the Prince was called in. He saw the two duchesses
confronting doubt with its thousand facets, unable to decide between the
transcendent merits of two of the trinkets, for the third had been set aside at
once. Without leaving his book, without a glance at the bracelets, the Prince
looked at the jeweler's assistant.

"Which would you choose for your sweetheart?" asked he.
The young man indicated one of the pair.

"In that case, take the other, you will make two women happy," said the
subtlest of modern diplomatists, "and make your sweetheart happy too, in my
name."

The two fair ladies smiled, and the young shopman took his departure,
delighted with the Prince's present and the implied compliment to his taste.

A woman alights from her splendid carriage before one of the expensive
shops where shawls are sold in the Rue Vivienne. She is not alone; women



almost always go in pairs on these expeditions; always make the round of half
a score of shops before they make up their minds, and laugh together in the
intervals over the little comedies played for their benefit. Let us see which of
the two acts most in character—the fair customer or the seller, and which has
the best of it in such miniature vaudevilles?

If you attempt to describe a sale, the central fact of Parisian trade, you are
in duty bound, if you attempt to give the gist of the matter, to produce a type,
and for this purpose a shawl or a chatelaine costing some three thousand
francs is a more exacting purchase than a length of lawn or dress that costs
three hundred. But know, oh foreign visitors from the Old World and the New
(if ever this study of the physiology of the Invoice should be by you perused),
that this selfsame comedy is played in haberdashers' shops over a barege at
two francs or a printed muslin at four francs the yard.

And you, princess, or simple citizen's wife, whichever you may be, how
should you distrust that good-looking, very young man, with those frank,
innocent eyes, and a cheek like a peach covered with down? He is dressed
almost as well as your—cousin, let us say. His tones are soft as the woolen
stuffs which he spreads before you. There are three or four more of his like.
One has dark eyes, a decided expression, and an imperial manner of saying,
"This is what you wish"; another, that blue-eyed youth, diffident of manner
and meek of speech, prompts the remark, "Poor boy! he was not born for
business"; a third, with light auburn hair, and laughing tawny eyes, has all the
lively humor, and activity, and gaiety of the South; while the fourth, he of the
tawny red hair and fan-shaped beard, is rough as a communist, with his
portentous cravat, his sternness, his dignity, and curt speech.

These varieties of shopmen, corresponding to the principal types of
feminine customers, are arms, as it were, directed by the head, a stout
personage with a full-blown countenance, a partially bald forehead, and a
chest measure befitting a Ministerialist deputy. Occasionally this person wears
the ribbon of the Legion of Honor in recognition of the manner in which he
supports the dignity of the French drapers' wand. From the comfortable curves
of his figure you can see that he has a wife and family, a country house, and an
account with the Bank of France. He descends like a deus ex machina,
whenever a tangled problem demands a swift solution. The feminine
purchasers are surrounded on all sides with urbanity, youth, pleasant manners,
smiles, and jests; the most seeming-simple human products of civilization are
here, all sorted in shades to suit all tastes.

Just one word as to the natural effects of architecture, optical science, and
house decoration; one short, decisive, terrible word, of history made on the
spot. The work which contains this instructive page is sold at number 76 Rue
de Richelieu, where above an elegant shop, all white and gold and crimson



velvet, there is an entresol into which the light pours straight from the Rue de
Menars, as into a painter's studio—clean, clear, even daylight. What idler in
the streets has not beheld the Persian, that Asiatic potentate, ruffling it above
the door at the corner of the Rue de la Bourse and the Rue de Richelieu, with a
message to deliver urbi et orbi, "Here I reign more tranquilly than at Lahore"?
Perhaps but for this immortal analytical study, archaeologists might begin to
puzzle their heads about him five hundred years hence, and set about writing
quartos with plates (like M. Quatremere's work on Olympian Jove) to prove
that Napoleon was something of a Sofi in the East before he became "Emperor
of the French." Well, the wealthy shop laid siege to the poor little entresol; and
after a bombardment with banknotes, entered and took possession. The Human
Comedy gave way before the comedy of cashmeres. The Persian sacrificed a
diamond or two from his crown to buy that so necessary daylight; for a ray of
sunlight shows the play of the colors, brings out the charms of a shawl, and
doubles its value; 'tis an irresistible light; literally, a golden ray. From this fact
you may judge how far Paris shops are arranged with a view to effect.

But to return to the young assistants, to the beribboned man of forty whom
the King of the French receives at his table, to the red-bearded head of the
department with his autocrat's air. Week by week these meritus Gaudissarts are
brought in contact with whims past counting; they know every vibration of the
cashmere chord in the heart of woman. No one, be she lady or lorette, a young
mother of a family, a respectable tradesman's wife, a woman of easy virtue, a
duchess or a brazen-fronted ballet-dancer, an innocent young girl or a too
innocent foreigner, can appear in the shop, but she is watched from the
moment when she first lays her fingers upon the door-handle. Her measure is
taken at a glance by seven or eight men that stand, in the windows, at the
counter, by the door, in a corner, in the middle of the shop, meditating, to all
appearance, on the joys of a bacchanalian Sunday holiday. As you look at
them, you ask yourself involuntarily, "What can they be thinking about?" Well,
in the space of one second, a woman's purse, wishes, intentions, and whims
are ransacked more thoroughly than a traveling carriage at a frontier in an hour
and three-quarters. Nothing is lost on these intelligent rogues. As they stand,
solemn as noble fathers on the stage, they take in all the details of a fair
customer's dress; an invisible speck of mud on a little shoe, an antiquated hat-
brim, soiled or ill-judged bonnet-strings, the fashion of the dress, the age of a
pair of gloves. They can tell whether the gown was cut by the intelligent
scissors of a Victorine IV.; they know a modish gewgaw or a trinket from
Froment-Meurice. Nothing, in short, which can reveal a woman's quality,
fortune, or character passes unremarked.

Tremble before them. Never was the Sanhedrim of Gaudissarts, with their
chief at their head, known to make a mistake. And, moreover, they
communicate their conclusions to one another with telegraphic speed, in a



glance, a smile, the movement of a muscle, a twitch of the lip. If you watch
them, you are reminded of the sudden outbreak of light along the Champs-
Elysees at dusk; one gas-jet does not succeed another more swiftly than an
idea flashes from one shopman's eyes to the next.

At once, if the lady is English, the dark, mysterious, portentous Gaudissart
advances like a romantic character out of one of Byron's poems.

If she is a city madam, the oldest is put forward. He brings out a hundred
shawls in fifteen minutes; he turns her head with colors and patterns; every
shawl that he shows her is like a circle described by a kite wheeling round a
hapless rabbit, till at the end of half an hour, when her head is swimming and
she is utterly incapable of making a decision for herself, the good lady,
meeting with a flattering response to all her ideas, refers the question to the
assistant, who promptly leaves her on the horns of a dilemma between two
equally irresistible shawls.

"This, madame, is very becoming—apple-green, the color of the season;
still, fashions change; while as for this other black-and-white shawl (an
opportunity not to be missed), you will never see the end of it, and it will go
with any dress."

This is the A B C of the trade.

"You would not believe how much eloquence is wanted in that beastly
line," the head Gaudissart of this particular establishment remarked quite
lately to two acquaintances (Duronceret and Bixiou) who had come trusting in
his judgment to buy a shawl. "Look here; you are artists and discreet, I can tell
you about the governor's tricks, and of all the men I ever saw, he is the
cleverest. I do not mean as a manufacturer, there M. Fritot is first; but as a
salesman. He discovered the 'Selim shawl,' an absolutely unsalable article, yet
we never bring it out but we sell it. We keep always a shawl worth five or six
hundred francs in a cedar-wood box, perfectly plain outside, but lined with
satin. It is one of the shawls that Selim sent to the Emperor Napoleon. It is our
Imperial Guard; it is brought to the front whenever the day is almost lost; il se
vend et ne meurt pas—it sells its life dearly time after time."

As he spoke, an Englishwoman stepped from her jobbed carriage and
appeared in all the glory of that phlegmatic humor peculiar to Britain and to all
its products which make believe they are alive. The apparition put you in mind
of the Commandant's statue in Don Juan, it walked along, jerkily by fits and
starts, in an awkward fashion invented in London, and cultivated in every
family with patriotic care.

"An Englishwoman!" he continued for Bixiou's ear. "An Englishwoman is
our Waterloo. There are women who slip through our fingers like eels; we



catch them on the staircase. There are lorettes who chaff us, we join in the
laugh, we have a hold on them because we give credit. There are sphinx-like
foreign ladies; we take a quantity of shawls to their houses, and arrive at an
understanding by flattery; but an Englishwoman!—you might as well attack
the bronze statue of Louis Quatorze! That sort of woman turns shopping into
an occupation, an amusement. She quizzes us, forsooth!"

The romantic assistant came to the front.

"Does madame wish for real Indian shawls or French, something
expensive or "

"T will see." (Je veraie.)

"

"How much would madame propose

"I will see."

The shopman went in quest of shawls to spread upon the mantle-stand,
giving his colleagues a significant glance. "What a bore!" he said plainly, with
an almost imperceptible shrug of the shoulders.

"These are our best quality in Indian red, blue, and pale orange—all at ten
thousand francs. Here are shawls at five thousand francs, and others at three."

The Englishwoman took up her eyeglass and looked round the room with
gloomy indifference; then she submitted the three stands to the same scrutiny,
and made no sign.

"Have you any more?" (Havaivod'hote?) demanded she.

"Yes, madame. But perhaps madame has not quite decided to take a
shawl?"

"Oh, quite decided" (trei-deycidai).

The young man went in search of cheaper wares. These he spread out
solemnly as if they were things of price, saying by his manner, "Pay attention
to all this magnificence!"

"These are much more expensive," said he. "They have never been worn;
they have come by courier direct from the manufacturers at Lahore."

"Oh! I see," said she; "they are much more like the thing I want."

The shopman kept his countenance in spite of inward irritation, which
communicated itself to Duronceret and Bixiou. The Englishwoman, cool as a
cucumber, appeared to rejoice in her phlegmatic humor.

"What price?" she asked, indicating a sky-blue shawl covered with a
pattern of birds nestling in pagodas.



"Seven thousand francs."

She took it up, wrapped it about her shoulders, looked in the glass, and
handed it back again.

"No, I do not like it at all." (Je n'ame pouinte.)
A long quarter of an hour went by in trying on other shawls; to no purpose.

"This is all we have, madame," said the assistant, glancing at the master as
he spoke.

"Madame is fastidious, like all persons of taste,” said the head of the
establishment, coming forward with that tradesman's suavity in which
pomposity is agreeably blended with subservience. The Englishwoman took
up her eyeglass and scanned the manufacturer from head to foot, unwilling to
understand that the man before her was eligible for Parliament and dined at the
Tuileries.

"I have only one shawl left," he continued, "but I never show it. It is not to
everybody's taste; it is quite out of the common. I was thinking of giving it to
my wife. We have had it in stock since 1805; it belonged to the Empress
Josephine."

"Let me see it, monsieur."
"Go for it," said the master, turning to a shopman. "It is at my house."
"I should be very much pleased to see it," said the English lady.

This was a triumph. The splenetic dame was apparently on the point of
going. She made as though she saw nothing but the shawls; but all the while
she furtively watched the shopmen and the two customers, sheltering her eyes
behind the rims of her eyeglasses.

"It cost sixty thousand francs in Turkey, madame."
"Oh!" (hau!)

"It is one of seven shawls which Selim sent, before his fall, to the Emperor
Napoleon. The Empress Josephine, a Creole, as you know, my lady, and very
capricious in her tastes, exchanged this one for another brought by the Turkish
ambassador, and purchased by my predecessor; but I have never seen the
money back. Our ladies in France are not rich enough; it is not as it is in
England. The shawl is worth seven thousand francs; and taking interest and
compound interest altogether, it makes up fourteen or fifteen thousand by now

"How does it make up?" asked the Englishwoman.

"Here it is, madame."



With precautions, which a custodian of the Dresden Grune Gewolbe might
have admired, he took out an infinitesimal key and opened a square cedar-
wood box. The Englishwoman was much impressed with its shape and
plainness. From that box, lined with black satin, he drew a shawl worth about
fifteen hundred francs, a black pattern on a golden-yellow ground, of which
the startling color was only surpassed by the surprising efforts of the Indian
imagination.

"Splendid," said the lady, in a mixture of French and English, "it is really
handsome. Just my ideal" (ideol) "of a shawl; it is very magnificent." The rest
was lost in a madonna's pose assumed for the purpose of displaying a pair of
frigid eyes which she believed to be very fine.

"

"It was a great favorite with the Emperor Napoleon; he too

"A great favorite," repeated she with her English accent. Then she arranged
the shawl about her shoulders and looked at herself in the glass. The proprietor
took it to the light, gathered it up in his hands, smoothed it out, showed the
gloss on it, played on it as Liszt plays on the pianoforte keys.

"It is very fine; beautiful, sweet!" said the lady, as composedly as possible.

Duronceret, Bixiou, and the shopmen exchanged amused glances. "The
shawl is sold," they thought.

"Well, madame?" inquired the proprietor, as the Englishwoman appeared
to be absorbed in meditations infinitely prolonged.

"Decidedly," said she; "I would rather have a carriage" (une voteure).

All the assistants, listening with silent rapt attention, started as one man, as
if an electric shock had gone through them.

"I have a very handsome one, madame," said the proprietor with unshaken
composure; "it belonged to a Russian princess, the Princess Narzicof; she left
it with me in payment for goods received. If madame would like to see it, she
would be astonished. It is new; it has not been in use altogether for ten days;
there is not its like in Paris."

The shopmen's amazement was suppressed by profound admiration.
"I am quite willing."

"If madame will keep the shawl," suggested the proprietor, "she can try the
effect in the carriage." And he went for his hat and gloves.

"How will this end?" asked the head assistant, as he watched his employer
offer an arm to the English lady and go down with her to the jobbed
brougham.



By this time the thing had come to be as exciting as the last chapter of a
novel for Duronceret and Bixiou, even without the additional interest attached
to all contests, however trifling, between England and France.

Twenty minutes later the proprietor returned.

"Go to the Hotel Lawson (here is the card, 'Mrs. Noswell'), and take an
invoice that I will give you. There are six thousand francs to take."

"How did you do it?" asked Duronceret, bowing before the king of
invoices.

"Oh, I saw what she was, an eccentric woman that loves to be conspicuous.
As soon as she saw that every one stared at her, she said, 'Keep your carriage,
monsieur, my mind is made up; I will take the shawl." While M. Bigorneau
(indicating the romantic-looking assistant) was serving, I watched her
carefully; she kept one eye on you all the time to see what you thought of her;
she was thinking more about you than of the shawls. Englishwomen are
peculiar in their distaste (for one cannot call it taste); they do not know what
they want; they make up their minds to be guided by circumstances at the
time, and not by their own choice. I saw the kind of woman at once, tired of
her husband, tired of her brats, regretfully virtuous, craving excitement,
always posing as a weeping willow...."

These were his very words.

Which proves that in all other countries of the world a shopkeeper is a
shopkeeper; while in France, and in Paris more particularly, he is a student
from a College Royal, a well-read man with a taste for art, or angling, or the
theatre, and consumed, it may be, with a desire to be M. Cunin-Gridaine's
successor, or a colonel of the National Guard, or a member of the General
Council of the Seine, or a referee in the Commercial Court.

"M. Adolphe," said the mistress of the establishment, addressing the slight
fair-haired assistant, "go to the joiner and order another cedar-wood box."

"And now," remarked the shopman who had assisted Duronceret and
Bixiou to choose a shawl for Mme. Schontz, "now we will go through our old
stock to find another Selim shawl."

PARIS, November 1844.

UNCONSCIOUS COMEDIANS

Leon de Lora, our celebrated landscape painter, belongs to one of the



noblest families of the Roussillon (Spanish originally) which, although
distinguished for the antiquity of its race, has been doomed for a century to the
proverbial poverty of hidalgos. Coming, light-footed, to Paris from the
department of the Eastern Pyrenees, with the sum of eleven francs in his
pocket for all viaticuam, he had in some degree forgotten the miseries and
privations of his childhood and his family amid the other privations and
miseries which are never lacking to “rapins,” whose whole fortune consists of
intrepid vocation. Later, the cares of fame and those of success were other
causes of forgetfulness.

If you have followed the capricious and meandering course of these
studies, perhaps you will remember Mistigris, Schinner’s pupil, one of the
heroes of “A Start in Life” (Scenes from Private Life), and his brief
apparitions in other Scenes. In 1845, this landscape painter, emulator of the
Hobbemas, Ruysdaels, and Lorraines, resembles no more the shabby, frisky
rapin whom we then knew. Now an illustrious man, he owns a charming house
in the rue de Berlin, not far from the hotel de Brambourg, where his friend
Brideau lives, and quite close to the house of Schinner, his early master. He is
a member of the Institute and an officer of the Legion of honor; he is thirty-six
years old, has an income of twenty thousand francs from the Funds, his
pictures sell for their weight in gold, and (what seems to him more
extraordinary than the invitations he receives occasionally to court balls) his
name and fame, mentioned so often for the last sixteen years by the press of
Europe, has at last penetrated to the valley of the Eastern Pyrenees, where
vegetate three veritable Loras: his father, his eldest brother, and an old paternal
aunt, Mademoiselle Urraca y Lora.

In the maternal line the painter has no relation left except a cousin, the
nephew of his mother, residing in a small manufacturing town in the
department. This cousin was the first to bethink himself of Leon. But it was
not until 1840 that Leon de Lora received a letter from Monsieur Sylvestre
Palafox-Castal-Gazonal (called simply Gazonal) to which he replied that he
was assuredly himself,—that is to say, the son of the late Leonie Gazonal, wife
of Comte Fernand Didas y Lora.

During the summer of 1841 cousin Sylvestre Gazonal went to inform the
illustrious unknown family of Lora that their little Leon had not gone to the
Rio de la Plata, as they supposed, but was now one of the greatest geniuses of
the French school of painting; a fact the family did not believe. The eldest son,
Don Juan de Lora assured his cousin Gazonal that he was certainly the dupe of
some Parisian wag.

Now the said Gazonal was intending to go to Paris to prosecute a lawsuit
which the prefect of the Eastern Pyrenees had arbitrarily removed from the
usual jurisdiction, transferring it to that of the Council of State. The worthy



provincial determined to investigate this act, and to ask his Parisian cousin the
reason of such high-handed measures. It thus happened that Monsieur Gazonal
came to Paris, took shabby lodgings in the rue Croix-des-Petits-Champs, and
was amazed to see the palace of his cousin in the rue de Berlin. Being told that
the painter was then travelling in Italy, he renounced, for the time being, the
intention of asking his advice, and doubted if he should ever find his maternal
relationship acknowledged by so great a man.

During the years 1843 and 1844 Gazonal attended to his lawsuit. This suit
concerned a question as to the current and level of a stream of water and the
necessity of removing a dam, in which dispute the administration, instigated
by the abutters on the river banks, had meddled. The removal of the dam
threatened the existence of Gazonal’s manufactory. In 1845, Gazonal
considered his cause as wholly lost; the secretary of the Master of Petitions,
charged with the duty of drawing up the report, had confided to him that the
said report would assuredly be against him, and his own lawyer confirmed the
statement. Gazonal, though commander of the National Guard in his own town
and one of the most capable manufacturers of the department, found himself
of so little account in Paris, and he was, moreover, so frightened by the costs
of living and the dearness of even the most trifling things, that he kept himself,
all this time, secluded in his shabby lodgings. The Southerner, deprived of his
sun, execrated Paris, which he called a manufactory of rheumatism. As he
added up the costs of his suit and his living, he vowed within himself to poison
the prefect on his return, or to minotaurize him. In his moments of deepest
sadness he killed the prefect outright; in gayer mood he contented himself with
minotaurizing him.

One morning as he ate his breakfast and cursed his fate, he picked up a
newspaper savagely. The following lines, ending an article, struck Gazonal as
if the mysterious voice which speaks to gamblers before they win had sounded
in his ear: “Our celebrated landscape painter, Leon de Lora, lately returned
from Italy, will exhibit several pictures at the Salon; thus the exhibition
promises, as we see, to be most brilliant.” With the suddenness of action that
distinguishes the sons of the sunny South, Gazonal sprang from his lodgings to
the street, from the street to a street-cab, and drove to the rue de Berlin to find
his cousin.

Leon de Lora sent word by a servant to his cousin Gazonal that he invited
him to breakfast the next day at the Cafe de Paris, but he was now engaged in
a matter which did not allow him to receive his cousin at the present moment.
Gazonal, like a true Southerner, recounted all his troubles to the valet.

The next day at ten o’clock, Gazonal, much too well-dressed for the
occasion (he had put on his bottle-blue coat with brass buttons, a frilled shirt, a
white waistcoat and yellow gloves), awaited his amphitryon a full hour,



stamping his feet on the boulevard, after hearing from the master of the cafe
that “these gentlemen” breakfasted habitually between eleven and twelve
o’clock.

“Between eleven and half-past,” he said when he related his adventures to
his cronies in the provinces, “two Parisians dressed in simple frock-coats,
looking like nothing at all, called out when they saw me on the boulevard,
“There’s our Gazonal!’”

The speaker was Bixiou, with whom Leon de Lora had armed himself to
“bring out” his provincial cousin, in other words, to make him pose.

“‘Don’t be vexed, cousin, I’m at your service!’ cried out that little Leon,
taking me in his arms,” related Gazonal on his return home. “The breakfast
was splendid. I thought I was going blind when I saw the number of bits of
gold it took to pay that bill. Those fellows must earn their weight in gold, for I
saw my cousin give the waiter thirty sous—the price of a whole day’s work!”

During this monstrous breakfast—advisedly so called in view of six dozen
Osten oysters, six cutlets a la Soubise, a chicken a la Marengo, lobster
mayonnaise, green peas, a mushroom pasty, washed down with three bottles of
Bordeaux, three bottles of Champagne, plus coffee and liqueurs, to say
nothing of relishes—Gazonal was magnificent in his diatribes against Paris.
The worthy manufacturer complained of the length of the four-pound bread-
loaves, the height of the houses, the indifference of the passengers in the
streets to one another, the cold, the rain, the cost of hackney-coaches, all of
which and much else he bemoaned in so witty a manner that the two artists
took a mighty fancy to cousin Gazonal, and made him relate his lawsuit from
beginning to end.

“My lawsuit,” he said in his Southern accent and rolling his r’s, “is a very
simple thing; they want my manufactory. I’ve employed here in Paris a dolt of
a lawyer, to whom I give twenty francs every time he opens an eye, and he is
always asleep. He’s a slug, who drives in his coach, while I go afoot and he
splashes me. I see now I ought to have had a carriage! On the other hand, that
Council of State are a pack of do-nothings, who leave their duties to little
scamps every one of whom is bought up by our prefect. That’s my lawsuit!
They want my manufactory! Well, they’ll get it! and they must manage the
best they can with my workmen, a hundred of ‘em, who’ll make them sing
another tune before they’ve done with them.”

“Two years. Ha! that meddling prefect! he shall pay dear for this; I’ll have
his life if I have to give mine on the scaffold—"

“Which state councillor presides over your section?”

“A former newspaper man,—doesn’t pay ten sous in taxes,—his name is



Massol.”

The two Parisians exchanged glances.
“Who is the commissioner who is making the report?”

“Ha! that’s still more queer; he’s Master of Petitions, professor of
something or other at the Sorbonne,—a fellow who writes things in reviews,
and for whom I have the profoundest contempt.”

“Claude Vignon,” said Bixiou.

“Yes, that’s his name,” replied Gazonal. “Massol and Vignon—there you
have Social Reason, in which there’s no reason at all.”

“There must be some way out of it,” said Leon de Lora. “You see, cousin,
all things are possible in Paris for good as well as for evil, for the just as well
as the unjust. There’s nothing that can’t be done, undone, and redone.”

“The devil take me if I stay ten days more in this hole of a place, the
dullest in all France!”

The two cousins and Bixiou were at this moment walking from one end to
the other of that sheet of asphalt on which, between the hours of one and three,
it is difficult to avoid seeing some of the personages in honor of whom Fame
puts one or the other of her trumpets to her lips. Formerly that locality was the
Place Royale; next it was the Pont Neuf; in these days this privilege had been
acquired by the Boulevard des Italiens.

“Paris,” said the painter to his cousin, “is an instrument on which we must
know how to play; if we stand here ten minutes I’ll give you your first lesson.
There, look!” he said, raising his cane and pointing to a couple who were just
then coming out from the Passage de I’Opera.

“Goodness! who’s that?” asked Gazonal.

That was an old woman, in a bonnet which had spent six months in a
show-case, a very pretentious gown and a faded tartan shawl, whose face had
been buried twenty years of her life in a damp lodge, and whose swollen hand-
bag betokened no better social position than that of an ex-portress. With her
was a slim little girl, whose eyes, fringed with black lashes, had lost their
innocence and showed great weariness; her face, of a pretty shape, was fresh
and her hair abundant, her forehead charming but audacious, her bust thin,—in
other words, an unripe fruit.

“That,” replied Bixiou, “is a rat tied to its mother.”
“A rat!—what’s that?”

“That particular rat,” said Leon, with a friendly nod to Mademoiselle



Ninette, “may perhaps win your suit for you.”

Gazonal bounded; but Bixiou had held him by the arm ever since they left
the cafe, thinking perhaps that the flush on his face was rather vivid.

“That rat, who is just leaving a rehearsal at the Opera-house, is going home
to eat a miserable dinner, and will return about three o’clock to dress, if she
dances in the ballet this evening—as she will, to-day being Monday. This rat is
already an old rat for she is thirteen years of age. Two years from now that
creature may be worth sixty thousand francs; she will be all or nothing, a great
danseuse or a marcheuse, a celebrated person or a vulgar courtesan. She has
worked hard since she was eight years old. Such as you see her, she is worn
out with fatigue; she exhausted her body this morning in the dancing-class, she
is just leaving a rehearsal where the evolutions are as complicated as a
Chinese puzzle; and she’ll go through them again to-night. The rat is one of
the primary elements of the Opera; she is to the leading danseuse what a junior
clerk is to a notary. The rat is—hope.”

“Who produces the rat?” asked Gazonal.

“Porters, paupers, actors, dancers,” replied Bixiou. “Only the lowest depths
of poverty could force a child to subject her feet and joints to positive torture,
to keep herself virtuous out of mere speculation until she is eighteen years of
age, and to live with some horrible old crone like a beautiful plant in a
dressing of manure. You shall see now a procession defiling before you, one
after the other, of men of talent, little and great, artists in seed or flower, who
are raising to the glory of France that every-day monument called the Opera,
an assemblage of forces, wills, and forms of genius, nowhere collected as in
Paris.

“I have already seen the Opera,” said Gazonal, with a self-sufficient air.

“Yes, from a three-francs-sixty-sous seat among the gods,” replied the
landscape painter; “just as you have seen Paris in the rue Croix-des-Petits-
Champs, without knowing anything about it. What did they give at the Opera
when you were there?”

“Guillaume Tell.”

“Well,” said Leon, “Matilde’s grand DUO must have delighted you. What
do you suppose that charming singer did when she left the stage?”

“She—well, what?”
“She ate two bloody mutton-chops which her servant had ready for her.”
')’

“Pooh! nonsense

“Malibran kept up on brandy—but it killed her in the end. Another thing!



You have seen the ballet, and you’ll now see it defiling past you in its every-
day clothes, without knowing that the face of your lawsuit depends on a pair
of those legs.”

“My lawsuit!”
“See, cousin, here comes what is called a marcheuse.”

Leon pointed to one of those handsome creatures who at twenty-five years
of age have lived sixty, and whose beauty is so real and so sure of being
cultivated that they make no display of it. She was tall, and walked well, with
the arrogant look of a dandy; her toilet was remarkable for its ruinous
simplicity.

“That is Carabine,” said Bixiou, who gave her, as did Leon, a slight nod to
which she responded by a smile.

“There’s another who may possibly get your prefect turned out.”
“A marcheuse!—but what is that?”

“A marcheuse is a rat of great beauty whom her mother, real or fictitious,
has sold as soon as it was clear she would become neither first, second, nor
third danseuse, but who prefers the occupation of coryphee to any other, for
the main reason that having spent her youth in that employment she is unfitted
for any other. She has been rejected at the minor theatres where they want
danseuses; she has not succeeded in the three towns where ballets are given;
she has not had the money, or perhaps the desire to go to foreign countries—
for perhaps you don’t know that the great school of dancing in Paris supplies
the whole world with male and female dancers. Thus a rat who becomes a
marcheuse,—that is to say, an ordinary figurante in a ballet,—must have some
solid attachment which keeps her in Paris: either a rich man she does not love
or a poor man she loves too well. The one you have just seen pass will
probably dress and redress three times this evening,—as a princess, a peasant-
girl, a Tyrolese; by which she will earn about two hundred francs a month.”

“She is better dressed than my prefect’s wife.”

“If you should go to her house,” said Bixiou, “you would find there a
chamber-maid, a cook, and a man-servant. She occupies a fine apartment in
the rue Saint-Georges; in short, she is, in proportion to French fortunes of the
present day compared with those of former times, a relic of the eighteenth
century ‘opera-girl.” Carabine is a power; at this moment she governs du Tillet,
a banker who is very influential in the Chamber of Deputies.”

“And above these two rounds in the ballet ladder what comes next?” asked
Gazonal.

“Look!” said his cousin, pointing to an elegant caleche which was turning



at that moment from the boulevard into the rue Grange-Bateliere, “there’s one
of the leading danseuses whose name on the posters attracts all Paris. That
woman earns sixty thousand francs a year and lives like a princess; the price of
your manufactory all told wouldn’t suffice to buy you the privilege of bidding
her good-morning a dozen times.”

“Do you see,” said Bixiou, “that young man who is sitting on the front seat
of her carriage? Well, he’s a viscount who bears a fine old name; he’s her first
gentleman of the bed-chamber; does all her business with the newspapers;
carries messages of peace or war in the morning to the director of the Opera;
and takes charge of the applause which salutes her as she enters or leaves the
stage.”

“Well, well, my good friends, that’s the finishing touch! I see now that I
knew nothing of the ways of Paris.”

“At any rate, you are learning what you can see in ten minutes in the
Passage de 1’Opera,” said Bixiou. “Look there.”

Two persons, a man and a woman, came out of the Passage at that moment.
The woman was neither plain nor pretty; but her dress had that distinction of
style and cut and color which reveals an artist; the man had the air of a singer.

“There,” said Bixiou, “is a baritone and a second danseuse. The baritone is
a man of immense talent, but a baritone voice being only an accessory to the
other parts he scarcely earns what the second danseuse earns. The danseuse,
who was celebrated before Taglioni and Ellsler appeared, has preserved to our
day some of the old traditions of the character dance and pantomime. If the
two others had not revealed in the art of dancing a poetry hitherto unperceived,
she would have been the leading talent; as it is, she is reduced to the second
line. But for all that, she fingers her thirty thousand francs a year, and her
faithful friend is a peer of France, very influential in the Chamber. And see!
there’s a danseuse of the third order, who, as a dancer, exists only through the
omnipotence of a newspaper. If her engagement were not renewed the ministry
would have one more journalistic enemy on its back. The corps de ballet is a
great power; consequently it is considered better form in the upper ranks of
dandyism and politics to have relations with dance than with song. In the
stalls, where the habitues of the Opera congregate, the saying ‘Monsieur is all
for singing’ is a form of ridicule.”

A short man with a common face, quite simply dressed, passed them at this
moment.

“There’s the other half of the Opera receipts—that man who just went by;
the tenor. There is no longer any play, poem, music, or representation of any
kind possible unless some celebrated tenor can reach a certain note. The tenor



is love, he is the Voice that touches the heart, that vibrates in the soul, and his
value is reckoned at a much higher salary than that of a minister. One hundred
thousand francs for a throat, one hundred thousand francs for a couple of
ankle-bones,—those are the two financial scourges of the Opera.”

“I am amazed,” said Gazonal, “at the hundreds of thousands of francs
walking about here.”

“We’ll amaze you a good deal more, my dear cousin,” said Leon de Lora.
“We’ll take Paris as an artist takes his violoncello, and show you how it is
played,—in short, how people amuse themselves in Paris.”

“It is a kaleidoscope with a circumference of twenty miles,” cried Gazonal.
“Before piloting monsieur about, I have to see Gaillard,” said Bixiou.

“But we can use Gaillard for the cousin,” replied Leon.

“What sort of machine is that?” asked Gazonal.

“He isn’t a machine, he is a machinist. Gaillard is a friend of ours who has
ended a miscellaneous career by becoming the editor of a newspaper, and
whose character and finances are governed by movements comparable to those
of the tides. Gaillard can contribute to make you win your lawsuit—"

“It is lost.”
“That’s the very moment to win it,” replied Bixiou.

When they reached Theodore Gaillard’s abode, which was now in the rue
de Menars, the valet ushered the three friends into a boudoir and asked them to
wait, as monsieur was in secret conference.

“With whom?” asked Bixiou.

“With a man who is selling him the incarceration of an unseizable debtor,”
replied a handsome woman who now appeared in a charming morning toilet.

“In that case, my dear Suzanne,” said Bixiou, “I am certain we may go in.”
“Oh! what a beautiful creature!” said Gazonal.

“That is Madame Gaillard,” replied Leon de Lora, speaking low into his
cousin’s ear. “She is the most humble-minded woman in Paris, for she had the
public and has contented herself with a husband.”

“What is your will, messeigneurs?” said the facetious editor, seeing his two
friends and imitating Frederic Lemaitre.

Theodore Gaillard, formerly a wit, had ended by becoming a stupid man in
consequence of remaining constantly in one centre,—a moral phenomenon
frequently to be observed in Paris. His principal method of conversation



consisted in sowing his speeches with sayings taken from plays then in vogue
and pronounced in imitation of well-known actors.

“We have come to blague,” said Leon.

 »

“*Again, young men’” (Odry in the Saltimbauques).

“Well, this time, we’ve got him, sure,” said Gaillard’s other visitor,
apparently by way of conclusion.

“Are you sure of it, pere Fromenteau?” asked Gaillard. “This it the
eleventh time you’ve caught him at night and missed him in the morning.”

“How could I help it? I never saw such a debtor! he’s a locomotive; goes to
sleep in Paris and wakes up in the Seine-et-Oise. A safety lock I call him.”
Seeing a smile on Gaillard’s face he added: “That’s a saying in our business.
Pinch a man, means arrest him, lock him up. The criminal police have another
term. Vidoeq said to his man, “You are served’; that’s funnier, for it means the
guillotine.”

A nudge from Bixiou made Gazonal all eyes and ears.

“Does monsieur grease my paws?” asked Fromenteau of Gaillard, in a
threatening but cool tone.

»

“‘A question that of fifty centimes’” (Les Saltimbauques), replied the
editor, taking out five francs and offering them to Fromenteau.

“And the rapscallions?” said the man.

“What rapscallions?” asked Gaillard.

“Those I employ,” replied Fromenteau calmly.
“Is there a lower depth still?” asked Bixiou.

“Yes, monsieur,” said the spy. “Some people give us information without
knowing they do so, and without getting paid for it. I put fools and ninnies
below rapscallions.”

“They are often original, and witty, your rapscallions!” said Leon.

“Do you belong to the police?” asked Gazonal, eying with uneasy curiosity
the hard, impassible little man, who was dressed like the third clerk in a
sheriff’s office.

“Which police do you mean?” asked Fromenteau.
“There are several?”

“As many as five,” replied the man. “Criminal, the head of which was
Vidoeq; secret police, which keeps an eye on the other police, the head of it



being always unknown; political police,—that’s Fouche’s. Then there’s the
police of Foreign Affairs, and finally, the palace police (of the Emperor, Louis
XVIIL., etc.), always squabbling with that of the quai Malaquais. It came to an
end under Monsieur Decazes. I belonged to the police of Louis XVIIL; I'd
been in it since 1793, with that poor Contenson.”

The four gentlemen looked at each other with one thought: “How many
heads he must have brought to the scaffold!”

“Now-a-days, they are trying to get on without us. Folly!” continued the
little man, who began to seem terrible. “Since 1830 they want honest men at
the prefecture! I resigned, and I’ve made myself a small vocation by arresting
for debt.”

“He is the right arm of the commercial police,” said Gaillard in Bixiou’s
ear, “but you can never find out who pays him most, the debtor or the
creditor.”

“The more rascally a business is, the more honor it needs. I’'m for him who
pays me best,” continued Fromenteau addressing Gaillard. “You want to
recover fifty thousand francs and you talk farthings to your means of action.
Give me five hundred francs and your man is pinched to-night, for we spotted
him yesterday!”

“Five hundred francs for you alone!” cried Theodore Gaillard.

“Lizette wants a shawl,” said the spy, not a muscle of his face moving. “I
call her Lizette because of Beranger.”

“You have a Lizette, and you stay in such a business!” cried the virtuous
Gazonal.

“It is amusing! People may cry up the pleasures of hunting and fishing as
much as they like but to stalk a man in Paris is far better fun.”

“Certainly,” said Gazonal, reflectively, speaking to himself, “they must
have great talent.”

“If I were to enumerate the qualities which make a man remarkable in our
vocation,” said Fromenteau, whose rapid glance had enabled him to fathom
Gazonal completely, “you’d think I was talking of a man of genius. First, we
must have the eyes of a lynx; next, audacity (to tear into houses like bombs,
accost the servants as if we knew them, and propose treachery—always agreed
to); next, memory, sagacity, invention (to make schemes, conceived rapidly,
never the same—for spying must be guided by the characters and habits of the
persons spied upon; it is a gift of heaven); and, finally, agility, vigor. All these
facilities and qualities, monsieur, are depicted on the door of the Gymnase-
Amoros as Virtue. Well, we must have them all, under pain of losing the



salaries given us by the State, the rue de Jerusalem, or the minister of
Commerce.”

“You certainly seem to me a remarkable man,” said Gazonal.

Fromenteau looked at the provincial without replying, without betraying
the smallest sign of feeling, and departed, bowing to no one,—a trait of real
genius.

“Well, cousin, you have now seen the police incarnate,” said Leon to
Gazonal.

“It has something the effect of a dinner-pill,” said the worthy provincial,
while Gaillard and Bixiou were talking together in a low voice.

“I’ll give you an answer to-night at Carabine’s,” said Gaillard aloud, re-
seating himself at his desk without seeing or bowing to Gazonal.

“He is a rude fellow!” cried the Southerner as they left the room.

“His paper has twenty-two thousand subscribers,” said Leon de Lora. “He
is one of the five great powers of the day, and he hasn’t, in the morning, the
time to be polite. Now,” continued Leon, speaking to Bixiou, “if we are going
to the Chamber to help him with his lawsuit let us take the longest way
round.”

“Words said by great men are like silver-gilt spoons with the gilt washed
off; by dint of repetition they lose their brilliancy,” said Bixiou. “Where shall
we go?”

“Here, close by, to our hatter?” replied Leon.

“Bravo!” cried Bixiou. “If we keep on in this way, we shall have an
amusing day of it.”

“Gazonal,” said Leon, “I shall make the man pose for you; but mind that
you keep a serious face, like the king on a five-franc piece, for you are going
to see a choice original, a man whose importance has turned his head. In these
days, my dear fellow, under our new political dispensation, every human being
tries to cover himself with glory, and most of them cover themselves with
ridicule; hence a lot of living caricatures quite new to the world.”

“If everybody gets glory, who can be famous?” said Gazonal.

“Fame! none but fools want that,” replied Bixiou. “Your cousin wears the
cross, but I’m the better dressed of the two, and it is I whom people are
looking at.”

After this remark, which may explain why orators and other great
statesmen no longer put the ribbon in their buttonholes when in Paris, Leon



showed Gazonal a sign, bearing, in golden letters, the illustrious name of
“Vital, successor to Finot, manufacturer of hats” (no longer “hatter” as
formerly), whose advertisements brought in more money to the newspapers
than those of any half-dozen vendors of pills or sugarplums,—the author,
moreover, of an essay on hats.

“My dear fellow,” said Bixiou to Gazonal, pointing to the splendors of the
show-window, “Vital has forty thousand francs a year from invested property.”

“And he stays a hatter!” cried the Southerner, with a bound that almost
broke the arm which Bixiou had linked in his.

“You shall see the man,” said Leon. “You need a hat and you shall have
one gratis.”

“Is Monsieur Vital absent?” asked Bixiou, seeing no one behind the desk.
“Monsieur is correcting proof in his study,” replied the head clerk.

“Hein! what style!” said Leon to his cousin; then he added, addressing the
clerk: “Could we speak to him without injury to his inspiration?”

“Let those gentlemen enter,” said a voice.

It was a bourgeois voice, the voice of one eligible to the Chamber, a
powerful voice, a wealthy voice.

Vital deigned to show himself, dressed entirely in black cloth, with a
splendid frilled shirt adorned with one diamond. The three friends observed a
young and pretty woman sitting near the desk, working at some embroidery.

Vital is a man between thirty and forty years of age, with a natural joviality
now repressed by ambitious ideas. He is blessed with that medium height
which is the privilege of sound organizations. He is rather plump, and takes
great pains with his person. His forehead is getting bald, but he uses that
circumstance to give himself the air of a man consumed by thought. It is easy
to see by the way his wife looks at him and listens to him that she believes in
the genius and glory of her husband. Vital loves artists, not that he has any
taste for art, but from fellowship; for he feels himself an artist, and makes this
felt by disclaiming that title of nobility, and placing himself with constant
premeditation at so great a distance from the arts that persons may be forced to
say to him: “You have raised the construction of hats to the height of a
science.”

“Have you at last discovered a hat to suit me?” asked Leon de Lora.

“Why, monsieur! in fifteen days?” replied Vital, “and for you! Two months
would hardly suffice to invent a shape in keeping with your countenance. See,
here is your lithographic portrait: I have studied it most carefully. I would not



give myself that trouble for a prince; but you are more; you are an artist, and
you understand me.”

)

“This is one of our greatest inventors,” said Bixiou presenting Gazonal.
“He might be as great as Jacquart if he would only let himself die. Our friend,
a manufacturer of cloth, has discovered a method of replacing the indigo in old
blue coats, and he wants to see you as another great phenomenon, because he
has heard of your saying, ‘The hat is the man.” That speech of yours
enraptured him. Ah! Vital, you have faith; you believe in something; you have
enthusiasm for your work.”

Vital scarcely listened; he grew pale with pleasure.
“Rise, my wife! Monsieur is a man of science.”
Madame Vital rose at her husband’s gesture. Gazonal bowed to her.

“Shall T have the honor to cover your head?” said Vital, with joyful
obsequiousness.

“At the same price as mine,” interposed Bixiou.

“Of course, of course; I ask no other fee than to be quoted by you,
messieurs—Monsieur needs a picturesque hat, something in the style of
Monsieur Lousteau’s,” he continued, looking at Gazonal with the eye of a
master. “I will consider it.”

“You give yourself a great deal of trouble,” said Gazonal.

“Oh! for a few persons only; for those who know how to appreciate the
value of the pains I bestow upon them. Now, take the aristocracy—there is but
one man there who has truly comprehended the Hat; and that is the Prince de
Bethune. How is it that men do not consider, as women do, that the hat is the
first thing that strikes the eye? And why have they never thought of changing
the present system, which is, let us say it frankly, ignoble? Yes, ignoble; and
yet a Frenchman is, of all nationalities, the one most persistent in this folly! I
know the difficulties of a change, messieurs. I don’t speak of my own writings
on the matter, which, as I think, approach it philosophically, but simply as a
hatter. I have myself studied means to accentuate the infamous head-covering
to which France is now enslaved until I succeed in overthrowing it.”

So saying he pointed to the hideous hat in vogue at the present day.

“Behold the enemy, messieurs,” he continued. “How is it that the wittiest
and most satirical people on earth will consent to wear upon their heads a bit
of stove-pipe?—as one of our great writers has called it. Here are some of the
infections I have been able to give to those atrocious lines,” he added, pointing
to a number of his creations. “But, although I am able to conform them to the
character of each wearer—for, as you see, there are the hats of a doctor, a



grocer, a dandy, an artist, a fat man, a thin man, and so forth—the style itself
remains horrible. Seize, I beg of you, my whole thought—"

He took up a hat, low-crowned and wide-brimmed.

“This,” he continued, “is the old hat of Claude Vignon, a great critic, in the
days when he was a free man and a free-liver. He has lately come round to the
ministry; they’ve made him a professor, a librarian; he writes now for the
Debats only; they’ve appointed him Master of Petitions with a salary of
sixteen thousand francs; he earns four thousand more out of his paper, and he
is decorated. Well, now see his new hat.”

And Vital showed them a hat of a form and design which was truly
expressive of the juste-milieu.

“You ought to have made him a Punch and Judy hat!” cried Gazonal.
“You are a man of genius, Monsieur Vital,” said Leon.
Vital bowed.

“Would you kindly tell me why the shops of your trade in Paris remain
open late at night,—Ilater than the cafes and the wineshops? That fact puzzles
me very much,” said Gazonal.

“In the first place, our shops are much finer when lighted up than they are
in the daytime; next, where we sell ten hats in the daytime we sell fifty at
night.”

“Everything is queer in Paris,” said Leon.

“Thanks to my efforts and my successes,” said Vital, returning to the
course of his self-laudation, “we are coming to hats with round headpieces. It
is to that I tend!”

“What obstacle is there?” asked Gazonal.

“Cheapness, monsieur. In the first place, very handsome silk hats can be
built for fifteen francs, which kills our business; for in Paris no one ever has
fifteen francs in his pocket to spend on a hat. If a beaver hat costs thirty, it is
still the same thing—When I say beaver, I ought to state that there are not ten
pounds of beaver skins left in France. That article is worth three hundred and
fifty francs a pound, and it takes an ounce for a hat. Besides, a beaver hat isn’t
really worth anything; the skin takes a wretched dye; gets rusty in ten minutes
under the sun, and heat puts it out of shape as well. What we call ‘beaver’ in
the trade is neither more nor less than hare’s-skin. The best qualities are made
from the back of the animal, the second from the sides, the third from the
belly. I confide to you these trade secrets because you are men of honor. But
whether a man has hare’s-skin or silk on his head, fifteen or thirty francs in



short, the problem is always insoluble. Hats must be paid for in cash, and that
is why the hat remains what it is. The honor of vestural France will be saved
on the day that gray hats with round crowns can be made to cost a hundred
francs. We could then, like the tailors, give credit. To reach that result men
must resolve to wear buckles, gold lace, plumes, and the brims lined with
satin, as in the days of Louis XIII. and Louis XIV. Our business, which would
then enter the domain of fancy, would increase tenfold. The markets of the
world should belong to France; Paris will forever give the tone to women’s
fashions, and yet the hats which all Frenchmen wear to-day are made in every
country on earth! There are ten millions of foreign money to be gained
annually for France in that question—"

“A revolution!” cried Bixiou, pretending enthusiasm.
“Yes, and a radical one; for the form must be changed.”

“You are happy after the manner of Luther in dreaming of reform,” said
Leon.

“Yes, monsieur. Ah! if a dozen or fifteen artists, capitalists, or dandies who
set the tone would only have courage for twenty-four hours France would gain
a splendid commercial battle! To succeed in this reform I would give my
whole fortune! Yes, my sole ambition is to regenerate the hat and disappear.”

“The man is colossal,” said Gazonal, as they left the shop; “but I assure
you that all your originals so far have a touch of the Southerner about them.”

“Let us go this way,” said Bixiou pointing to the rue Saint-Marc.
“Do you want to show me something else?”

“Yes; you shall see the usuress of rats, marcheuses and great ladies,—a
woman who possesses more terrible secrets than there are gowns hanging in
her window,” said Bixiou.

And he showed Gazonal one of those untidy shops which made an ugly
stain in the midst of the dazzling show-windows of modern retail commerce.
This shop had a front painted in 1820, which some bankrupt had doubtless left
in a dilapidated condition. The color had disappeared beneath a double coating
of dirt, the result of usage, and a thick layer of dust; the window-panes were
filthy, the door-knob turned of itself, as door-knobs do in all places where
people go out more quickly than they enter.

“What do you say of that? First cousin to Death, isn’t she?” said Leon in
Gazonal’s ear, showing him, at the desk, a terrible individual. “Well, she calls
herself Madame Nourrisson.”

“Madame, how much is this guipure?” asked the manufacturer, intending
to compete in liveliness with the two artists.



“To you, monsieur, who come from the country, it will be only three
hundred francs,” she replied. Then, remarking in his manner a sort of
eagerness peculiar to Southerners, she added, in a grieved tone, “It formerly
belonged to that poor Princess de Lamballe.”

“What! do you dare exhibit it so near the palace?” cried Bixiou.
“Monsieur, they don’t believe in it,” she replied.

“Madame, we have not come to make purchases,” said Bixiou, with a show
of frankness.

“So I see, monsieur,” returned Madame Nourrisson.

“We have several things to sell,” said the illustrious caricaturist. “I live
close by, rue de Richelieu, 112, sixth floor. If you will come round there for a
moment, you may perhaps make some good bargains.”

Ten minutes later Madame Nourrisson did in fact present herself at
Bixiou’s lodgings, where by that time he had taken Leon and Gazonal.
Madame Nourrisson found them all three as serious as authors whose
collaboration does not meet with the success it deserves.

“Madame,” said the intrepid hoaxer, showing her a pair of women’s
slippers, “these belonged formerly to the Empress Josephine.”

He felt it incumbent on him to return change for the Prince de Lamballe.
“Those!” she exclaimed; “they were made this year; look at the mark.”

“Don’t you perceive that the slippers are only by way of preface?” said
Leon; “though, to be sure, they are usually the conclusion of a tale.”

“My friend here,” said Bixiou, motioning to Gazonal, “has an immense
family interest in ascertaining whether a young lady of a good and wealthy
house, whom he wishes to marry, has ever gone wrong.”

“How much will monsieur give for the information,” she asked, looking at
Gazonal, who was no longer surprised by anything.

“One hundred francs,” he said.
“No, thank you!” she said with a grimace of refusal worthy of a macaw.

“Then say how much you want, my little Madame Nourrisson,” cried
Bixiou catching her round the waist.

“In the first place, my dear gentlemen, I have never, since I’ve been in the
business, found man or woman to haggle over happiness. Besides,” she said,
letting a cold smile flicker on her lips, and enforcing it by an icy glance full of
catlike distrust, “if it doesn’t concern your happiness, it concerns your fortune;



and at the height where I find you lodging no man haggles over a ‘dot’—
Come,” she said, “out with it! What is it you want to know, my lambs?”

“About the Beunier family,” replied Bixiou, very glad to find out
something in this indirect manner about persons in whom he was interested.

“Oh! as for that,” she said, “one louis is quite enough.”
“Why?’,

“Because I hold all the mother’s jewels and she’s on tenter-hooks every
three months, I can tell you! It is hard work for her to pay the interest on what
I’ve lent her. Do you want to marry there, simpleton?” she added, addressing
Gazonal; “then pay me forty francs and I'll talk four hundred worth.”

Gazonal produced a forty-franc gold-piece, and Madame Nourrisson gave
him startling details as to the secret penury of certain so-called fashionable
women. This dealer in cast-off clothes, getting lively as she talked, pictured
herself unconsciously while telling of others. Without betraying a single name
or any secret, she made the three men shudder by proving to them how little
so-called happiness existed in Paris that did not rest on the wvacillating
foundation of borrowed money. She possessed, laid away in her drawers, the
secrets of departed grandmothers, living children, deceased husbands, dead
granddaughters,—memories set in gold and diamonds. She learned appalling
stories by making her clients talk of one another; tearing their secrets from
them in moments of passion, of quarrels, of anger, and during those cooler
negotiations which need a loan to settle difficulties.

“Why were you ever induced to take up such a business?” asked Gazonal.
“For my son’s sake,” she said naively.

Such women almost invariably justify their trade by alleging noble
motives. Madame Nourrisson posed as having lost several opportunities for
marriage, also three daughters who had gone to the bad, and all her illusions.
She showed the pawn-tickets of the Mont-de-Piete to prove the risks her
business ran; declared that she did not know how to meet the “end of the
month”; she was robbed, she said,—robbed.

The two artists looked at each other on hearing that expression, which
seemed exaggerated.

“Look here, my sons, I’ll show you how we are done. It is not about
myself, but about my opposite neighbour, Madame Mahuchet, a ladies’
shoemaker. I had loaned money to a countess, a woman who has too many
passions for her means,—lives in a fine apartment filled with splendid
furniture, and makes, as we say, a devil of a show with her high and mighty
airs. She owed three hundred francs to her shoemaker, and was giving a dinner



no later than yesterday. The shoemaker, who heard of the dinner from the
cook, came to see me; we got excited, and she wanted to make a row; but I
said: ‘My dear Madame Mahuchet, what good will that do? you’ll only get
yourself hated. It is much better to obtain some security; and you save your
bile.” She wouldn’t listen, but go she would, and asked me to support her; so I
went. ‘Madame is not at home.”—‘Up to that! we’ll wait,” said Madame
Mahuchet, ‘if we have to stay all night,’—and down we camped in the
antechamber. Presently the doors began to open and shut, and feet and voices
came along. I felt badly. The guests were arriving for dinner. You can see the
appearance it had. The countess sent her maid to coax Madame Mahuchet:
‘Pay you to-morrow!’ in short, all the snares! Nothing took. The countess,
dressed to the nines, went to the dining-room. Mahuchet heard her and opened
the door. Gracious! when she saw that table sparkling with silver, the covers to
the dishes and the chandeliers all glittering like a jewel-case, didn’t she go off
like soda-water and fire her shot: “When people spend the money of others
they should be sober and not give dinner-parties. Think of your being a
countess and owing three hundred francs to a poor shoemaker with seven
children!” You can guess how she railed, for the Mahuchet hasn’t any
education. When the countess tried to make an excuse (‘no money’) Mahuchet
screamed out: ‘Look at all your fine silver, madame; pawn it and pay
me!’—‘Take some yourself,’ said the countess quickly, gathering up a quantity
of forks and spoons and putting them into her hands. Downstairs we rattled!—
heavens! like success itself. No, before we got to the street Mahuchet began to
cry—she’s a kind woman! She turned back and restored the silver; for she now
understood that countess’ poverty—it was plated ware!”

“And she forked it over,” said Leon, in whom the former Mistigris
occasionally reappeared.

“Ah! my dear monsieur,” said Madame Nourrisson, enlightened by the
slang, “you are an artist, you write plays, you live in the rue du Helder and are
friends with Madame Anatolia; you have habits that I know all about. Come,
do you want some rarity in the grand style,—Carabine or Mousqueton, Malaga
or Jenny Cadine?”

“Malaga, Carabine! nonsense!” cried Leon de Lora. “It was we who
invented them.”

“I assure you, my good Madame Nourrisson,” said Bixiou, “that we only
wanted the pleasure of making your acquaintance, and we should like very
much to be informed as to how you ever came to slip into this business.”

“I was confidential maid in the family of a marshal of France, Prince
d’Ysembourg,” she said, assuming the airs of a Dorine. “One morning, one of
the most beplumed countesses of the Imperial court came to the house and



wanted to speak to the marshal privately. I put myself in the way of hearing
what she said. She burst into tears and confided to that booby of a marshal—
yes, the Conde of the Republic is a booby!—that her husband, who served
under him in Spain, had left her without means, and if she didn’t get a
thousand francs, or two thousand, that day her children must go without food;
she hadn’t any for the morrow. The marshal, who was always ready to give in
those days, took two notes of a thousand francs each out of his desk, and gave
them to her. I saw that fine countess going down the staircase where she
couldn’t see me. She was laughing with a satisfaction that certainly wasn’t
motherly, so I slipped after her to the peristyle where I heard her say to the
coachman, ‘To Leroy’s.’” I ran round quickly to Leroy’s, and there, sure
enough, was the poor mother. I got there in time to see her order and pay for a
fifteen-hundred-franc dress; you understand that in those days people were
made to pay when they bought. The next day but one she appeared at an
ambassador’s ball, dressed to please all the world and some one in particular.
That day I said to myself: ‘I’ve got a career! When I’m no longer young I’ll
lend money to great ladies on their finery; for passion never calculates, it pays
blindly.’ If you want subjects for a vaudeville I can sell you plenty.”

She departed after delivering this tirade, in which all the phases of her past
life were outlined, leaving Gazonal as much horrified by her revelations as by
the five yellow teeth she showed when she tried to smile.

“What shall we do now?” he asked presently.

“Make notes,” replied Bixiou, whistling for his porter; “for I want some
money, and I’ll show you the use of porters. You think they only pull the gate-
cord; whereas they really pull poor devils like me and artists whom they take
under their protection out of difficulties. Mine will get the Montyon prize one
of these days.”

Gazonal opened his eyes to their utmost roundness.

A man between two ages, partly a graybeard, partly an office-boy, but
more oily within and without, hair greasy, stomach puffy, skin dull and moist,
like that of the prior of a convent, always wearing list shoes, a blue coat, and
grayish trousers, made his appearance.

“What is it, monsieur?” he said with an air which combined that of a
protector and a subordinate.

“Ravenouillet—His name is Ravenouillet,” said Bixiou turning to Gazonal.
“Have you our notebook of bills due with you?”

Ravenouillet pulled out of his pocket the greasiest and stickiest book that
Gazonal’s eyes had ever beheld.



“Write down at three months’ sight two notes of five hundred francs each,
which you will proceed to sign.”

And Bixiou handed over two notes already drawn to his order by
Ravenouillet, which Ravenouillet immediately signed and inscribed on the
greasy book, in which his wife also kept account of the debts of the other
lodgers.

“Thanks, Ravenouillet,” said Bixiou. “And here’s a box at the Vaudeville
for you.”

“Oh! my daughter will enjoy that,” said Ravenouillet, departing.

“There are seventy-one tenants in this house,” said Bixiou, “and the
average of what they owe Ravenouillet is six thousand francs a month,
eighteen thousand quarterly for money advanced, postage, etc., not counting
the rents due. He is Providence—at thirty per cent, which we all pay him,
though he never asks for anything.”

“Oh, Paris! Paris!” cried Gazonal.

“I’m going to take you now, cousin Gazonal,” said Bixiou, after indorsing
the notes, “to see another comedian, who will play you a charming scene
gratis.”

“Who is it?” said Gazonal.

“A usurer. As we go along I’ll tell you the debut of friend Ravenouillet in
Paris.”

Passing in front of the porter’s lodge, Gazonal saw Mademoiselle Lucienne
Ravenouillet holding in her hand a music score (she was a pupil of the
Conservatoire), her father reading a newspaper, and Madame Ravenouillet
with a package of letters to be carried up to the lodgers.

“Thanks, Monsieur Bixiou!” said the girl.

“She’s not a rat,” explained Leon to his cousin; “she is the larva of the
grasshopper.”

“Here’s the history of Ravenouillet,” continued Bixiou, when the three
friends reached the boulevard. “In 1831 Massol, the councillor of state who is
dealing with your case, was a lawyer-journalist who at that time never thought
of being more than Keeper of the Seals, and deigned to have King Louis-
Philippe on his throne. Forgive his ambition, he’s from Carcassonne. One
morning there entered to him a young rustic of his parts, who said: ‘You know
me very well, Mossoo Massol; I’'m your neighbour the grocer’s little boy; I've
come from down there, for they tell me a fellow is certain to get a place if he
comes to Paris.” Hearing these words, Massol shuddered, and said to himself



that if he were weak enough to help this compatriot (to him utterly unknown)
he should have the whole department prone upon him, his bell-rope would
break, his valet leave him, he should have difficulties with his landlord about
the stairway, and the other lodgers would assuredly complain of the smell of
garlic pervading the house. Consequently, he looked at his visitor as a butcher
looks at a sheep whose throat he intends to cut. But whether the rustic
comprehended the stab of that glance or not, he went on to say (so Massol told
me), ‘I’ve as much ambition as other men. I will never go back to my native
place, if I ever do go back, unless I am a rich man. Paris is the antechamber of
Paradise. They tell me that you who write the newspapers can make, as they
say, ‘fine weather and foul’; that is, you have things all your own way, and it’s
enough to ask your help to get any place, no matter what, under government.
Now, though I have faculties, like others, I know myself: I have no education;
I don’t know how to write, and that’s a misfortune, for I have ideas. I am not
seeking, therefore, to be your rival; I judge myself, and I know I couldn’t
succeed there. But, as you are so powerful, and as we are almost brothers,
having played together in childhood, I count upon you to launch me in a career
and to protect me—Oh, you must; I want a place, a place suitable to my
capacity, to such as I am, a place were I can make my fortune.” Massol was
just about to put his compatriot neck and crop out of the door with some brutal
speech, when the rustic ended his appeal thus: ‘I don’t ask to enter the
administration where people advance like tortoises—there’s your cousin, who
has stuck in one post for twenty years. No, I only want to make my
debut.’—‘On the stage?’ asked Massol only too happy at that conclusion.
—*‘No, though I have gesture enough, and figure, and memory. But there’s too
much wear and tear; I prefer the career of porter.” Massol kept his
countenance, and replied: ‘I think there’s more wear and tear in that, but as
your choice is made I'll see what I can do’; and he got him, as Ravenouillet
says, his first ‘cordon.’”

“I was the first master,” said Leon, “to consider the race of porter. You’ll
find knaves of morality, mountebanks of vanity, modern sycophants,
septembriseurs, disguised in philanthropy, inventors of palpitating questions,
preaching the emancipation of the negroes, improvement of little thieves,
benevolence to liberated convicts, and who, nevertheless, leave their porters in
a condition worse than that of the Irish, in holes more dreadful than a mud
cabin, and pay them less money to live on than the State pays to support a
convict. I have done but one good action in my life, and that was to build my
porter a decent lodge.”

“Yes,” said Bixiou, “if a man, having built a great cage divided into
thousands of compartments like the cells of a beehive or the dens of a
menagerie, constructed to receive human beings of all trades and all kinds, if
that animal, calling itself the proprietor, should go to a man of science and say:



‘I want an individual of the bimanous species, able to live in holes full of old
boots, pestiferous with rags, and ten feet square; I want him such that he can
live there all his life, sleep there, eat there, be happy, get children as pretty as
little cupids, work, toil, cultivate flowers, sing there, stay there, and live in
darkness but see and know everything,” most assuredly the man of science
could never have invented the porter to oblige the proprietor; Paris, and Paris
only could create him, or, if you choose, the devil.”

“Parisian creative powers have gone farther than that,” said Gazonal; “look
at the workmen! You don’t know all the products of industry, though you
exhibit them. Our toilers fight against the toilers of the continent by force of
misery, as Napoleon fought Europe by force of regiments.”

“Here we are, at my friend the usurer’s,” said Bixiou. “His name is
Vauvinet. One of the greatest mistakes made by writers who describe our
manners and morals is to harp on old portraits. In these days all trades change.
The grocer becomes a peer of France, artists capitalize their money,
vaudevillists have incomes. A few rare beings may remain what they
originally were, but professions in general have no longer either their special
costume or their formerly fixed habits and ways. In the past we had Gobseck,
Gigounet, Samonon,—the last of the Romans; to-day we rejoice in Vauvinet,
the good-fellow usurer, the dandy who frequents the greenroom and the
lorettes, and drives about in a little coupe with one horse. Take special note of
my man, friend Gazonal, and you’ll see the comedy of money, the cold man
who won’t give a penny, the hot man who snuffs a profit; listen to him
attentively!”

All three went up to the second floor of a fine-looking house on the
boulevard des Italiens, where they found themselves surrounded by the
elegances then in fashion. A young man about twenty-eight years of age
advanced to meet them with a smiling face, for he saw Leon de Lora first.
Vauvinet held out his hand with apparent friendliness to Bixiou, and bowed
coldly to Gazonal as he motioned them to enter his office, where bourgeois
taste was visible beneath the artistic appearance of the furniture, and in spite of
the statuettes and the thousand other little trifles applied to our little
apartments by modern art, which has made itself as small as its patrons.

Vauvinet was dressed, like other young men of our day who go into
business, with extreme elegance, which many of them regard as a species of
prospectus.

“I’ve come for some money,” said Bixiou, laughing, and presenting his
notes.

Vauvinet assumed a serious air, which made Gazonal smile, such
difference was there between the smiling visage that received them and the



countenance of the money-lender recalled to business.

“My dear fellow,” said Vauvinet, looking at Bixiou, “I should certainly
oblige you with the greatest pleasure, but I haven’t any money to loan at the
present time.”

“Ah, bah!”

“No; I have given all I had to—you know who. That poor Lousteau went
into partnership for the management of a theatre with an old vaudevillist who
has great influence with the ministry, Ridal; and they came to me yesterday for
thirty thousand francs. I'm cleaned out, and so completely that I was just in the
act of sending to Cerizet for a hundred louis, when I lost at lansquenet this
morning, at Jenny Cadine’s.”

“You must indeed me hard-up if you can’t oblige this poor Bixiou,” said
Leon de Lora; “for he can be very sharp-tongued when he hasn’t a sou.”

“Well,” said Bixiou, “I could never say anything but good of Vauvinet; he’s
full of goods.”

“My dear friend,” said Vauvinet, “if I had the money, I couldn’t possibly
discount, even at fifty per cent, notes which are drawn by your porter.
Ravenouillet’s paper isn’t in demand. He’s not a Rothschild. I warn you that
his notes are worn thin; you had better invent another firm. Find an uncle. As
for a friend who’ll sign notes for us there’s no such being to be found; the
matter-of-factness of the present age is making awful progress.”

“I have a friend,” said Bixiou, motioning to Leon’s cousin. “Monsieur
here; one of the most distinguished manufacturers of cloth in the South, named
Gazonal. His hair is not very well dressed,” added Bixiou, looking at the
touzled and luxuriant crop on the provincial’s head, “but I am going to take
him to Marius, who will make him look less like a poodle-dog, an appearance
so injurious to his credit, and to ours.”

“I don’t believe in Southern securities, be it said without offence to
monsieur,” replied Vauvinet, with whom Gazonal was so entertained that he
did not resent his insolence.

Gazonal, that extremely penetrating intellect, thought that the painter and
Bixiou intended, by way of teaching him to know Paris, to make him pay the
thousand francs for his breakfast at the Cafe de Paris, for this son of the
Pyrenees had never got out of that armor of distrust which incloses the
provincial in Paris.

“How can you expect me to have outstanding business at seven hundred
miles from Paris?” added Vauvinet.

“Then you refuse me positively?” asked Bixiou.



“I have twenty francs, and no more,” said the young usurer.

“I’'m sorry for you,” said the joker. “I thought I was worth a thousand
francs.”

[13

“You are worth two hundred thousand francs,” replied Vauvinet, “and
sometimes you are worth your weight in gold, or at least your tongue is; but I
tell you I haven’t a penny.”

“Very good,” replied Bixiou; “then we won’t say anything more about it. I
had arranged for this evening, at Carabine’s, the thing you most wanted—you
know?”

Vauvinet winked an eye at Bixiou; the wink that two jockeys give each
other when they want to say: “Don’t try trickery.”

“Don’t you remember catching me round the waist as if I were a pretty
woman,” said Bixiou, “and coaxing me with look and speech, and saying, ‘I’1l
do anything for you if you’ll only get me shares at par in that railroad du Tillet
and Nucingen have made an offer for?” Well, old fellow, du Tillet and
Nucingen are coming to Carabine’s to-night, where they will meet a number of
political characters. You’ve lost a fine opportunity. Good-bye to you, old
carrot.”

Bixiou rose, leaving Vauvinet apparently indifferent, but inwardly annoyed
by the sense that he had committed a folly.

“One moment, my dear fellow,” said the money-lender. “Though I haven’t
the money, I have credit. If your notes are worth nothing, I can keep them and
give you notes in exchange. If we can come to an agreement about that
railway stock we could share the profits, of course in due proportion and I’ll
allow you that on—"

“No, no,” said Bixiou, “I want money in hand, and I must get those notes
of Ravenouillet’s cashed.”

“Ravenouillet is sound,” said Vauvinet. “He puts money into the savings-
bank; he is good security.”

“Better than you,” interposed Leon, “for HE doesn’t stipend lorettes; he
hasn’t any rent to pay; and he never rushes into speculations which keep him
dreading either a rise or fall.”

“You think you can laugh at me, great man,” returned Vauvinet, once more
jovial and caressing; “you’ve turned La Fontaine’s fable of ‘Le Chene et le
Roseau’ into an elixir—Come, Gubetta, my old accomplice,” he continued,
seizing Bixiou round the waist, “you want money; well, I can borrow three
thousand francs from my friend Cerizet instead of two; ‘Let us be friends,
Cinna!” hand over your colossal cabbages,—made to trick the public like a



gardener’s catalogue. If I refused you it was because it is pretty hard on a man
who can only do his poor little business by turning over his money, to have to

keep your Ravenouillet notes in the drawer of his desk. Hard, hard, very
hard!”

“What discount do you want?” asked Bixiou.

“Next to nothing,” returned Vauvinet. “It will cost you a miserable fifty
francs at the end of the quarter.”

“As Emile Blondet used to say, you shall be my benefactor,” replied
Bixiou.

“Twenty per cent!” whispered Gazonal to Bixiou, who replied by a punch
of his elbow in the provincial’s oesophagus.

“Bless me!” said Vauvinet opening a drawer in his desk as if to put away
the Ravenouillet notes, “here’s an old bill of five hundred francs stuck in the
drawer! I didn’t know I was so rich. And here’s a note payable at the end of
the month for four hundred and fifty; Cerizet will take it without much
diminution, and there’s your sum in hand. But no nonsense, Bixiou! Hein? to-
night, at Carabine’s, will you swear to me—"

“Haven’t we re-friended?” said Bixiou, pocketing the five-hundred-franc
bill and the note for four hundred and fifty. “I give you my word of honor that
you shall see du Tillet, and many other men who want to make their way—
their railway—to-night at Carabine’s.”

Vauvinet conducted the three friends to the landing of the staircase,
cajoling Bixiou on the way. Bixiou kept a grave face till he reached the outer
door, listening to Gazonal, who tried to enlighten him on his late operation,
and to prove to him that if Vauvinet’s follower, Cerizet, took another twenty
francs out of his four hundred and fifty, he was getting money at forty per
cent.

When they reached the asphalt Bixiou frightened Gazonal by the laugh of a
Parisian hoaxer,—that cold, mute laugh, a sort of labial north wind.

“The assignment of the contract for that railway is adjourned, positively,
by the Chamber; I heard this yesterday from that marcheuse whom we smiled
at just now. If I win five or six thousand francs at lansquenet to-night, why
should I grudge sixty-five francs for the power to stake, hey?”

“Lansquenet is another of the thousand facets of Paris as it is,” said Leon.
“And therefore, cousin, I intend to present you to-night in the salon of a
duchess,—a duchess of the rue Saint-Georges, where you will see the
aristocracy of the lorettes, and probably be able to win your lawsuit. But it is
quite impossible to present you anywhere with that mop of Pyrenean hair; you



look like a porcupine; and therefore we’ll take you close by, Place de la
Bourse, to Marius, another of our comedians—"

“Who is he?”

“I’ll tell you his tale,” said Bixiou. “In the year 1800 a Toulousian named
Cabot, a young wig-maker devoured by ambition, came to Paris, and set up a
shop (I use your slang). This man of genius,—he now has an income of
twenty-four thousand francs a year, and lives, retired from business, at
Libourne,—well, he saw that so vulgar and ignoble a name as Cabot could
never attain celebrity. Monsieur de Parny, whose hair he cut, gave him the
name of Marius, infinitely superior, you perceive, to the Christian names of
Armand and Hippolyte, behind which patronymics attacked by the Cabot evil
are wont to hide. All the successors of Cabot have called themselves Marius.
The present Marius is Marius V.; his real name is Mongin. This occurs in
various other trades; for ‘Botot water,” and for ‘Little-Virtue’ ink. Names
become commercial property in Paris, and have ended by constituting a sort of
ensign of nobility. The present Marius, who takes pupils, has created, he says,
the leading school of hair-dressing in the world.

“I’ve seen, in coming through France,” said Gazonal, “a great many signs
bearing the words: ‘Such a one, pupil of Marius.’”

“His pupils have to wash their hands after every head,” said Bixiou; “but
Marius does not take them indifferently; they must have nice hands, and not be
ill-looking. The most remarkable for manners, appearance, and elocution are
sent out to dress heads; and they come back tired to death. Marius himself
never turns out except for titled women; he drives his cabriolet and has a
groom.”

“But, after all, he is nothing but a barber!” cried Gazonal, somewhat
shocked.

“Barber!” exclaimed Bixiou; “please remember that he is captain in the
National Guard, and is decorated for being the first to spring into a barricade
in 1832.”

“And take care what you say to him: he is neither barber, hair-dresser, nor
wig-maker; he is a director of salons for hair-dressing,” said Leon, as they
went up a staircase with crystal balusters and mahogany rail, the steps of
which were covered with a sumptuous carpet.

“Ah ca! mind you don’t compromise us,” said Bixiou. “In the antechamber
you’ll see lacqueys who will take off your coat, and seize your hat, to brush
them; and they’ll accompany you to the door of the salons to open and shut it.
I mention this, friend Gazonal,” added Bixiou, slyly, “lest you might think
they were after your property, and cry ‘Stop thief!’”



“These salons,” said Leon, “are three boudoirs where the director has
collected all the inventions of modern luxury: lambrequins to the windows,
jardinieres everywhere, downy divans where each customer can wait his turn
and read the newspapers. You might suppose, when you first go in, that five
francs would be the least they’d get out of your waistcoat pocket; but nothing
is ever extracted beyond ten sous for combing and frizzing your hair, or
twenty sous for cutting and frizzing. Elegant dressing-tables stand about
among the jardinieres; water is laid on to the washstands; enormous mirrors
reproduce the whole figure. Therefore don’t look astonished. When the client
(that’s the elegant word substituted by Marius for the ignoble word customer),
—when the client appears at the door, Marius gives him a glance which
appraises him: to Marius you are a head, more or less susceptible of occupying
his mind. To him there’s no mankind; there are only heads.”

“We let you hear Marius on all the notes of his scale,” said Bixiou, “and
you know how to follow our lead.”

As soon as Gazonal showed himself, the glance was given, and was
evidently favourable, for Marius exclaimed: “Regulus! yours this head!
Prepare it first with the little scissors.”

“Excuse me,” said Gazonal to the pupil, at a sign from Bixiou. “I prefer to
have my head dressed by Monsieur Marius himself.”

Marius, much flattered by this demand, advanced, leaving the head on
which he was engaged.

“I am with you in a moment; I am just finishing. Pray have no uneasiness,
my pupil will prepare you; I alone will decide the cut.”

Marius, a slim little man, his hair frizzed like that of Rubini, and jet black,
dressed also in black, with long white cuffs, and the frill of his shirt adorned
with a diamond, now saw Bixiou, to whom he bowed as to a power the equal
of his own.

“That is only an ordinary head,” he said to Leon, pointing to the person on
whom he was operating,—“a grocer, or something of that kind. But if we
devoted ourselves to art only, we should lie in Bicetre, mad!” and he turned
back with an inimitable gesture to his client, after saying to Regulus, “Prepare
monsieur, he is evidently an artist.”

“A journalist,” said Bixiou.

Hearing that word, Marius gave two or three strokes of the comb to the
ordinary head and flung himself upon Gazonal, taking Regulus by the arm at
the instant that the pupil was about to begin the operation of the little scissors.

“I will take charge of monsieur. Look, monsieur,” he said to the grocer,



“reflect yourself in the great mirror—if the mirror permits. Ossian!”
A lacquey entered, and took hold of the client to dress him.

“You pay at the desk, monsieur,” said Marius to the stupefied grocer, who
was pulling out his purse.

“Is there any use, my dear fellow,” said Bixiou, “in going through this
operation of the little scissors?”

“No head ever comes to me uncleansed,” replied the illustrious hair-
dresser; “but for your sake, I will do that of monsieur myself, wholly. My
pupils sketch out the scheme, or my strength would not hold out. Every one
says as you do: ‘Dressed by Marius!” Therefore, I can give only the finishing
strokes. What journal is monsieur on?”

“If I were you, I should keep three or four Mariuses,” said Gazonal.

“Ah! monsieur, I see, is a feuilletonist,” said Marius. “Alas! in dressing
heads which expose us to notice it is impossible. Excuse me!”

He left Gazonal to overlook Regulus, who was “preparing” a newly arrived
head. Tapping his tongue against his palate, he made a disapproving noise,
which may perhaps be written down as “titt, titt, titt.”

“There, there! good heavens! that cut is not square; your scissors are
hacking it. Here! see there! Regulus, you are not clipping poodles; these are
men—who have a character; if you continue to look at the ceiling instead of
looking only between the glass and the head, you will dishonor my house.”

“You are stern, Monsieur Marius.”
“I owe them the secrets of my art.”
“Then it is an art?” said Gazonal.

Marius, affronted, looked at Gazonal in the glass, and stopped short, the
scissors in one hand, the comb in the other.

“Monsieur, you speak like a—child! and yet, from your accent, I judge you
are from the South, the birthplace of men of genius.”

“Yes, I know that hair-dressing requires some taste,” replied Gazonal.

“Hush, monsieur, hush! I expected better things of YOU. Let me tell you
that a hair-dresser,—I don’t say a good hair-dresser, for a man is, or he is not,
a hair-dresser,—a hair-dresser, I repeat, is more difficult to find than—what
shall I say? than—I don’t know what—a minister?—(Sit still!) No, for you
can’t judge by ministers, the streets are full of them. A Paganini? No, he’s not
great enough. A hair-dresser, monsieur, a man who divines your soul and your
habits, in order to dress your hair conformably with your being, that man has



all that constitutes a philosopher—and such he is. See the women! Women
appreciate us; they know our value; our value to them is the conquest they
make when they have placed their heads in our hands to attain a triumph. I say
to you that a hair-dresser—the world does not know what he is. I who speak to
you, I am very nearly all that there is of—without boasting I may say I am
known—Still, I think more might be done—The execution, that is everything!
Ah! if women would only give me carte blanche!—if I might only execute the
ideas that come to me! I have, you see, a hell of imagination!—but the women
don’t fall in with it; they have their own plans; they’ll stick their fingers or
combs, as soon as my back is turned, through the most delicious edifices—
which ought to be engraved and perpetuated; for our works, monsieur, last
unfortunately but a few hours. A great hair-dresser, hey! he’s like Careme and
Vestris in their careers. (Head a little this way, if you please, SO; I attend
particularly to front faces!) Our profession is ruined by bunglers who
understand neither the epoch nor their art. There are dealers in wigs and
essences who are enough to make one’s hair stand on end; they care only to
sell you bottles. It is pitiable! But that’s business. Such poor wretches cut hair
and dress it as they can. I, when I arrived in Paris from Toulouse, my ambition
was to succeed the great Marius, to be a true Marius, to make that name
illustrious. I alone, more than all the four others, I said to myself, ‘I will
conquer, or die.” (There! now sit straight, I am going to finish you.) I was the
first to introduce elegance; I made my salons the object of curiosity. I disdain
advertisements; what advertisements would have cost, monsieur, I put into
elegance, charm, comfort. Next year I shall have a quartette in one of the
salons to discourse music, and of the best. Yes, we ought to charm away the
ennui of those whose heads we dress. I do not conceal from myself the
annoyances to a client. (Look at yourself!) To have one’s hair dressed is
fatiguing, perhaps as much so as posing for one’s portrait. Monsieur knows
perhaps that the famous Monsieur Humbolt (I did the best I could with the few
hairs America left him—science has this in common with savages, that she
scalps her men clean), that illustrious savant, said that next to the suffering of
going to be hanged was that of going to be painted; but I place the trial of
having your head dressed before that of being painted, and so do certain
women. Well, monsieur, my object is to make those who come here to have
their hair cut or frizzed enjoy themselves. (Hold still, you have a tuft which
must be conquered.) A Jew proposed to supply me with Italian cantatrices
who, during the interludes, were to depilate the young men of forty; but they
proved to be girls from the Conservatoire, and music-teachers from the Rue
Montmartre. There you are, monsieur; your head is dressed as that of a man of
talent ought to be. Ossian,” he said to the lacquey in livery, “dress monsieur
and show him out. Whose turn next?” he added proudly, gazing round upon
the persons who awaited him.



“Don’t laugh, Gazonal,” said Leon as they reached the foot of the staircase,
whence his eye could take in the whole of the Place de la Bourse. “I see over
there one of our great men, and you shall compare his language with that of
the barber, and tell me which of the two you think the most original.”

“Don’t laugh, Gazonal,” said Bixiou, mimicking Leon’s intonation. “What
do you suppose is Marius’s business?”

“Hair-dressing.”

“He has obtained a monopoly of the sale of hair in bulk, as a certain dealer
in comestibles who is going to sell us a pate for three francs has acquired a
monopoly of the sale of truffles; he discounts the paper of that business; he
loans money on pawn to clients when embarrassed; he gives annuities on
lives; he gambles at the Bourse; he is a stockholder in all the fashion papers;
and he sells, under the name of a certain chemist, an infamous drug which, for
his share alone, gives him an income of thirty thousand francs, and costs in
advertisements a hundred thousand yearly.”

“Is it possible!” cried Gazonal.

“Remember this,” said Bixiou, gravely. “In Paris there is no such thing as a
small business; all things swell to large proportions, down to the sale of rags
and matches. The lemonade-seller who, with his napkin under his arm, meets
you as you enter his shop, may be worth his fifty thousand francs a year; the
waiter in a restaurant is eligible for the Chamber; the man you take for a
beggar in the street carries a hundred thousand francs worth of unset diamonds
in his waistcoat pocket, and didn’t steal them either.”

The three inseparables (for one day at any rate) now crossed the Place de la
Bourse in a way to intercept a man about forty years of age, wearing the
Legion of honor, who was coming from the boulevard by way of the rue
Neuve-Vivienne.

“Hey!” said Leon, “what are you pondering over, my dear Dubourdieu?
Some fine symbolic composition? My dear cousin, I have the pleasure to
present to you our illustrious painter Dubourdieu, not less celebrated for his
humanitarian convictions than for his talents in art. Dubourdieu, my cousin
Palafox.”

Dubourdieu, a small, pale man with melancholy blue eyes, bowed slightly
to Gazonal, who bent low as before a man of genius.

“So you have elected Stidmann in place of—" he began.
“How could I help it? I wasn’t there,” replied Lora.

“You bring the Academy into disrepute,” continued the painter. “To choose
such a man as that! I don’t wish to say ill of him, but he works at a trade.



Where are you dragging the first of arts,—the art those works are the most
lasting; bringing nations to light of which the world has long lost even the
memory; an art which crowns and consecrates great men? Yes, sculpture is
priesthood; it preserves the ideas of an epoch, and you give its chair to a maker
of toys and mantelpieces, an ornamentationist, a seller of bric-a-brac! Ah! as
Chamfort said, one has to swallow a viper every morning to endure the life of
Paris. Well, at any rate, Art remains to a few of us; they can’t prevent us from
cultivating it—"

“And besides, my dear fellow, you have a consolation which few artists
possess; the future is yours,” said Bixiou. “When the world is converted to our
doctrine, you will be at the head of your art; for you are putting into it ideas
which people will understand—when they are generalized! In fifty years from
now you’ll be to all the world what you are to a few of us at this moment,—a
great man. The only question is how to get along till then.”

“I have just finished,” resumed the great artist, his face expanding like that
of a man whose hobby is stroked, “an allegorical figure of Harmony; and if
you will come and see it, you will understand why it should have taken me
two years to paint it. Everything is in it! At the first glance one divines the
destiny of the globe. A queen holds a shepherd’s crook in her hand,—
symbolical of the advancement of the races useful to mankind; she wears on
her head the cap of Liberty; her breasts are sixfold, as the Egyptians carved
them—for the Egyptians foresaw Fourier; her feet are resting on two clasped
hands which embrace a globe,—symbol of the brotherhood of all human races;
she tramples cannon under foot to signify the abolition of war; and I have tried
to make her face express the serenity of triumphant agriculture. I have also
placed beside her an enormous curled cabbage, which, according to our
master, is an image of Harmony. Ah! it is not the least among Fourier’s titles
to veneration that he has restored the gift of thought to plants; he has bound all
creation in one by the signification of things to one another, and by their
special language. A hundred years hence this earth will be much larger than it
is now.”

“And how will that, monsieur, come to pass?” said Gazonal, stupefied at
hearing a man outside of a lunatic asylum talk in this way.

“Through the extending of production. If men will apply The System, it
will not be impossible to act upon the stars.”

“What would become of painting in that case?” asked Gazonal.
“It would be magnified.”

“Would our eyes be magnified too?” said Gazonal, looking at his two
friends significantly.



“Man will return to what he was before he became degenerate; our six-feet
men will then be dwarfs.”

“Is your picture finished?” asked Leon.

“Entirely finished,” replied Dubourdieu. “I have tried to see Hiclar, and get
him to compose a symphony for it; I wish that while viewing my picture the
public should hear music a la Beethoven to develop its ideas and bring them
within range of the intellect by two arts. Ah! if the government would only
lend me one of the galleries of the Louvre!”

“I’ll mention it, if you want me to do so; you should never neglect an
opportunity to strike minds.”

“Ah! my friends are preparing articles; but I am afraid they’ll go too far.”
“Pooh!” said Bixiou, “they can’t go as far as the future.”

Dubourdieu looked askance at Bixiou, and continued his way.

“Why, he’s mad,” said Gazonal; “he is following the moon in her courses.”

“His skill is masterly,” said Leon, “and he knows his art, but Fourierism
has killed him. You have just seen, cousin, one of the effects of ambition upon
artists. Too often, in Paris, from a desire to reach more rapidly than by natural
ways the celebrity which to them is fortune, artists borrow the wings of
circumstance, they think they make themselves of more importance as men of
a specialty, the supporters of some ‘system’; and they fancy they can
transform a clique into the public. One is a republican, another Saint-
Simonian; this one aristocrat, that one Catholic, others juste-milieu, middle
ages, or German, as they choose for their purpose. Now, though opinions do
not give talent, they always spoil what talent there is; and the poor fellow
whom you have just seen is a proof thereof. An artist’s opinion ought to be:
Faith in his art, in his work; and his only way of success is toil when nature
has given him the sacred fire.”

“Let us get away,” said Bixiou. “Leon is beginning to moralize.”
“But that man was sincere,” said Gazonal, still stupefied.

“Perfectly sincere,” replied Bixiou; “as sincere as the king of barbers just
now.”

“He is mad!” repeated Gazonal.

“And he is not the first man driven man by Fourier’s ideas,” said Bixiou.
“You don’t know anything about Paris. Ask it for a hundred thousand francs to
realize an idea that will be useful to humanity,—the steam-engine for instance,
—and you’ll die, like Salomon de Caux, at Bicetre; but if the money is wanted
for some paradoxical absurdity, Parisians will annihilate themselves and their



fortune for it. It is the same with systems as it is with material things. Utterly
impracticable newspapers have consumed millions within the last fifteen
years. What makes your lawsuit so hard to win, is that you have right on your
side, and on that of the prefect there are (so you suppose) secret motives.”

“Do you think that a man of intellect having once understood the nature of
Paris could live elsewhere?” said Leon to his cousin.

“Suppose we take Gazonal to old Mere Fontaine?” said Bixiou, making a
sign to the driver of a citadine to draw up; “it will be a step from the real to the
fantastic. Driver, Vieille rue du Temple.”

And all three were presently rolling in the direction of the Marais.
“What are you taking me to see now?” asked Gazonal.

“The proof of what Bixiou told you,” replied Leon; “we shall show you a
woman who makes twenty thousand francs a year by working a fantastic
idea.”

“A fortune-teller,” said Bixiou, interpreting the look of the Southerner as a
question. “Madame Fontaine is thought, by those who seek to pry into the
future, to be wiser in her wisdom than Mademoiselle Lenormand.”

“She must be very rich,” remarked Gazonal.

“She was the victim of her own idea, as long as lotteries existed,” said
Bixiou; “for in Paris there are no great gains without corresponding outlays.
The strongest heads are liable to crack there, as if to give vent to their steam.
Those who make much money have vices or fancies,—no doubt to establish
an equilibrium.”

“And now that the lottery is abolished?” asked Gazonal.
“Oh! now she has a nephew for whom she is hoarding.”

When they reached the Vieille rue du Temple the three friends entered one
of the oldest houses in that street and passed up a shaking staircase, the steps
of which, caked with mud, led them in semi-darkness, and through a stench
peculiar to houses on an alley, to the third story, where they beheld a door
which painting alone could render; literature would have to spend too many
nights in suitably describing it.

An old woman, in keeping with that door, and who might have been that
door in human guise, ushered the three friends into a room which served as an
ante-chamber, where, in spite of the warm atmosphere which fills the streets of
Paris, they felt the icy chill of crypts about them. A damp air came from an
inner courtyard which resembled a huge air-shaft; the light that entered was
gray, and the sill of the window was filled with pots of sickly plants. In this



room, which had a coating of some greasy, fuliginous substance, the furniture,
the chairs, the table, were all most abject. The floor tiles oozed like a water-
cooler. In short, every accessory was in keeping with the fearful old woman of
the hooked nose, ghastly face, and decent rags who directed the “consulters”
to sit down, informing them that only one at a time could be admitted to
Madame.

Gazonal, who played the intrepid, entered bravely, and found himself in
presence of one of those women forgotten by Death, who no doubt forgets
them intentionally in order to leave some samples of Itself among the living.
He saw before him a withered face in which shone fixed gray eyes of
wearying immobility; a flattened nose, smeared with snuff; knuckle-bones
well set up by muscles that, under pretence of being hands, played
nonchalantly with a pack of cards, like some machine the movement of which
is about to run down. The body, a species of broom-handle decently covered
with clothes, enjoyed the advantages of death and did not stir. Above the
forehead rose a coif of black velvet. Madame Fontaine, for it was really a
woman, had a black hen on her right hand and a huge toad, named Astaroth,
on her left. Gazonal did not at first perceive them.

The toad, of surprising dimensions, was less alarming in himself than
through the effect of two topaz eyes, large as a ten-sous piece, which cast forth
vivid gleams. It was impossible to endure that look. The toad is a creature as
yet unexplained. Perhaps the whole animal creation, including man, is
comprised in it; for, as Lassailly said, the toad exists indefinitely; and, as we
know, it is of all created animals the one whose marriage lasts the longest.

The black hen had a cage about two feet distant from the table, covered
with a green cloth, to which she came along a plank which formed a sort of
drawbridge between the cage and the table.

When the woman, the least real of the creatures in this Hoffmanesque den,
said to Gazonal: “Cut!” the worthy provincial shuddered involuntarily. That
which renders these beings so formidable is the importance of what we want
to know. People go to them, as they know very well, to buy hope.

The den of the sibyl was much darker than the antechamber; the color of
the walls could scarcely be distinguished. The ceiling, blackened by smoke,
far from reflecting the little light that came from a window obstructed by pale
and sickly vegetations, absorbed the greater part of it; but the table where the
sorceress sat received what there was of this half-light fully. The table, the
chair of the woman, and that on which Gazonal was seated, formed the entire
furniture of the little room, which was divided at one end by a sort of loft
where Madame Fontaine probably slept. Gazonal heard through a half-opened
door the bubbling murmur of a soup-pot. That kitchen sound, accompanied by



a composite odor in which the effluvia of a sink predominated, mingled
incongruous ideas of the necessities of actual life with those of supernatural
power. Disgust entered into curiosity.

Gazonal observed one stair of pine wood, the lowest no doubt of the
staircase which led to the loft. He took in these minor details at a glance, with
a sense of nausea. It was all quite otherwise alarming than the romantic tales
and scenes of German drama lead one to expect; here was suffocating
actuality. The air diffused a sort of dizzy heaviness, the dim light rasped the
nerves. When the Southerner, impelled by a species of self-assertion, gazed
firmly at the toad, he felt a sort of emetic heat at the pit of his stomach, and
was conscious of a terror like that a criminal might feel in presence of a
gendarme. He endeavoured to brace himself by looking at Madame Fontaine;
but there he encountered two almost white eyes, the motionless and icy pupils
of which were absolutely intolerable to him. The silence became terrifying.

“Which do you wish, monsieur, the five-franc fortune, the ten-franc
fortune, or the grand game?”

“The five-franc fortune is dear enough,” replied the Southerner, making
powerful efforts not to yield to the influence of the surroundings in which he
found himself.

At the moment when Gazonal was thus endeavouring to collect himself, a
voice—an infernal voice—made him bound in his chair; the black hen
clucked.

“Go back, my daughter, go back; monsieur chooses to spend only five
francs.”

The hen seemed to understand her mistress, for, after coming within a foot
of the cards, she turned and resumed her former place.

“What flower to you like best?” asked the old woman, in a voice hoarsened
by the phlegm which seemed to rise and fall incessantly in her bronchial tubes.

“The rose.”

“What color are you fond of?”

“Blue.”

“What animal do you prefer?”

“The horse. Why these questions?” he asked.

“Man derives his form from his anterior states,” she said sententiously.
“Hence his instincts; and his instincts rule his destiny. What food do you like
best to eat,—fish, game, cereals, butcher’s meat, sweet things, vegetables, or
fruits?”



“Game.”

“In what month where you born?”
“September.”

“Put out your hand.”

Madame Fontaine looked attentively at the lines of the hand that was
shown to her. It was all done seriously, with no pretence of sorcery; on the
contrary, with the simplicity a notary might have shown when asking the
intentions of a client about a deed. Presently she shuffled the cards, and asked
Gazonal to cut them, and then to make three packs of them himself. After
which she took the packs, spread them out before her, and examined them as a
gambler examines the thirty-six numbers at roulette before he risks his stake.
Gazonal’s bones were freezing; he seemed not to know where he was; but his
amazement grew greater and greater when this hideous old woman in a green
bonnet, stout and squat, whose false front was frizzed into points of
interrogation, proceeded, in a thick voice, to relate to him all the particular
circumstances, even the most secret, of his past life: she told him his tastes, his
habits, his character; the thoughts of his childhood; everything that had
influenced his life; a marriage broken off, why, with whom, the exact
description of the woman he had loved; and, finally, the place he came from,
his lawsuit, etc.

Gazonal at first thought it was a hoax prepared by his companions; but the
absolute impossibility of such a conspiracy appeared to him almost as soon as
the idea itself, and he sat speechless before that truly infernal power, the
incarnation of which borrowed from humanity a form which the imagination
of painters and poets has throughout all ages regarded as the most awful of
created things,—namely, a toothless, hideous, wheezing hag, with cold lips,
flattened nose, and whitish eyes. The pupils of those eyes had brightened,
through them rushed a ray,—was it from the depths of the future or from hell?

Gazonal asked, interrupting the old creature, of what use the toad and the
hen were to her.

“They predict the future. The consulter himself throws grain upon the
cards; Bilouche comes and pecks it. Astaroth crawls over the cards to get the
food the client holds for him, and those two wonderful intelligences are never
mistaken. Will you see them at work?—you will then know your future. The
cost is a hundred francs.”

Gazonal, horrified by the gaze of Astaroth, rushed into the antechamber,
after bowing to the terrible old woman. He was moist from head to foot, as if
under the incubation of some evil spirit.



“Let us get away!” he said to the two artists. “Did you ever consult that
sorceress?”

“I never do anything important without getting Astaroth’s opinion,” said
Leon, “and I am always the better for it.”

“I’'m expecting the virtuous fortune which Bilouche has promised me,”
said Bixiou.

“I’ve a fever,” cried Gazonal. “If I believed what you say I should have to
believe in sorcery, in some supernatural power.”

“It may be only natural,” said Bixiou. “One-third of all the lorettes, one-
fourth of all the statesmen, and one-half of all artists consult Madame
Fontaine; and I know a minister to whom she is an Egeria.”

“Did she tell you about your future?” asked Leon.

“No; I had enough of her about my past. But,” added Gazonal, struck by a
sudden thought, “if she can, by the help of those dreadful collaborators,
predict the future, how came she to lose in the lottery?”

“Ah! you put your finger on one of the greatest mysteries of occult
science,” replied Leon. “The moment that the species of inward mirror on
which the past or the future is reflected to their minds become clouded by the
breath of a personal feeling, by an idea foreign to the purpose of the power
they are exerting, sorcerers and sorceresses can see nothing; just as an artist
who blurs art with political combinations and systems loses his genius. Not
long ago, a man endowed with the gift of divining by cards, a rival to Madame
Fontaine, became addicted to vicious practices, and being unable to tell his
own fate from the cards, was arrested, tried, and condemned at the court of
assizes. Madame Fontaine, who predicts the future eight times out of ten, was
never able to know if she would win or lose in a lottery.”

“It is the same thing in magnetism,” remarked Bixiou. “A man can’t
magnetize himself.”

“Heavens! now we come to magnetism!” cried Gazonal. “Ah ca! do you
know everything?”

“Friend Gazonal,” replied Bixiou, gravely, “to be able to laugh at
everything one must know everything. As for me, I’ve been in Paris since my
childhood; I’ve lived, by means of my pencil, on its follies and absurdities, at
the rate of five caricatures a month. Consequently, I often laugh at ideas in
which I have faith.”

“Come, let us get to something else,” said Leon. “We’ll go to the Chamber
and settle the cousin’s affair.”



b AN 131

“This,” said Bixiou, imitating Odry in “Les Funambules,” “is high comedy,
for we will make the first orator we meet pose for us, and you shall see that in
those halls of legislation, as elsewhere, the Parisian language has but two
tones,—Self-interest, Vanity.”

As they got into their citadine, Leon saw in a rapidly driven cabriolet a
man to whom he made a sign that he had something to say to him.

“There’s Publicola Masson,” said Leon to Bixiou. “I’'m going to ask for a
sitting this evening at five o’clock, after the Chamber. The cousin shall then
see the most curious of all the originals.”

“Who is he?” asked Gazonal, while Leon went to speak to Publicola
Masson.

“An artist-pedicure,” replied Bixiou, “author of a ‘Treatise on
Corporistics,” who cuts your corns by subscription, and who, if the
Republications triumph for six months, will assuredly become immortal.”

“Drives his carriage!” ejaculated Gazonal.

“But, my good Gazonal, it is only millionaires who have time to go afoot
in Paris.”

“To the Chamber!” cried Leon to the coachman, getting back into the
carriage.

“Which, monsieur?”
“Deputies,” replied Leon, exchanging a smile with Bixiou.
“Paris begins to confound me,” said Gazonal.

“To make you see its immensity,—moral, political, and literary,—we are
now proceeding like the Roman cicerone, who shows you in Saint Peter’s the
thumb of the statue you took to be life-size, and the thumb proves to be a foot
long. You haven’t yet measured so much as a great toe of Paris.”

“And remark, cousin Gazonal, that we take things as they come; we
haven’t selected.”

“This evening you shall sup as they feasted at Belshazzar’s; and there you
shall see our Paris, our own particular Paris, playing lansquenet, and risking a
hundred thousand francs at a throw without winking.”

A quarter of an hour later the citadine stopped at the foot of the steps going
up to the Chamber of Deputies, at that end of the Pont de la Concorde which
leads to discord.

“I thought the Chamber unapproachable?” said the provincial, surprised to
find himself in the great lobby.



“That depends,” replied Bixiou; “materially speaking, it costs thirty sous
for a citadine to approach it; politically, you have to spend rather more. The
swallows thought, so a poet says, that the Arc de Triomphe was erected for
them; we artists think that this public building was built for us,—to
compensate for the stupidities of the Theatre-Francais and make us laugh; but
the comedians on this stage are much more expensive; and they don’t give us
every day the value of our money.”

“So this is the Chamber!” cried Gazonal, as he paced the great hall in
which there were then about a dozen persons, and looked around him with an
air which Bixiou noted down in his memory and reproduced in one of the
famous caricatures with which he rivalled Gavarni.

Leon went to speak to one of the ushers who go and come continually
between this hall and the hall of sessions, with which it communicates by a
passage in which are stationed the stenographers of the “Moniteur” and
persons attached to the Chamber.

“As for the minister,” replied the usher to Leon as Gazonal approached
them, “he is there, but I don’t know if Monsieur Giraud has come. I’ll see.”

As the usher opened one side of the double door through which none but
deputies, ministers, or messengers from the king are allowed to pass, Gazonal
saw a man come out who seemed still young, although he was really forty-
eight years old, and to whom the usher evidently indicated L.eon de Lora.

“Ha! you here!” he exclaimed, shaking hands with both Bixiou and Lora.
“Scamps! what are you doing in the sanctuary of the laws?”

“Parbleu! we’ve come to learn how to blague,” said Bixiou. “We might get
rusty if we didn’t.”

“Let us go into the garden,” said the young man, not observing that
Gazonal belonged to the party.

Seeing that this new-comer was well-dressed, in black, the provincial did
not know in which political category to place him; but he followed the others
into the garden contiguous to the hall which follows the line of the quai
Napoleon. Once in the garden the ci-devant young man gave way to a peal of
laughter which he seemed to have been repressing since he entered the lobby.

“What is it?” asked Leon de Lora.

“My dear friend, to prove the sincerity of the constitutional government we
are forced to tell the most frightful lies with incredible self-possession. But as
for me, I’m freakish; some days I can lie like a prospectus; other days I can’t
be serious. This is one of my hilarious days. Now, at this moment, the prime
minister, being summoned by the Opposition to make known a certain



diplomatic secret, is going through his paces in the tribune. Being an honest
man who never lies on his own account, he whispered to me as he mounted the
breach: ‘Heaven knows what I shall say to them.” A mad desire to laugh
overcame me, and as one mustn’t laugh on the ministerial bench I rushed out,
for my youth does come back to me most unseasonably at times.”

“At last,” cried Gazonal, “I’ve found an honest man in Paris! You must be
a very superior man,” he added, looking at the stranger.

“Ah ca! who is this gentleman?” said the ci-devant young man, examining
Gazonal.

“My cousin,” said Leon, hastily. “I’ll answer for his silence and his honor
as for my own. It is on his account we have come here now; he has a case
before the administration which depends on your ministry. His prefect
evidently wants to ruin him, and we have come to see you in order to prevent
the Council of State from ratifying a great injustice.”

“Who brings up the case?”
“Massol.”
“Good.”

“And our friends Giraud and Claude Vignon are on the committee,” said
Bixiou.

“Say just a word to them,” urged Leon; “tell them to come to-night to
Carabine’s, where du Tillet gives a fete apropos of railways,—they are
plundering more than ever on the roads.”

“Ah ca! but isn’t your cousin from the Pyrenees?” asked the young man,
now become serious.

“Yes,” replied Gazonal.

“And you did not vote for us in the last elections?” said the statesman,
looking hard at Gazonal.

“Noj; but what you have just said in my hearing has bribed me; on the word
of a commandant of the National Guard I’ll have your candidate elected—"

“Very good; will you guarantee your cousin?” asked the young man,
turning to Leon.

“We are forming him,” said Bixiou, in a tone irresistibly comic.

“Well, I’ll see about it,” said the young man, leaving his friends and
rushing precipitately back to the Chamber.

“Who is that?” asked Gazonal.



“The Comte de Rastignac; the minister of the department in which your
affair is brought up.”

“A minister! Isn’t a minister anything more than that?”

“He is an old friend of ours. He now has three hundred thousand francs a
year; he’s a peer of France; the king has made him a count; he married
Nucingen’s daughter; and he is one of the two or three statesmen produced by
the revolution of July. But his fame and his power bore him sometimes, and he
comes down to laugh with us.”

“Ah ca! cousin; why didn’t you tell us you belonged to the Opposition?”
asked Leon, seizing Gazonal by the arm. “How stupid of you! One deputy
more or less to Right or Left and your bed is made.”

“We are all for the Others down my way.”

“Let ‘em go,” said Bixiou, with a facetious look; “they have Providence on
their side, and Providence will bring them back without you and in spite of
themselves. A manufacturer ought to be a fatalist.”

“What luck! There’s Maxime, with Canalis and Giraud,” said Leon.

“Come along, friend Gazonal, the promised actors are mustering on the
stage,” said Bixiou.

And all three advanced to the above-named personages, who seemed to be
sauntering along with nothing to do.

“Have they turned you out, or wh