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BALZAC.

R
CHAPTER L

THE TAGARIES OF GENITS.

ezt minds axe btsvely sccentric ; they scom the bestt track.t
—GoLmarra,

It the city of Tours, in whose gabled streats
there lingers still some memory of Ta belle
Impéria, Honoré de Balzac was born on the
zoth of May, 170g.

His childhood was in no wise extraordinary,
save for the avidity with which he read the
Bible and the keen delight which he tock in
the possession of a lirde red violin. He was
indifferent to romps and games, and when
not lost in the mysterions depths of the Scrip-
tures he played by the bour on his fiddle, and
extracted (herefrom an enjoyment which was
almost sensual in its intensity. His parents
were well-considered people, in easy circum-
stances. Honoré was their first-born, and to
him were subsequently given two sisters and a
brother, concerning whom only a passing men-
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tion need be made. His eldest sister, Laure,
became the wife of M. de Surville, a civil engi-
neer, survived her Mlustrious brother, and pub-
lished his letters, together with a weak sketch
of bis [ife ; his second sister also married, but
died at an early age; while his brother Henti
sought his fortune, after the manner of younger
sons, in the colonies, failed to find it, and was
otherwise entirely uninteresting,

At the age of eight, Balzac was placed as
boarder at the Collége de Vendbme, whers,
throogh the compression of his dreamy nature
by unaccustomed  tasks and rules, he soon
lapsed into a careless neglect of his duties, and
became, in consequence, one of the most fre-
guently punished pupils in hiz clags, Favored,
however, by the tact connivance of a (utor, he
passed most of his (ime in the library, Science,
philosophy, belleslettres, religion, history, and
even dictionaries, he read and inwardly digested,
and duting the six years that he remained at
the school he assimilated the substance of all
the books worth reading,

This absorption of ideas produced a note-
worthy effece.  His eye embraced six or eight
lines at a time, and his mind appropriated the
thought with a velocity equal to his glance; a
single word in a phrase often sufficing for a
clear understanding of the whole.

His memory was like a vise. He remem-



The Vagaries of Gemius, 7

bered not only the ideas which ke had acquired
in reading, but also those which conversation
and reflection had suggested. Words, names,
figures, and places he not only recalled at will,
but he saw them withiz himself, brilliant and
colored as they were at the moment when he
had first perceived them.

Mentally fortified by his extensive reading,
he wrote at the age of twelve the famous
* Traité de la Volonts,” so often mentioned in
his later works, but which was confiscated by
the regent as the prohable cause of his veglect
of the regular curricnlum, and which Ealzac
53F5 he doukbtless sold for waste paper without
recognizing the value of the scientific treas-
ures whose perms were thus wasted in igno-
rant hands -

After this loss, more than terrible to a young
imagination, Balzac sought consolation in verse,
and wrote a poem on the Ineas, commencing:
“ () Inca! roi infortund et malheureuz | ™ which,
with the exception of his subseguent * Crom-
well,” was his sole familiacity with the peplum
of the Muse; for, of the four sonpets in the
“ Tllusions Perdues,” the first and second are
by Lassaily, the third is by Madame de Girar-
din, and the fourth by Gautier, while the poem
in * Modeste Mignon® was the work of Gérard
de Nerval,

From these secret and laboricus studies, as



