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Vautrin: The “Real” Hero of Le Pére Goriot 

 Perhaps most important to the development of the realist historical novel are protagonists 

or heroes that are presented as “merely correct and never heroic” (Lukács 33), meaning that their 

experience and outlook are informed by their time and place, the history of that time and place, 

and various aspects of real life that have positive or negative consequences. In moving away 

from the idealistic grandeur of Romantic and humanist literature, 19th century authors began to 

embrace the idea of what Lukács calls the “middle way”, which places its protagonists in the 

center of extremes. With this struggle to find a middle ground comes a very basic conflict 

between light and dark, good and bad. In the case of Le Pére Goriot, the character of Vautrin 

serves as the dark side of this balance, and in many ways we, and Eugene Rastignac, should be 

thanking him: Vautrin is the necessary ingredient that makes Le Pére Goriot a historical realist 

work. 

 Lukács accuses the literature preceding the 1848 Revolution, which he terms “bourgeois 

humanism”, of not being able to “transcend the spiritual horizon of its time” (Lukács 29). What 

he appears to mean is that its tales and characters, and more importantly the worlds in which they 

exist, ignore the plight of the proletariat, a strata of society often left with little more than basic 

necessities of survival and a varied sense of self. This dejection led not only to revolution, but to 

a cultural examination of the individual in the aftermath of revolutions: “the choice of either 
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recognizing the perspective held out by the new period in human development…or of sinking 

into the position of apologists for declining capitalism….” (Lukács 30). The historical realist 

novel attempts to tackle the former; Balzac’s Le Pére Goriot does just this. Eugene Rastignac is 

faced with issues of money and status, like many common people of his era. The boarding house 

in which he lives, as well as the other boarders, illustrates the poverty of his surroundings: “the 

depressing interior of the house itself was reflected in the equally dilapidated clothing of its 

inmates” (Balzac 13).  

 Despite being surrounded by poverty, Eugene Rastignac’s family maintains a modest 

income and can afford him room and board money. In addition, his nature is revealed to us to be 

honest, forthright, and well-intended. He is inexperienced and a little naïve, but he is optimistic 

and has integrity. We are shown these positive traits, and also shown that he is unsure of himself 

and may possibly be influenced: 

“Like all men of character he wanted to make his way by his own unaided efforts. 

But…his resolves were regularly beset by the hesitations that invade young men 

when they are at last on the open sea and do not know which way to direct their 

energies, nor from which corner the wind is likeliest to fill their sails.” (Balzac 

35) 

 The simple fact that Rastignac is presented to us as somewhat malleable, not rich, but not 

entirely poor, and seemingly open to experiences of life, puts him right in the middle of all 

extremes. However, the two spectral ends Balzac seems to want us to focus on are those of good 

and evil. This struggle is fought over Rastignac’s shoulders and within his heart, the characters 

of Goriot and Vautrin often serving as opposites, much like the “good-angel versus bad-angel” 

consciences that pull the hero back and forth. 
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 In discussing Hegelian philosophy, Lukács notes “the spirit opposes itself and has to 

overcome itself as the really hostile obstacle to its own purpose” (Lukács 28), explaining that 

what changes in realist philosophy and literature is intrinsic, within the consciousness of the 

characters, as opposed to an external, aesthetic evolution. This brings to light the importance of 

the characters’ actions in response to how external stimulus impacts their thoughts and feelings: 

“here the change takes place not merely on the surface, but in the idea. It is the idea itself which 

is corrected” (Lukács 29). 

 These assertions suggest that there are very real spiritual and psychological components 

to what is being considered in the writing of realist novels. It is as if the ornate and gaudy divine 

exterior of the Enlightenment and Romanticism are stripped away, and what we are left with is 

real people facing the same struggles of the soul they always faced, but without the glamour.  

 Being faced with the “idea” of the spirit opposing itself is illustrated many times for the 

character of Eugene Rastignac: “I’ll call,” he said to himself, “…I’ll learn to fence and shoot. I’ll 

kill her Maxime for her.” “And where will you get the money from?” inquired an inner voice 

(Balzac 85). “When a young man of his age is treated with contempt, he flies into a violent rage, 

shakes his fist at the whole world, and vows vengeance; at the same time his self-confidence 

wavers” (Balzac 85). What we are shown on numerous occasions is that despite the fact that 

Rastignac is inexperienced, he is wrought with inner turmoil. He thinks extensively and feels 

deeply a roller coaster of emotions throughout the novel: “Tears came to Eugene’s eyes. The 

pure, sacred emotions of family life had recently refreshed his spirits; he still clung to the 

charming convictions of youth” (Balzac 80). When words like “violence” and “vengeance” are 

used to describe his state, and when we consider that we are shown outwardly he is a “man of 

character” with “sacred emotions” and “charming convictions”, we are left with the impression 
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that this inner turmoil is very much a battle between light and dark, positive and negative, good 

and evil. 

 Rastignac’s one ear is held by Goriot, who serves as confidant and counsel as Rastignac 

traverses the societal landscape in search of a clear path. Goriot has given up any life of luxury 

or affluence for the sake of his daughters, and is often regarded in the text as a martyr, with 

almost divine qualities. In Rastignac’s discussion with Madame de Langeais about Goriot, she 

notes “someone had to make a sacrifice. And he was the one – because he was a father. He went 

into voluntary exile” (Balzac 81). In another passage Balzac writes “Goriot put his daughters on 

a level with the angels, and naturally, poor man! far above himself” (Balzac 94). Goriot is 

depicted as being selfless and self-sacrificing, and several times, in private discussion with 

Rastignac, he offers praise and appreciation in a way that informs and influences Rastignac’s 

state of mind. In one such discussion, Goriot relates to Eugene how his positive effect on 

Delphine has been transformative: “During this last month, she’s grown to be just like she used 

to be: a girl again, happy and bright. Her soul is convalescing, and she owes it all to you. Oh, I’ll 

do anything in the world for you!” (Balzac 179). 

Much of Rastignac’s nature and his relationship with Goriot serve to show us the part of 

Rastignac’s path through life that is hopeful, youthful, and sees the beauty in the world; this 

aspect is aesthetic. To focus on this outward perception of reality and history ignores progress in 

both the spirit and society: “The greatest obstacle to an understanding of history lay in the 

Enlightenment’s conception of man’s unalterable nature…any change in the course of history 

had meant…merely a change of costume” (Lukács 28). To move away from that, Balzac leads us 

inside Rastignac’s thoughts and feelings, where a struggle between good and evil is taking place. 
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Therefore, to the one side, there is Goriot, a symbol of self-sacrifice, the righteous, and in 

the middle is our hero, whose inner turmoil is a bubbling mixture of contrasting and conflicting 

thoughts and feelings, a place where the darkness and light meet. However, we know that in 

order to be truly realistic, transformative forces, good and bad, must be present. Lukács discusses 

the Hegelian idea that revolutions, a clashing of entities in opposition, bring about true realism: 

“…the universal law of transformation of quantity into quality is, seen historically, a philosophic 

methodology for the idea that revolutions constitute necessary, organic components of evolution” 

(Lukács 28). Thus, there must be a darkness to challenge the light that would condemn Rastignac 

to being merely a dreamy Romantic character, exempt from realistically evolving. 

Vautrin serves precisely the purpose of at once embodying a literal, physical anti-hero 

testing Rastignac’s resolve, and fulfilling the age-old symbolic role of the malevolent tempter, 

beckoning Eugene to join the dark side. Both Goriot and Vautrin are at times referred to by 

Balzac as “Papa” or “father”, insinuating they have patriarchal mentoring roles to play. From 

their influence, Eugene transforms, becoming a much wiser creator of his own reality. 

 Early on in their interaction, Vautrin approaches Rastignac with the simple notion that he 

must not let the world happen to him, that he must be proactive and shape his destiny: “My 

lad…if you don’t want to be taken in by puppet shows, you must go right behind the scenes, and 

not be satisfied with peeping through holes in the tent” (Balzac 87). These words of advice stuck 

with Rastignac, who finished the evening by writing a letter to his mother to ask her for money 

that would allow him to, as he says, “go into society” (Balzac 88) and build a reputation for 

himself among the higher classes. Vautrin’s advice is essentially beneficial in this particular 

interaction. 
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As the story progresses, we learn the true nature of Vautrin: deceitful, malicious, callous, 

greedy. He attempts to make Rastignac realize these traits as well: 

“…corruption is the weapon of countless nonentities, and you will feel it 

jabbing you everywhere. You will see women with husbands earning no 

more than six thousand francs a year all told, spending more than ten 

thousand a year on clothes. You will see clerks earning twelve hundred 

francs a year able to buy land. You will see women prostituting 

themselves in order to ride in the carriage of a peer’s son on the reserved 

highroad to Longchamps…And so any honest man is the common enemy” 

(Balzac 112). 

 He goes on to say that “In Paris, an honest man is one who keeps his mouth shut, and 

takes and doesn’t share” (Balzac 112). Vautrin is explaining a very harsh and greedy world to 

Rastignac, but instead of warning against it, he is telling him to embrace it. After trying to 

convince Rastignac of the commonality of dishonesty, he tempts him with a proposal to make 

both of them money at others’ expenses, justifying the act by saying “At the bottom of every 

great fortune without apparent source, there’s always some crime” (Balzac 118). 

 It is apparent that in his efforts to draw Rastignac over to the side of evil, greed and 

deceit, Vautrin plays the anti-hero. However, we also find that, when we consider what these 

characters seem to symbolize, Vautrin does not contrast Rastignac so much as Goriot. Where 

Goriot is self-sacrificing, Vautrin is greedy; where Goriot cares for others, Vautrin cares only for 

himself; where Goriot urges Rastignac to do the good thing, Vautrin advocates the bad. 
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One could say that Goriot’s self-sacrifice and almost ascetic regard for his place in the 

world might be likened to Christ, a saint, or some other religious figure symbolic of the light. In 

contrast, Vautrin is repeatedly likened, even in his own words, to the polar opposite: “…by God, 

I’m like Satan with a man who crosses me, or doesn’t suit me” (Balzac 107). He goes so far as to 

regard honest, hard-working individuals as “the Brotherhood of God’s Down-at-Heels”, and 

mocks them by stating, “I can just see the faces those fine people will pull if God plays us the 

dirty trick of not being there on Judgement Day” (Balzac 112). In trying to influence Rastignac’s 

decision to pursue Victorine, Vautrin says, “You will do worse someday. You will go and flirt 

with some pretty woman, and accept money from her…Because how are you to succeed if you 

don’t market your lovemaking? Virtue, dear student, is not divisible. It either is, or isn’t. We are 

told to do penance for our sins. A pretty system, isn’t it, that quits you of a crime by an act of 

contrition?” (Balzac 117). These words leave Rastignac conflicted psychologically and 

spiritually: “He had seen passing over his head the demon it is so easy to mistake for an angel, 

the bright-winged Satan…Vautrin’s remarks, cynical as they were, had lodged in his heart” 

(Balzac 122).  

Though Rastignac wavers in considering Vautrin’s proposal, this glimpse of the dark side 

puts righteousness in clearer perspective for him: “Upon my word,” thought Eugene… “I’ve a 

good mind to be an honest man for the rest of my life. There’s pleasure to be had from doing 

what conscience tells you” (Balzac 153). Later, Vautrin’s being taken to jail removes his 

influence, leaving Rastignac to realize the righteous path, and leaving him imbued with a new, 

mature resolve with which he could view the world: “Now I’m ready for you” (Balzac 285). 

Vautrin’s influence on Rastignac is a trial by fire. Without the realistic obstacles of 

wealth, greed, and deceit to overcome, our hero would be confined to the limits of a protagonist 
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of the Enlightenment, whose concept of man is “philosophically canceled, preserved, and raised 

to a higher level” (Lukács 28) by historical realism. Vautrin is the catalyst for Rastignac’s own 

personal revolution, without which “true evolution is impossible in reality and unthinkable 

philosophically” (Lukács 28).  
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