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Father Goriot" ("Le Père Goriot") is a novel written by Honoré de Balzac and published 

in 1835. It is considered one of Balzac's most significant works and an exemplary example of 

the literary movement known as realism.  

"Father Goriot" is set in early 19th-century Paris and revolves around the lives of various 

characters residing in a boarding house owned by Madame Vauquer.  

The novel primarily focuses on the character of Jean-Joachim Goriot, an elderly retired 

merchant who sacrifices everything for the sake of his two daughters.  

As the narrative unfolds, the story delves into the lives and relationships of the other 

residents, particularly Eugène de Rastignac, a young law student who becomes entangled in 

the complexities of Parisian society.  

The novel explores themes of social stratification, ambition, materialism, familial bonds, 

and the corrupting influence of society. Place within the literary movement of realism:  

"Father Goriot" is regarded as one of the foundational works of literary realism, a movement 

that emerged in the 19th century, seeking to depict everyday life and society with a focus on 

accurate representation and objective observation.  

Balzac's novel exemplifies the realist approach by portraying the realities of social class, 

economic struggles, and the complexities of human relationships.  

The narrative meticulously describes the physical details of the boarding house, the streets of 

Paris, and the characters' appearances, aiming for a precise and detailed representation of 

the setting and the characters' lives.  

Balzac's characters in "Father Goriot" are multi-dimensional, with complex motivations, flaws, 

and aspirations, reflecting the diversity and authenticity of real human beings.  

The novel also delves into the social and economic dynamics of the time, depicting the stark 

divisions between the aristocracy, the bourgeoisie, and the lower classes, highlighting the 

harsh realities of social inequality and its impact on individual lives.  
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Through its realistic portrayal of society, "Father Goriot" offers a critique of the moral decay, 

hypocrisy, and materialism prevalent in 19th-century Parisian society.  

"Father Goriot" by Honoré de Balzac holds a significant place within the literary movement of 

realism. Its detailed depiction of characters, social milieu, and examination of human nature 

align with the realist principles of accurate representation and a focus on the complexities of 

everyday life. The novel's exploration of social divisions and critiques of societal corruption 

contribute to its enduring relevance and its status as a literary masterpiece of the realist 

tradition.  

  

In "Father Goriot," Honoré de Balzac employs various aspects of realism to depict the social 

realities and complexities of 19th-century Parisian society. Here are some key elements of 

realism present in the novel:  

1. Accurate portrayal of social conditions: Balzac provides a detailed and realistic 

portrayal of the social landscape of the time, exploring the stark divisions between different 

social classes. He delves into the lives of characters from various backgrounds, from the 

impoverished to the aristocracy, capturing the struggles, aspirations, and social conventions 

that shape their lives.  

2. Psychological realism: Balzac delves into the psychological depths of his characters, 

providing intricate descriptions of their personalities, motivations, and inner conflicts. The 

characters in "Father Goriot" are complex and multi-dimensional, driven by their desires, 

ambitions, and flaws. Balzac examines their psychology, showcasing the intricacies of human 

behavior and the impact of societal pressures on individual lives.  

3. Detailed descriptions of setting: Balzac's attention to detail extends to the physical 

setting of the novel. He provides vivid descriptions of the boarding house, the streets of Paris, 

and other locations, creating a sensory experience for the reader and adding to the realism of 

the narrative. The meticulous rendering of the physical environment contributes to a sense 

of authenticity and immersion in the story.  

4. Social critique: Realism often involves a critical examination of society, and "Father 

Goriot" is no exception. Balzac offers a critique of the social and moral decay prevalent in 

19th-century Paris. He exposes the corruption, materialism, and hypocrisy of the upper 

classes, revealing the harsh realities of social inequality and the impact it has on individuals' 

lives.  

5. Attention to everyday life and mundane details: Realism seeks to depict the ordinary 

and mundane aspects of life, and Balzac does this through his meticulous attention to the 

everyday activities, habits, and routines of his characters. He explores the minutiae of their 

lives, including their meals, clothing, and daily interactions, contributing to a sense of 

authenticity and grounding the narrative in the realities of ordinary existence. Balzac's 

"Father Goriot" embodies the principles of realism through its accurate portrayal of social 

conditions, psychological realism, detailed descriptions of setting, social critique, and 

attention to everyday life. Through these elements, Balzac creates a narrative that reflects 

the complexities, contradictions, and realities of 19th-century society, making "Father 

Goriot" a significant work within the realist tradition.  
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Father Goriot" by Honoré de Balzac features intricate character development that explores 

the complexities of human nature and the impact of societal forces on individual lives. Here 

are some notable examples of character development in the novel:  

Jean-Joachim Goriot: The titular character, Father Goriot, undergoes a profound 

transformation throughout the story. At the beginning, he is portrayed as a kindhearted and 

generous father who sacrifices everything for the well-being of his two daughters. However, 

as the narrative progresses, it becomes apparent that his daughters' ingratitude and his 

excessive love for them have led to his financial ruin and deteriorating health. Father Goriot 

becomes a tragic figure, consumed by his love for his daughters and neglected by the society 

that he once thrived in.  

Eugène de Rastignac: The young law student Eugène de Rastignac serves as the protagonist 

and experiences significant character development. Initially, he is depicted as an ambitious 

and idealistic young man eager to climb the social ladder. However, as he becomes entangled 

in the corrupt and materialistic Parisian society, he undergoes a moral transformation. 

Eugène is forced to confront the harsh realities of the world, witnessing the sacrifices and 

moral compromises that people make to achieve their ambitions. This realization leads to a 

more nuanced understanding of human nature and a reevaluation of his own values and 

desires.  

Vautrin: Vautrin is a mysterious and enigmatic character who plays a crucial role in the novel. 

Initially presented as a criminal mastermind, he becomes a mentor figure to Eugène, offering 

him advice and guidance. Vautrin challenges societal conventions and advocates for personal 

ambition and self-interest. However, as the novel progresses, his true identity and 

motivations are revealed, leading to a transformation in how he is perceived by the other 

characters and the readers.  

The other boarders in the Maison Vauquer: Balzac provides detailed portrayals of the various 

boarders residing in the boarding house owned by Madame Vauquer. Characters like Madame 

Vauquer, Madame Couture, and the student Bianchon undergo subtle but significant changes 

throughout the narrative. Through their interactions with each other and the unfolding 

events, their personalities, relationships, and motivations evolve, revealing the complexities of 

human nature and the impact of their social circumstances.  

 Balzac's "Father Goriot" presents a rich tapestry of characters who undergo development and 

transformation. Through their journeys, Balzac explores themes of ambition, love, betrayal, 

and the corrupting influence of society. The character development in the novel adds depth 

and complexity to the narrative, offering insights into the human condition and the societal 

forces that shape individuals' lives.  

  

Father Goriot" by Honoré de Balzac employs various narrative techniques to enhance the 

storytelling and explore the complexities of its characters and themes. Here are some notable 

narrative techniques used in the novel:  

Omniscient narrator: Balzac utilizes an omniscient narrator who has access to the inner 

thoughts, emotions, and motivations of the characters. This narrative perspective allows for a 

deep exploration of the characters' psychology, providing insights into their desires, fears, and 

conflicts. The omniscient narrator also offers commentary and analysis, guiding the reader's 

interpretation of events and characters.  
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Descriptive detail: Balzac's narrative is characterized by its meticulous attention to detail. He 

provides rich descriptions of characters, settings, and objects, allowing the reader to vividly 

imagine and engage with the world of the novel. The detailed descriptions contribute to the 

realism of the narrative and create a sensory experience for the reader.  

Social panorama: Balzac presents a panoramic view of society, depicting various social 

classes, institutions, and professions. He weaves together multiple storylines and character 

arcs to create a comprehensive portrayal of 19th-century Parisian society. This technique 

offers a broader perspective on the social dynamics and power structures at play, allowing for 

a nuanced exploration of the novel's themes.  

Symbolism and allegory: Balzac employs symbolism and allegory throughout the novel to 

convey deeper meanings and themes. For example, the boarding house itself, the Maison 

Vauquer, can be seen as a microcosm of society, reflecting the social divisions and moral 

decay of the time. The characters and their actions often carry symbolic significance, 

representing broader societal traits and values.  

Foreshadowing: Balzac skillfully employs foreshadowing to create suspense and anticipation. 

He hints at future events or developments, building tension and intrigue. Foreshadowing adds 

depth and complexity to the narrative, allowing the reader to anticipate and interpret the 

unfolding of the story.  

Psychological insight: Balzac delves into the psychology of his characters, providing 

introspective passages that explore their inner thoughts and emotions. Through this 

technique, he offers insights into their motivations, fears, and desires, creating a nuanced 

understanding of their actions and decisions.  

  

Social critique: "Father Goriot" contains a strong element of social critique. Balzac uses the 

narrative to expose the moral decay, materialism, and social inequality of 19th-century 

Parisian society. Through the characters and their experiences, he offers a critical 

commentary on societal values and norms.  

These narrative techniques employed by Balzac in "Father Goriot" contribute to the depth and 

richness of the storytelling. They enhance the exploration of characters, themes, and societal 

dynamics, making the novel a significant work of realism and social commentary.  

Conclusion  

Honoré de Balzac's "Father Goriot" stands as a powerful testament to his mastery of realism 

and his incisive social critique. Through its exploration of themes such as wealth, filial duty, 

and disillusionment, the novel presents a poignant portrayal of human nature and societal 

corruption. Balzac's meticulous attention to detail, complex character development, and 

narrative techniques contribute to the novel's enduring impact on French literature. "Father 

Goriot" continues to be celebrated as a masterpiece of realism, shedding light on the harsh 

realities of 19th-century Parisian society and offering profound insights into the human 

condition. 
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