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INTRODUCTION.
REALISM AS OTHER, AND REALISM’S OTHERS

GEOFFREYBAKER

IN A 1962RADIO ADDRESStitled “Commitment,” Theodor Adorno attacks
the realist political aesthetics of Jean-Paul & tWhat Is Literature?

(1947) Vigorously defending instead the anti-reali®f authors like

Samuel Beckett and Franz Kafka, and the politicgéptial of that anti-

realism, Adorno’s case embeds itself firmly in nhiekntieth-century

experience. Despite this sense of contemporaryorigal exigency,

though, “Commitment” encapsulates a number of miistibut related

charges laid against literary realism over the seuof the previous
century. Adorno writes:

Newspapers and magazines of the radical Right abotigt stir up
indignation against what is unnatural, over-intlel, morbid [ungesund]
and decadent: they know their readers. The insightocial psychology
into the authoritarian personality confirm them.eTimasic features of this
type include conformism [Konventionalismus], redpéar a petrified
facade of opinion and society, and resistance fouises that disturb its
order or evoke inner elements of the unconscioasdannot be admitted.
This hostility to anything alien or alienating [Rrd und Befremdend] can
accommodate itself much more easily to literarylisea of any
provenance, even if it proclaims itself critical socialist, than to works
which swear allegiance to no political slogans, Wwhbse mere guise is
enough to disrupt the whole system of rigid cocatés that governs
authoritarian personalities... (179)

With characteristic elitism (note the defense déliectualism), Adorno
argues that, regardless of its own allegiancesgendas, realism’'s form
itself readily coexists with “conformism,” “hostii to anything alien or
alienating,” and a reluctance to “admit” “elemeafghe unconscious.” In
this and other defenses of high modernism, Adommoines an articulate
opponent of the very literary mode so endorsed by Sartie @thers for
its ability to convey information about contempgramolitical issues. If
one recalls Friedrich Engels’s reading of Balzaealisnt, which Engels
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praises for its ability to reveal the hard truthsoat an aristocracy that
Balzac nevertheless wanted personally to admire, smes a version of
Sartre’s case for realism—the very case that Adegwns—at the roots
of realism itself.

While Adorno is most interested in exploring angldeng the politics
of realism as a form in this and other essays, ghpthis basic
observations about it had become familiar muchieraih the twentieth
century. Take Adorno’s notion that realism refuselements of the
unconscious,” for example. Already in Virginia Wislessay on “Modern
Fiction,” in 1925, she tars a whole older generatiof writers as
“materialists” for their (realist) focus on the igal, external world rather
than on the “spirit” (104). Describing as fraugimyd‘reality” on which
such a materialistic approach to description migkt based, Woolf
suggests instead that one “look within,” that oegdmine for a moment
an ordinary mind on an ordinary day” (106). “Modétietion” holds that
realist narrative strategies cannot accurately waptreality as the
twentieth century has come to understand and esqemiit: fragmented,
relative to one’s own perception, and complex. WNnifoolf champions a
new sort of fiction that accommodates the unconscand internal, Alejo
Carpentier in the 1940s similarly calls for a ntwea mode that
accommodates what is alien (Adorno’s wdfdemd or alienating to
Europe and to European ontologies he describee@das. “To begin
with,” Carpentier claims, “the phenomenon of thervabous presupposes
faith” (86). Carpentier's elaboration of the mauet real emphasizes,
against the “bureaucratic” experimentations of Ew@opean surrealists
(87), “the virginity of the land,” a specifically rAerican “ontology,” the
“Faustian presence of the Indian and the black heamj ethnic mixture
(mestizajes(88). These values of the marvelous real cleaplyose those
of a realism antipathetic to what is alien, as Adosees it, and their
sentiments are echoed famously by Edward Saitientalism which
reads the realist enterprise as a perfect narrapparatus of imperialism:
realism is, in Said’s understanding of it, merdlgsormative, empirical,
and disciplinary (72). If Woolf's modernism critigs realism in one way,
then, by admitting the unconscious and the inter@alpentier's magical
realism does so in another, by grounding a newatiger mode in what
cannot belong to or be known entirely by a Europe@mdset, according
to Carpentier.

These are just a few ways in which Adorno’s obfawito realism are
anticipated by two important moments in modernisnd & nascent
postmodernism, both of which underscore essentalsanto which realism
allegedly does not venture. Yet even as these -af@sunconscious, the
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foreign, the supernatural—are declared “other"dalist narrative, this act
of othering or exclusion at the level of conteiit dbes not capture all of
the concerns Adorno and others have raised in terinthe form of
realism. The charges—and the tendency amongst dlefemf realism to
resist them directly—become especially acute af€lorno. George
Levine, in his 1981 bookThe Realistic Imaginatign blames “the
antireferential bias of our criticism and...the meth®f radical
deconstruction that has become a commonplace”b(®),the lingering
influence of modernist and especially Adornian -aeélism is still
discernible in the thirty years since then. ErioADding has pointed out, in
a study of German realist fiction, that even pragminGermanists such as
Robert Holub and Russell Berman construct andqoetirealism as “a
heavily normed discourse, or style, that purpastsirtiversal, transparent,
natural, and ahistorical status, and that simutiasly and necessarily
excludes or represses both self-consciousness #rmness” (11-12).
Katherine Kearns also understands these criticisgls when she writes
that realism is “often charged with blind-sidingced, political, and
epistemological complexities, with throwing its estaerable materialistic
weight against all that would challenge or subdra status quo” (7).
Kearns and others, though, have actually leanediecnnstructive reading
strategies in order to rescue realism from its eggasimplicity. She
points out that realism cannot really be monoldgisince everything
textual is of at least two minds when examined dstractively. Lilian
Furst, too, offers a more nuanced picture: “Thdiseaovel must be taken
at one and the same time as a record (more ofdigsul, as the case may
be) of a past social situatiand as a texture made of verbal signs” (24).
Yet these sorts of defenses have paled alongside irtluence of
pronouncements by thinkers like Roland Barthes, adnaates the “reality
effect” not with deconstructive aperture but ratheith the sort of
absoluteness and closure which Adorno fears. EgeBathes defends
realist narrative against accusations of referenti&veté, he upbraids it as
“regressive” because of its attempt to constructederential fullness”
[plénitude référentielle] within itself (90), andd also suggested by Pierre
Macherey’s chapter on Balzacles Paysansn A Theory of Literary
Production

It is probably unnecessary to rehearse the lontpryisof attacks
against and defenses of realism. Raymond Talle&ggreome of this in his
strident In Defence of Realismand there is always SartreWhat Is
Literature?, with its extended diatribe against the surrealidt is to
Furst’'s idea of realism as a mixed mode that onghtriurn in order to
ground a productive means of reading realist texasious approaches to
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otherness, and to reading, in relation to realig®is often seen as the
others of realism: magical-realist or postmodermkspfor example. In the
guote already cited above, Furst claims that wetreeis realism “at one
and the same time as a record (more or less faitEithe case may be) of
a past social situatiomnd as a texture made of verbal signs,” and she thus
offers readers the possibility of working both wétereotypes of realism-
as-mimesis and with the complications that alwayseavhen one looks
closely at any text, including those labeled readis those that merely
mobilize an idea of realism in order to set themsglagainst it (24).
Levine, too, inThe Realistic Imaginatigndeclares that “realism posits
‘mixed’ conditions” and thus seems to suggest treslist texts be
scrutinized as possibly at odds with themselves grshall Brown’s
important 1981 essay on realism strives, similatty,give “a flexible
historical picture” (233) of realist narrative antidefinitions of realism.
Brown explains realist narrative as a product afteiplay” between
“Jakobson’s metonymic or sequential order” and ‘apbbrical or
substitutional order” (231); as “the ordered orraiehical intersection of
contrasting codes” (233); and as “a structure ofleced negations
perceived within the text quite independently of aelationship between
the text and what is assumed to be its ‘world”{RBrown’s emphasis is
on the internal struggles of realist texts, streggihat the essays in this
collection take very much to heart. Focusing lessaocepting popular
assumptions about realism, these essays insteadirexahe processes
whereby texts’ claims to or claims against or tieoof realism see them
struggle to create or understand certain typedtefity: of nationality, of
gender, of social class, of space, of epistemolofjlanguage, of aesthetic
mode, of ontology, and of political persuasion. [itesthe preoccupations
of this introduction, this volume’s primary goal iither to defend
realism nor to catalogue attacks against it, btiterato ask how realism
works in relation to these modes that have so dfsm opposed to it, or
how realism functions in relation to people or phvaena declared alien to
it. The process whereby different versions of #iteare apparently
required, generated, recognized, and deployed byathes is made
explicit by all of the authors presented here. Trenjister powerfully the
role of others within realism, the role of othexs realism, and the
otherness of realism.
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Notes

1. Adorno is certainly not the first opponent. Ades Friedrich Nietzsche's
unpublished complaint that realism’s interest in-g-garticular political view of—
the world required a delight in all things ugly amds to no avail:

There is no pessimistic art... Art affirms [bejahfThe Book of] Job
affirms.

But Zola? But the Goncourts?

—the things they show are ugly: but that they shbese things
reveals a desire for the ugly...

—helps nothing! (13.241)

2. In an 1888 letter to author Margaret Harknessgels writes of Balzac’'s
commitment to the real and its ability to get athreven against the author’'s own
expressed political allegiances.

The realism | allude to may crop out even in spitéhe author’s opinions.
Let me refer to an example. Balzac, whom | consaléar greater master
of realism than all the Zolgsassésprésents et a veniin “La Comédie
humaine” gives us a most wonderfully realistic tiigtof French ‘Society.’
... Well, Balzac was politically a Legitimist;shgreat work is a constant
elegy on the inevitable decay of good society,syisipathies are all with
the class doomed to extinction. But for all that Batire is never keener,
his irony never bitterer, than when he sets in amthe very men and
women with whom he sympathizes most deeply—the ewohl . . That
Balzac thus was compelled to go against his owssclympathies and
political prejudices, that he saw the necessityttid downfall of his
favourite nobles, and described them as peoplendegeno better fate;
and that he saw the real men of the future wherethie time being, they
alone were to be found—that | consider one of tteam@gst triumphs of
Realism, and one of the grandest features in oldaBa(91-92)
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A VISION OFREALISM:
EMPIRICISM AND EMPIRE INHONORE
DE BALZAC'S LA PEAU DE CHAGRIN

GEOFFREYBAKER

Museums which emerged during the nineteenth centegpecially
ethnographic and natural history museums, were ddrioy collections
brought to the West from the rest of the world.

—Eilean Hooper-GreenhillMuseums and the Interpretation of Visual
Culture

Without empire, | would go so far as saying, thereo European novel as
we know it, and indeed if we study the impulsesmgjwise to it, we shall
see the far from accidental convergence betweempdtterns of narrative
authority constitutive of the novel on the one haadd, on the other, a
complex ideological configuration underlying thedency to imperialism.
—Edward SaidCulture and Imperialism

A PASSAGE INEdward Said'QOrientalismcontains a brief but complicated
definition of the book’s primary topic:

Philosophically, then, the kind of language, thayugind vision that | have
been calling Orientalism very generally is a forrh radical realism;
anyone employing Orientalism, which is the habit fiealing with
questions, objects, qualities, and regions deenmgehtal, will designate,
name, point to, fix what he is talking or thinkimgpout with a word or
phrase, which then is considered either to havaissd} or more simply to
be, reality. Rhetorically speaking, Orientalisnaisolutely anatomical and
enumerative: to use its vocabulary is to engageénparticularizing and
dividing of things Oriental into manageable parfsychologically,
Orientalism is a form of paranoia, knowledge of theo kind, say, from
ordinary historical knowledge. These are a fewhaf tesults, | think, of
imaginative geography and of the dramatic boundaridraws. (72)

There is a paradox here in the idea that Oriemtalgsdriven by impulses
both secular, empirical, enumerativeand non-secular, non-historical,
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paranoid. This paradox is, of course, not lost aid.SMore importantly,
though, the conflicting energies in this definitiaptly frame the two
linked historical developments on which this chapfecuses: the
crystallization of an empirical epistemology, entb&ized by the rise of
the museum; and the contemporaneous birth of tewlisative. They also
recall the indispensable role that imperialism atsdunderstanding of
space played in both of these births, which weggstered in the shifting
role of material things.

Several scholars have already begun the work ofitiag collecting’s
and collections’ relation to narrative. Mieke Balilds usefully on the
“subjective presence in narratives,” which serves‘focalise” what is
narrated and is, Bal argues, analogous to thetgmleand organization
inherent in the act of collecting (98). While Bahshused the idea of
collecting to interrogate “very characteristic f@&{s] of narrative” such
as chronology (101), James Clifford has, in a qdiféerent way, used
literary theory (Bakhtin’s, for example) in order question or reformulate
accepted anthropological stances on collecting )(2B6e present effort
cannot attempt to engage the ties between objedtaarative on so large
or general a scope. Instead, | will put Said’s gexical Orientalism to a
reading of the transformation of the private cditet (and especially the
cabinet de curiositéand theWunderkamma@rinto the public museum at
the outset of the nineteenth century, with allte# shifts that attended or
contributed to this transformation: rarity, for exale, cedes ground to
representativeness, and the anachronic anecd@&sg iktssplace to organic
history. This reassessment of the museum’s hissoegsential to a reading
of Honoré de Balzac’s 1831 novdla Peau de chagrin(translated
variously asThe Magic SkinThe Wild Ass’s Skjror The Fateful Skin
which is named after the near-Eastern talisman that protagonist,
Raphaél de Valentin, purchases in an antique shoparis. Beginning
with the narrator’s longwinded descriptions of gt@p’s vast and varied
collection, the novel wears both its exoticism atsdmaterialism on its
sleeve. However, rather than independently reify two Orientalisms
articulated in the quote by Said abol@, Peau de chagrimnstead puts
them into explicit conflict with each other, pittinempiricism against
enchantment. In so doing, Balzac’'s novel registeemy of the same
epistemological and cultural shifts visible in ttganging role of collected
objects in early nineteenth-century Europe. Moreotlee importance of
the collection in the nineteenth-century novel egebeyond Balzac, and
it testifies to the growing importance of and péred relationship
between history and empiricism. Finally, moving tweg the novel's mere
reflection of social realities, Balzac's simultaneo awareness and
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wariness of these cultural shifts offer a new crinfer understanding the
rise of realism, a concern all at once centrahtitlea of the museum, the
development of Balzac’s narrative style, and Saidton of Orientalism.

The Orientalist Paradox and the Object(s) of Empire

A brief examination of Said’s paradoxical Oriergali—which is both
empirical and paranoid, both enumerative and inatgie—highlights the
importance of its constitutive tension. Shortlyeaftthe definition of
Orientalism cited above, Said emboldens his tegi@ming that “these
two aspects of Orientalism are not incongruentesioy use of them both
Europe could advance securely and unmetaphoricgdhyn the Orient”
(73). This is modest, even guarded language (rtecautious double
negative of “not incongruent”), but the chary taseprobably warranted
by the tendency, in debates over imperialism ansl dobmplex
epistemological foundations, to see in empire eitheiolent manifestation
of relentless secularization or an outgrowth oietgrof religion itself, as
Said more often seems to see it. Patrick Branttingmo, in Rule of
Darkness sees affinities between imperialism and occulligicus
practices popular during the age of empire. Otheotsts of imperialism
and anti-imperialism have, by contrast, related ¢bknial drive not to
religious impulses but rather to the sort of sedsd@entific motivations
that Said also describes. Shifting these motivatiorthe plane of colonial
policy, historian Bernard Cohn enumerates the 8stigative modalities’
devised by the British to collect the facts” in imdamong these “the
procedures by which appropriate knowledge is gatheits ordering and
classification, and then how it is transformed intable forms such as
published reports, statistical returns, historgeszetteers, legal codes, and
encyclopedias” (5). Horkheimer and Adorn®glectic of Enlightenment
and Benedict Anderson’smagined Communitiegxplicity make these
modalities players in the rise of capitalism. Hagkher and Adorno write
that “The program of the Enlightenment’—which isttem, one recalls,
not simply a historical period but rather a trassiical epistemology and
the logical engine of capitalism—"was the disen¢hamnt [Entzauberung]
of the world; the dissolution of myths and the gitbson of knowledge
[Wissen] for fancy [Einbildung]” (9). Similarly, wén Anderson writes of
how “Cairo and Mecca were beginning to be visualire a strange new
way, no longer simply as sites in a sacred Muslenggaphy, but also as
dots on paper sheets which included dots for Pitisscow, Manila and
Caracas,” he sees in the rise of the imperial maldallenge to the force
that informs Said’s second, non-secular Orienta(i$A0—1).
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Said may not have dwelt on the paradox that he cadibetween
empire’s two epistemologies, but others have endgrad the tension and
even scripted it as a duel. Partha Chatterjeegxample, sees in imperial
culture and in anticolonial nationalism a divisiostween

two domains—the material and the spiritual. Theemat is the domain of
the “outside,” of the economy and of statecraftscénce and technology,
a domain where the West had proved its superiaityg the East had
succumbed. In this domain, then, Western supeyiohitd to be
acknowledged and its accomplishments carefully istuénd replicated.
The spiritual, on the other hand, is an “inner” &m bearing the
“essential” marks of cultural identity. (6)

It is in this “inner” domain, Chatterjee claims,ethdomain of the
“spiritual,” that the East can gain leverage agaiins West. Ashis Nandy,
like Chatterjee, most specifically scripts the eiffnces as a contest
between styles of knowledde'Resistance,” Nandy asserts, “takes many
forms in the savage world. It may take the fornadtll-blooded rejection
of the modern world’s deepest faith, scientificioaality” (“Shamans”
269). Shamanism, Nandy claims, is “the repressHdb¢he society,” an
alternative to drily empirical Western thought, dese the former can
“articulate[e] some possibilities...which the ‘santhe ‘mature’ and the
‘rational’ cannot self-consciously express or seslg pursue” (“Shamans”
266). Dipesh Chakrabarty amplifies Nandy’s claitm®tigh his strikingly
similar complaint that historiography’s ardent dagsm sets troubling
“limits to the ways the past can be narrated” (Cabkrty 89). This is but
a cursory invocation of a longer debate, but itriea an investigation of
the unstable terrain of the collection of objectstlze outset of the
nineteenth century. What is ultimately at stakeMeen the secularists and
the anti-secularists, between the models of emgincand those of
enchantment, is the same thing that organizescesdiyein the 1820s and
1830s, the codification of the museum: the narmatib the past and the
best means of accomplishing it. Not coincidentathg novel and the rise
of realism are equally invested in this problem.

A glance at the changing status of collections hat turn of the
nineteenth century in Europe reveals a moment afiddmental
renegotiation that evinced itself in four major aethted ways. Cobbling
together episodes from the many and varied attetopascount for these
renegotiations can be illuminating. First, HennBgck’s descriptions of
sixteenth-centuryKunstkammerand their slow metamorphosis into the
public museums of nineteenth-century Berlin re-énde growing
importance of public access to collections in @@etolutionary Europe
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(113)2 Bock largely credits Wilhelm von Humboldt with shimportant
change in the German context, but Humboldt's anteiee toward the
overall project of collecting casts an interestispadow. Krzysztof
Pomian’s discussion of the earliest printed catlo§ objects for sale
testifies to a drift from private, noble holdingsvard commercial interests
in valued objectsGollectors39). This commercial interest then tapers off
as the collective public becomes a proprietor &editade in collections of
artifacts wanes palpably in the 1820s, thanks ¢ogitowth of the market
for art (Pomian, “De la collection” 22). Similarlyfollowing the
establishment of the Archives Nationales in Frarine 1794, the
administration of collections becomes an incredgipgblic project.

Second—and, according to Pomian, completely relatbeé content-
emphasis of a collection becomes less investeldeiptesentation of rarity
(the curiosités and the Wunder of the older collections) and more
interested in the value of the general, the remtasige. In his book-length
study of Collectors and CuriositiesPomian sees curiosity—interest in
rarity—itself as an opponent of rational sciencenyl Bennett’s history of
the museum builds on Pomian’s narrative of epistegical crisis,
moving it past the historical scope of Pomian’s lbaand into the
nineteenth century. According to Bennett, Pomiawark tethers the
cabinet de curiosité® a “pre-scientific rationality in its commitmeta a
view of nature’s infinite variability and diversityBennett 39):

[TThe cabinet of curiosities, in its design andtgisocial relations, reflects
its role as a storehouse of a knowledge that isneg, rare and exclusive,
intelligible only to those with the time, inclinati and cultural training to
be able to decipher the relationship in which eabfect stands to the
whole. The initial challenge to the principles afriosity, Pomian argues,
came from the changing focus of natural historyldigs which, through

the eighteenth century, came increasingly to acpaoiatity of attention to

the normal, the commonplace and the close-at-hatldeaexpense of the
exceptional and the exotic. (41)

Bennett picks up here where Pomian must leave aoff] the former’s
attention to the early part of the nineteenth cgnbears most directly on
the collection’s development into the museum aneé thuseum’s
relationship to realist narrative, which one cae s¢ work in Balzac’'s
novel.

Third, internal divisions within collections begto express exterior
geographical or cultural divisions. Pomian remingsthat, “in 1826, the
Département des Sculptures antiques du Louvrelitsirge two divisions,
one of which brings togeth&reek, Roman and Medievdlonumentsand
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the otherEgyptian and Oriental Antiquitiég“De la collection” 24). This
new distinction is symptomatic of a new cartographiole adopted by the
museum collection, which Eilean Hooper-Greenhik kampared to “the
drawing of a map” Mluseumsl18). Like maps, she argues in a manner
reminiscent of Anderson’smagined Communitigsmuseums “created
cultural unities from disperse experiences”: “A ordunction of museums
during the modernist period was the mapping of wheld through the
collection of artifacts.” Hooper-Greenhill's datder this “modernist
period’—1820 to 1975—are intriguing (16). They aspond roughly, on
the early end, to Jean-Baptiste-Joseph Fourlgescription de I'Egypte
(1809), which Said uses as a beginningOnentalism (42-3). If 1809
marks a decisive starting point for this historeggnic and ethnographic
process, Franco Moretti has made very similar dafior the literary
evocations of it. InAtlas of the European Novel 1800-190@ reads a
cluster of novels written between 1803 and 181&ipedy as Hooper-
Greenhill reads the museum—as the encapsulatiomppimg and
reinforcement of geographical divides.

Finally, this newly introduced East/West schism the Louvre’s
collection mirrors the overall development, withire world of collections
and the collections of the world, toward the ordad coherence which
organize the museological project precisely at #uwvent of literary
realism. Susan Crane has recounted Goethe’s wsitsajor Rhine- and
Main-region collections of art and antiquities inmanner that highlights,
albeit anecdotally, an increasing focus on ordereltections as against
what Goethe called a “chaos of ruins” (qtd. in @afCurious Cabinets”
77). In 1813, Goethe expressed his disappointmeniea disorder that
reigned in the collection of Ferdinand Franz Wélleprofessor in Bonn
who assembled his possessions, according to Goéthithout any
methodical sensibility or love of order” (76Y.wo years later, on the other
hand, Goethe praised collector Franz Pick, Walrapparent opposite in
collecting practices. In Goethe’s words, Pick

has conscientiously collected each and every amtijing that came into
his hands, which would be enough of a service heuhas served an even
greater purpose in that he has earnestly andywisiénsitively and cleverly
brought order to a chaos of ruins, enlivened thech made them useful
and enjoyable... . One looks through the collectidth vever changing
interests, which each time necessarily take afistcdirection. (77)

Goethe’s admiration of the collection-as-historyrehds crucial and
prefigures later, explicitly history-minded exhibits. Crane reminds us
that E.H. Toelken, the director of Berlin's royaitiguities collection, in
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1835 excluded objects empty of contextual, histdricalue. “The new
museums” of this time, Crane writes, “wanted torespnt history through
selected historical objects, which historical vailvas not determined by
sheer age or uniqueness” (“Curious Cabinets” 78 fhaterial object—
carefully “selected”—thus becomes the vessel dbhisal meaning.

Somewhere in between Goethe’s cries for order &8l#hd 1815, and
Toelken’s 1835 demands for historicized objectsobector in Balzac's
Paris would come to his own similar conclusion aflexting. Stephen
Bann and Bennett have both rhapsodized this impbr@ment as an
“epistemological break” (Bann 71), but it has acsalesignificance in the
scope of this essay, because the transformation Bad Bennett find so
compelling happens to bookend, historically spegkiha Peau de
chagrins 1831 publication, in which Balzac's narrativerfpems an
identical metamorphosis. Bann and Bennett refettht® collection of
Alexandre Du Sommerard, eventual curator of Pafidisée de Cluny.
Balzac was more than aware of Du Sommerard, whigkesall the more
interesting the thematic links between Balzac'set®vand the idea of
collecting? Before his move to “the late Gothic town-househaf Abbots
of Cluny,” Bann recounts, Du Sommerard’s collectafnantiques was a
model of disorder (69)L’Antiquaire, an 1825 painting by the artist
Charles Caius Renoux (1795-1846), depicts Du Soamthén the midst
of his chaotic collection “of objects crammed irdosmall space, with
armour and fire-arms invading the carpet.” All bist changed with his
move to Cluny, according to Bann, who draws frommtemporary
journalistic evaluations of Du Sommerard’'s improveisplay: “Du
Sommerard’s collection, as displayed in the Ho&elOluny from the early
1830s, was not only a striking spectacle. It wasewa experience” (70).
Bann attributes the transformation of this collectto “a discernible shift
in the character of historical discourse,” a conceo which Du
Sommerard’s own correspondence attests (78). @a$iin Walter Scott
“the great Scottish painter,” Du Sommerard pratbeswriter’s efforts to
rekindle interest in the medieval period and arghas “the same means, a
methodical collection of the brilliant remains [a@é&glles] of our ancestors,
would contribute a lively interest to the readirfgoar chronicles” (gtd. in
Bann 67). Du Sommerard’s wodépouillesand the idea of remains figure
repeatedly in Balzac’'®eau de chagrinbut even more arresting is Du
Sommerard’s claiming of narrative as a model ferrniuseum.

The language mirrors Goethe’s in its praise of métand history, but
the objects here are still servants of or visuds @b history. In this sense,
Du Sommerard does not go as far as Friedrich Khaskjust a few years
prior. In 1822, Kruse, “one of the founders of tluringen-Saxon
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historical association for the study of nationaftiguity, quoted a fellow
co-founder approvingly: ‘antiquity does not give bistory, collecting
does™ (qtd. in Crane, “Story, History” 188)Du Sommerard’s reverence
for his version of history introduced order to bddlection, but he left it up
to the chroniclers like Scott to shoulder the riérea Balzac’s own
narrated collection, iha Peau de chagrincan be only partially accounted
for in the space between the chaotic Du Sommermaitelotion of 1825 and
the immaculately curated one of the 1830s, becthisdater assemblage
restricted itself to one historical period. What Bommerard’s collections
lack—namely, narrative—was already being bestowpdnuobjects by
Kruse and another important figure who identifiedngelf by his
production—namely, natural history—rather than lgy dbjects of study.
When Baron Georges Cuvier's stagist theories cdtaral history derived
from the fossil record are added to Du Sommeraoitdered Parisian
collection, the collision of organized antiques atite historicizing
extrapolations of a narrative voice approximatesitvdeems to happen in
the antiquities shop at the outset of Balzaewau de chagrinwhich
subjects the material content to a coherent naerddirm.

However, the developments of knowledge that padie in this
transition do not come without certain costs; egigact participants in this
process felt this. A brief assessment of theseeperd losses demonstrates
how the birth of the museum and the death of thiea@n of curiosities
are inseparable from the paradox of Said’s withclwhiie began, and from
the related debate surrounding the function of eécipim and enchantment
in the imperial project. Hooper-Greenhill’s claimat “Museums which
emerged during the nineteenth century, especiathnographic and
natural history museums, were formed by collectibrmught to the West
from the rest of the world,” can be even more gitprstated (18§.As
Paula Findlen reminds us, the natural histonyseumsvere not the only
beneficiaries of “the new material abundance thawdd into European
cities from all corners of the world”; rather, all “early modern natural
history” was the “product” of these objects acqdityy the empire (301).
Yet where science advanced, the imagination refdeathe process of
what sociologist Max Weber would in 1918 labEhtzauberung-
“disenchantment,” the eradication of mystery thitougason and scientific
progress (139)—had begun to make itself felt. Theseam represents a
major part of this process, because it is premisethe most empirical of
epistemologies; by presenting the object itsel, fiuseum’s sole purpose
is, precisely, to leave nothing to the imaginatibeading one scholar
bluntly to call the museum “a way of seeing” (Alpez7). Wilhelm von
Humboldt, despite his crucial role in opening cdilens to the public in
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Berlin, was already conscious of the damage beomg dy such progress
by 1804, when Goethe quotes his lament that ar¢bgieal knowledge
was being won only “at the cost of the imaginatiofl2.109). This
sentiment is loudly echoed in an 1831 introductiba Peau de chagrin

Seeing as Knowing: Realism and the Matter
of Disenchantment

The negative standard to which natural historypigased is very often the
credulous mystifications of “romance” ...
—Michael McKeon Origins of the English Novel

The dyad of empiricism and enchantment, when mapéal the shifting
status and purpose of the collection of objectsnimeteenth-century
Europe, becomes troubled, and BalzdcsPeau de chagrimmakes this
trouble a central theme. That this theme is no lsmpatipheral concern in
the novel is amplified by the passionate languafgiésosecond preface,
which frames the opposition in terms of competiagative methodologies.
At the head of a collection calleBhilosophical Novels and Stories
(Romans et contes philosophigyesf whichLa Peau de chagrimvas to
be the prize piece, Balzac's friend Philarete Gimsees precisely this
problem: “Where is the marvelous? What has faitbobee? Analysis
consumes society by explaining it [ronge la soc&rél’expliquant]: the
more the world ages, the more difficult [pénibleJtask narration is”
(Balzac 10.1186). The essay goes on to claim theiaga of empirical
observation and active imagination as Balzac'stgstaarly achievement.
It should probably be noted here, as Pierre Citi@asmdone elsewhere, that
there is reason to believe that Balzac pennedithisduction himself,
only to have Chasles sign off on it (10.1185).Ha same month, Sainte-
Beuve also describdch Peau de chagrias a bizarre mix of the scientific
and the spiritual, calling itfétid and putrid, spiritual, rotten, illuminated,
sparkling and marvelous in its way of seizing tingest things and making
them shine, of stringing together imperceptiblerjgeand making them
ring out in a clatter of atoms” (1.263, emphase3. iNMarcel Proust would
later claim that Sainte-Beuve had “misunderstoodilzBc (194), but
Proust, like Chasles and Sainte-Beuve, cannot awmdveling at the
Comédie humairie provocative mélange of the senses and the
imagination, “this medium-sized reality, too chingat for life, too down-
to-earth [terre a terre] for literature” (202). Bat's grappling with these
two modes underwrites, one could argue, much ofvoik, butLa Peau
de chagrinmakes the duel between them its fulcrum.
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The strange cohabitation—within a near-Eastersnain found in an
antigue shop—of the material and the spiritualhie hovel asserts itself
from the outset. Raphaél de Valentin, a young stude Paris, gambles
away his last napoleon, then wanders along theeSaitertaining thoughts
of suicide. He enters an antique shop run by aneanhecnan and two
assistants, and exits later in possession of aejoskin with the alleged
power to grant wishes in exchange for years offttef wisher’s life.
Raphaél, putting his new powers to constructive, ugshes for an
orgiastic feast and, in the second of the novalig parts, this feast takes
place while Raphaél narrates his romantic woesuhisquited love for a
woman called Foedora, to his friend Emile. This selgpart ends with the
announcement that Raphaél has inherited a forttome & long-lost Irish
uncle in Calcutta, just as Raphaél's faithful fdefauline will later
become wealthy when her father returns from théekd beneficiary of
the colonial project. Part Three sees Raphaél ysadesconced in a
mansion, hermetically sealed off from anything tbatild provoke desire
in him and thus, through the alleged machinatiohshe Magic Skin,
reduce his life. He throws the skin away only te gdrought back to him,
and he finally parades it past a series of scienteach of whom attempts
in turn, and unsuccessfully, to explain the Skimtgh his own branch of
empirical science. Despondent, Raphaél goes tadospn, wins a duel,
returns to Paris, and dies, the trusty Pauline imgepver his body.

So, what does one make of the Magic Skin and afaaly novel by a
writer seen by some crititas the first novelist of realism? Answers have
varied wildly, but two of the most prominent exaewmlillustrate clearly
the complex relationship between even the most sgghoeadings ofa
Peau de chagrinFor example, Tzvetan Todorov begins his famouskbo
on The Fantastiowvith La Peau de chagrimnd even discusses it in some
depth, but Henri Mitterand also uses it as histisigupoint, in a book on
realism. The opposition in these two critics’ reapi—between the realist
enumerative and the fantastic imaginative—recélés garadox of Said’s
that is unable to cleanly separate empiricism fiemohantment. In very
different ways, both Todorov and Mitterand are regdhe same material,
colonial object, and they both start in the antigsishop where the object
is found. Here, at unavoidable length, is the nfiastous passage in this
episode—the narration of the collection, whichtself perhaps the most
famous part of the novel. This is largely the sarhank of text in which
Mitterand and Todorov are so interested:

A crowd of sorrowing faces, gracious and terrildbscure and clear, far
and near, gathered in numbers, in myriads, in wigeleerations. Egypt,
rigid and mysterious, arose from her sands in tmenfof a mummy
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swathed in black bandages; then the Pharaohs sveallop nations, that
they might build themselves a tomb; and he behaldeéd and the Hebrews
and the desert, and a solemn antique world. Fredhseooth, a marble
statue spoke to him from a twisted column of threaplre-loving myths of
Greece and lonia. Ah! who would not have smilechwiim to see, against
the earthen red background, the brown-faced maidacing with gleeful
reverence before the god Priapus, wrought in the dlay of an Etruscan
vase? The Latin queen caressed her chimera. ThasadfiiImperial Rome
were there in life, the bath was disclosed, theettei of a languid Julia,
dreaming, waiting for her Tibullus. Strong with thmight of Arabic
talismans, the head of Cicero evoked memories dfea Rome, and
unrolled before him the scrolls of Titus Livius. &tyoung man beheld
Senatus Populusque Romanasnsuls, lictors, togas with purple fringes;
the fighting in the Forum, the angry people, passerkview before him
like the cloudy faces of a dream. [Mitterand stayiting here.] Then
Christian Rome dominated these images. A paintdrldid heaven open;
he beheld the Virgin Mary wrapped in a golden clamong the angels,
shining more brightly than the sun, receiving thayprs of sufferers, on
whom this second Eve Regenerate smiles pityinglyth® touch of a
mosaic, made of various lavas from Vesuvius andiBtis fancy fled to
the hot tawny south of Italy. He was present atgi&os orgies, he roved
among the Abruzzi, sought for Italian love intrigugrew ardent over pale
faces and dark, almond-shaped eyes. He shivered aovdnight
adventures, cut short by the cool thrust of a jemlblade, as he saw a
mediaeval dagger with a hilt wrought like lace, asmbts of rust like
splashes of blood upon it. India and its religitmsk the shape of the idol
with his peaked cap of fantastic form, with litdells, clad in silk and gold.
Close by, a mat, as pretty as the bayadere who lagagpon it, still gave
out a faint scent of sandal wood. His soul was @amak by a goggle-eyed
Chinese monster, with mouth awry and twisted linthg, invention of a
people who, grown weary of an ever-unified beafibd an indescribable
pleasure in the fecundity of ugliness. A salt-gelfeom Benvenuto
Cellini's workshop carried him back to the Renaigsaat its height, to the
time when there was no restraint on art or monafsen torture was the
sport of sovereigns; and from their councils, charen with courtesans’
arms about them issued decrees of chastity forlsipniests. On a cameo
he saw the conquests of Alexander, the massacreRizsfrro in a
matchbox, and religious wars disorderly, fanaticahd cruel, in the
shadows of a helmet. Joyous pictures of chivalryewaalled up by a suit
of Milanese armor, brightly polished and richly wght; a paladin’s eyes
seemed to sparkle yet under the visor. (BalzacOtQ.Y)

Balzac’'s enumeration and description of these dbjealminates in the
arrival of the Magic Skin. The text quickly marketshop off as a locus of
enchantment, as Raphaél is said to “leave rea] tifienb by degrees
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toward an ideal world,” but this enchantment isteored within material
objects and will finally be subsumed within sciéintidiscourse (Balzac
10.70). First described as a “chaos of antiquitjesaos d’antiquités]—a
phrase that recalls Goethe’s assessment of Wallchfaotic collection as
well as the idea of cosmological beginnings—theloratl gazes of
Raphaél and the narrator serve to organize chdaogmaterial history, to
give form to the store’s inchoate content (Balz&dQ). Once this process
has begun, the individual artifacts in the roomdmee recognizable points
in a distinctly occidental historiography: Egyptisummies reference the
Hebrew Exodus, whence we move to Greece and Rorteess the
advent of Christianity fading into the Italian Ré&ssance, at which point
Europe encounters the Orient, and India and Chimarethe picture.
Images of violent empire ensue, first through Alder and then Pizarro.
Finally, moving into the later sixteenth and seeemnth centuries, the
anatomist and collector Frederik Ruysch (1638-1%8ll)des with artists
like Jean Goujon (ca. 1510-ca. 1565) and imagesesily acquired
territories like Tahiti and Illinois (Balzac 10.72) number of critics have
ignored the manner in which Raphaél and Balzacisat@ organize the
chaos merely by perusing a certain sequencéhe objects presented.
Nicole Cazauran sees the store having “neitherronde reason” (93),
Mitterand writes of “the incoherence of the scetablpau]” (28), Leo
Bersani opines that “continuous historical time*usidermined by a mass
of unrelated objects from different periods andedént places” (71), and
Samuel Weber claims that “the tableau is as codfse the casino is
clear” (35). David Bell specifically warns agairike idea of order in the
shop, writing instead of a “semantics of disord@@ircumstance487)2°
In effect, though, the antiques create a roughlpmblogical history of
civilization as seen through Western eyes. The glagng anachronism
here is, importantly, Alexander’'s imperial expamsiavhich is grouped
alongside Pizarro’s “massacres”; in placing thelsematically similar
events together, out of sequence, Balzac highligfgtsheme of (imperial)
violence rather than its mere historical place. Tlaerator will, shortly
thereafter, laud paleontologist Cuvier, whose staigiterpretations of the
fossil record are accurately reconstructed in ttagist, material-based
history offered by the antiquities ira Peau de chagrin

The emphasis on collected material here is only péra broader
empiricism being contested within the novel, arel filscinating owner of
the antique shop merits a closer look. He is, saperficial level, both the
purveyor of the collection and the one who offarsRaphaél the titular
object that will dictate the course of the novelorgover, as the
shopkeeper tells his own history, he awakens Bazaaders to the duel
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of ideas they are to witness. In a lengthy speeckhich he opposes
pouvoir (to be able) andiouloir (to want),voir (to see) andsavoir (to
know), the merchant reveals that he has traveled wbrld, wanted
everything, experienced everything, seen everyttang known everything
(10.85-87). Critics have focused on the oppositibpouvoir andvouloir,
largely because they come up more frequently irsgeech, and probably
also because it is revealed later in the novel Regthaél is the author of a
treatise on the will (olontd. The shopkeeper, however, scorns these
concerns: “What is madness, if not an excess afedes power?” (Balzac
10.87). And ifvoir andsavoir are not dealt with as extensively within the
shopkeeper’'s harangue, it is because they are mertant questions
within the overall novel's wrestling with an empg&l—and especially
optical—epistemology. “Is not to see, to know?” [Non'est-ce pas
savoir?], the old man asks Raphaél (Balzac 10.88)s fundamental
question of vision and knowledge driveés Peau de chagrireven if
Raphaél is not yet aware of it: “I want to live kiexcess!” he cries,
seizing the Magic Skin, choosinguloir andpouvoir overvoir andsavoir
(Balzac 10.87). “Is not to see, to know?,” thoughthe same question
answered by the development of the museum as dawool repository of
knowledge. The shop’s owner finishes his lecturelégrading vision and
interrogating the empirical predilection he addueadier. His proposition
that vision is knowledge presupposes both a sereqgisfemology and the
notion thatsavoir is an unquestioned good, which Balzac’'s novel will
relentlessly problematize and finally question imitt.

There is another level, though, to Balzac’s simétaus deployment
and wariness of scientific models and the urgecfarity. The mode of
natural history most closely associated with Cuvieho is lauded by.a
Peau de chagriras well as by Balzac's master preface to @wmédie
humaine—wielded its narrative powers in the interest gpleration, as a
means of linking diachronic events or objects cliyisahe relevance for
typical understandings of realist narrative is cléfaa causal explanation
trusts the possible and prizes the probabléhe sort of aesthetic
probability often termedrraisemblancecan be understood as a causally
acceptable set of narrative moments, what Prestwgdh calls “harmony”
and “accumulation” in his essay on Balzac’s real{@) a notion echoed
more recently in Dallenbach’s idea of the “regulalnd insistence” of
Balzac’'s descriptions (28). Buchanan has discushedEnlightenment
roots of this variety of historiography, and shenp®to its adoption by
antiquarians in the early nineteenth century aseans of vindicating a
hobby being slowly supplanted by art collectioni)l Many authors make
merely superficial metaphorical reference to sdienpractice, Buchanan
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declares, in their efforts “to link antiquarianiswith the associations
brought to mind by science,” and one could incl&t®tt's 1816 novel,
The Antiquary(172). Other authors, however, lean on scieniifiagery in
what amounts to “a statement of methodologicalnijteand, although
Buchanan does not elaborate on this group, onednbale to number
Balzac among them. Indeed, a number of Balzac's iredsn have
envisioned him as the sort of explainer that Cusigsired to be; Proust’s
pithy comment is useful here, that Balzac’s “stgtees not suggest, does
not reflect [reflete]: it explains” (207). Such appiations complicate
Martin Kemp’s argument, inThe Science of Art: Optical Themes in
Western Artthatexplanationhas been the property of science as against
art’'s penchant fotlusion. Pamela H. Smith and Paula Findlen counter that
“both groups [i.e., scientists and artists] wergaged in a struggle to
make sensory knowledge of nature authoritative’).(Balzac'sPeau de
chagrin contributes to this exchange by contextualizing thoment at
which the artist begins to shamelessly envisiorsdléror himself as a
scientist or natural historian, the moment at which artist attempts to
explainand entertain—or to reveal the fruits of empirical ebstion and
the active imagination, to return to the languafj€laasles’s introduction

to the novel.

Coherence is the immediate consequencéafPeau de chagris
catalogue of the merchant's antique collection,tlas quasi-mystical
ecstasy of exotic and ancient things is apparebtlyught under the
historian’s umbrella. This scene merely serves @Eyssor to a more
sustained duel between history and mystery, thoBgiphaél, hesitating,
“remained in the philosophical doubt recommendedbgcartes, and was
thus, in spite of himself, under the power of thosexplicable
hallucinations whose mysteries are condemned bypade or that our
impotent science strives in vain to analyze” (Bal28.77). This is strong
language, but Balzac’'s narrator overturns it momdater, depicting
reason’s disenchantment as even stronger. Thetmaredionalizes away
Raphaél's reaction through a variety of biologiziagd psychologizing
sluices:

If he let himself be momentarily dominated by aidfelvorthy of children
listening to their nurses’ tales, one must attebthis error to the veil
stretched over his life and his understanding ks/ rhieditations, to the
exhaustion of his irritated nerves, to the violdrdma whose scenes had
just heaped on him all the horrid pleasures coathin a piece of opium.
This vision had taken place in Paris, on the Qudtaite, in the nineteenth
century, times and places where magic should beossible. (Balzac
10.79)
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This sort of moment is repeated later in the centlihe butler Gabriel
Betteredge in Wilkie Collins’sVloonstone(1868), for example, protests
another character’s idea of “a conspiracy of liviegues, set loose on us
by the vengeance of a dead man” (33). “Whoever chélze like of it,”
Betteredge asks, “in the nineteenth century, mindgn age of progress,
and in a country which rejoices in the blessings tbé British
constitution?” (Collins 33) As iha Peau de chagrimmagic’s impossibility
is explained by the narrative present and the cheniatics of the
narrative’s domestic space. Raphaél's reasonedigiahturns to history
in order to conclude with the observation that Nepo had had similarly
emotional effects on people, and that those effestse certainly not
magical. Raphaél awakens from his reveries, “beegjna man again,
recognize[s] in the old man a creature of fleshijegalive, in no way
phantasmagorical, and live[s] again in the realléVofBalzac 10.79). At
this point, the narrative has been tempted by asisted mystery, and the
talisman is imported into the text.

The elderly shopkeeper offers the Magic Skin tolRéhas a means of
curing his woes, but Balzac goes to great lengihwdke it clear that this
object is something entirely other. It is interegtthat, in the writing of the
novel, geographical and cultural specificity seemsave been far less
important to Balzac'’s envisioning the Skin than tinere fact of its Eastern
origin. In early drafts of.a Peau de chagrinthe talisman was said to be
engraved in Sanskrit. The lengthy Arabic citatiolgmved on the Skin
and reproduced by the text of the novel today wases addition, one that
Balzac borrowed from an Orientalist friend in Vienrthe Arabic text
went prominently into the novel, but Balzac forgti change, in
subsequent editions, the word “sanscrit” to “arafié).84). Scholars have
long since noted this carelessness for its own-saleis Richard Nykl
was the first, in 1919—but clearly it reveals adlwmat the crucial thing
for Balzac was simply that the Skin come framoutside. If one wishes to
push the angle of imperialism in the novel, them $hift from Sanskrit to
Arabic strengthens the case by dint of Francelr@sts in the Middle East
at the time. The narrator further separates thentah from the Western
tradition by contrasting Eastern fables with figutiée the Sphinx and the
Griffin, “whose existence is in some way mytholadig admitted”
(Balzac 10.83). Balzac waffled, in the various iedié of La Peau de
chagrin that were published in the 1830s, between refertmghese
canonical figures as “mythologically” or “scientéilly” admitted, just as
he would later strike the adjective “orientale” favor of “talismanique”
(10.1250). Such slippage suggests a notion of seia@s the property of
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the West—one recalls similar views amongst postdalocritics—as
much as it hints at an elision of things Orientad ¢hings supernatural.

The status of the Magic Skin remains in questioaubhout the novel:
Is it a natural object or a supernatural phenomenbme glow that seems
to emanate from it is quickly explained away “matiagically” by
Raphaél, before he has even taken it out of thp @Balzac 10.82). When
he tries to scrape the Arabic writing off of théstaan and is unable to do
so, he also accounts for this strange fact sciealiiy, by claiming that
“the industry of the Orient has some secrets thattauly unique to it”
(Balzac 10.83). He says this in a worried toneugig his certainty in
science shaken, and with good cause, for, beforeabkeotten far from the
shop, his first wish—for a dinner feast—seems twehdeen granted.
Other fulfilled wishes follow in the forms of wehltand then victory in a
duel, yet in the granting of this first wish Rapha&es a “natural”
stringing-together of events rather than “the aquishment of his
wishes,” and he is not the only one to betray skism (Balzac 10.92).
Todorov maintains that

None of Raphaél’s desires is realized in an unfifashion. The banquet
he requests had already been arranged by his $i¢ihel money comes to
him in the form of a legacy; the death of his adaey in a duel can be
explained by the fear Raphaél’'s own calm provokesi§ only calm, of

course, because he is already convinced of his iowpending doom];

lastly, Raphaél's own death is due, apparentlyplehisis and not to
supernatural causes. Only the skin's extraordingrgperties openly
confirm the intervention of the marvelous. (68)

Todorov asserts here what the novel bears out Hsthat there is nothing
in the events ofa Peau de chagrithat does not conform to an empirical
notion of what is possible and can be explainedugh natural causes, an
observation that could potentially drain the magid¢ of both Balzac’'s
novel and the text inscribed in Arabic on the tals.

The material, however, does maintain its mystesyPeau de chagrin
uses its central, Oriental object to claim a patwieen the epistemology
of enumerative empiricism that constructs the ctibm, and the
epistemology of imaginative mysticism that desaibdalisman outside of
history. The passage of Todorov's cited above carrdad as a partial
concession to the material base of the fantaséit Thdorov wants to see
in Balzac. But Mitterand—the scholar of realism—mska similar
concession in the other direction, labeling Balggzarticular realism iha
Peau de chagrira “fantastique des choses” (11). The critical seelere
and elsewheré is apt in assessments of a novel that exhibitsits



