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Published apart from the ComMie humaine in 1832by Urbain Canel and
Adolphe Guyet, Contes bruns is a collaborative effort by Balzac, Philarete
Chasles, and Charles Rabou.l It includes ten contes, of which the first and last
are by Balzac: "Une Conversation entre ooze heures et minuit" and "Le Grand
d'Espagne." The structure of the two tales is completely different. The last,
"Le Grand d'Espagne" is one account, whereas the first, "Une Conversation"
contains twelve separate stories. Although he had originally planned to add La
Grande Breteche to the two contes in the volume, Balzac changed his mind,
reserving it for inclusion in the ComMie humaine.2 He later incorporated
"Le Grand d'Espagne" in La Grande Breteche and excerpts of "Une
Conversation" in La Grande Breteche and La Sp/endeur et la misere des
courtisanes as well as in other serial publications.3 Philarete Chasles'
contribution was "L'Oeil sans paupiere, "Les Trois Soeurs," "Une bonne
fortune," and "La Fosse de I'avare." Charles Rabou's contributionswere" Sara
la danseuse," "Tobias Guarnerius," "Les Regrets," and "Ministere public.',4
Little is known of the three's collaboration, except that Philarete Chasles at this
time was friendly with Balzac and wrote a preface to the Contes
phi/osophiques. Although there is agreement among the critics that Balzac
wrote the first and last contes, no author is indicated on the volume.5

Color them Brown
The first question that comes to mind in examining this work is why and

from where the title, Contes bruns? While the color brown does not appear to
have general symbolic significance,6 Max Milner, the editor of the 1979
Laffitte reprint edition of the Contes bruns, proposes that brown is the color of
disenchantment. "Le brun est la couleur de ce desenchantement, que trois
jeunes gens nes entre 1798 et 1803, et ayant participe aux espoirs nes de la
Restauration et de la revolution de Juillet . . . etaient bien places pour
ressentir.,,7 Could Balzac be thinking of brown as a symbol of society as
cadaverousas he describes it in the Lettres sur Paris (9 Janvier, 1831)? "II y a
dans ces quatre conceptions litteraires Ie genie de I'epoque, la senteur
cadavereuse d'une societe qui s'eteint.,,8 A doctor in "Une Conversation"
echoes this feeling, describing contemporary society in a state of
decomposition, putrefaction, implying that the color brown reflects and
symbolizes this decay. "Notre societe, selon ces gens-hi, nos moeurs, tout se
decomposeet rend Ie dernier soupir. Nous vivons morts; nous nous portons a
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