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Abstract 

Introduction: People have been interested in movement analysis in general, and gait analysis 

in particular, ever since ancient times. Aristotle, Hippocrates, Galen, Leonardo da Vinci and 

Honoré de Balzac all used observation to analyse the gait of human beings. The purpose of this 

study is to compare the work of Honoré de Balzac with a scientific analysis of human gait. 

Sources: Honoré de Balzac’s Theory of Walking and other works by the same author featuring 

references to gait. 

Development: Honoré de Balzac was interested in gait analysis, and this interest is 

demonstrated by his descriptions of characters, many of which include references to how these 

characters walk. He also wrote a treatise entitled Theory of Walking (Théorie de la 

Démarche) in which he employed his keen observation skills to define gait in his characteristic 

literary style. He observed that the walking process is divided into phases, and provided a list 

of the factors that influence gait, such as personality, mood, height, weight, profession and 

social class. He also described the correct way to walk. 

Conclusions: Balzac considered gait analysis to be very important, as is reflected in both his 

descriptions of characters and in his Theory of Walking, his analytical observation of gait. In our 

current technology-dominated times, this serves to remind us of the importance of observation. 
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Introduction 
 

Biped gait is a specifically human form of movement that 

distinguishes human beings from other species in the 

animal kingdom. Many sufferers of neurological disorders 

such as hemiplegia or hemiparesis, cerebral palsy, 

Parkinson’s disease or multiple sclerosis find that their 

gait is altered because of problems relating to their 

balance or coordination, muscle tone or paralysis. Indeed, 

alternations like these are a common complaint presented 

by patients seeking medical advice. Gait analysis can be 

an observational exercise, it can be supported by 

assessments such as the Tinetti test or the Get Up and Go 

Test, or it can be performed with the aid of tools.1—3 

Nowadays, the laboratories in which body motion is 

analysed are equipped with sophisticated tools and 

equipment, such as dynamometric platforms, 

instrumented insoles and infrared cameras, and use 

electromyography and posturography techniques in order 

to determine the different parameters of gait.  

In this technology-dominated context, the connection 

with French novelist Honoré de Balzac (Figure 1) may 

come as somewhat of a surprise. During the first half of 

the 19th century, Balzac built upon his previous work by 

carrying out an analysis of human gait. His relationship 

with the study of human gait has also been remarked upon 

by scores of writers4—10; first and foremost because the 

author considers gait an important element in the 

descriptions of his characters, and secondly because he 

also wrote an essay on the subject of walking entitled 

Theory of Walking.11 His treatise is written in a literary 

style, maintaining his characteristic sarcasm and, in many 

cases, also exercising social critique. Although the 

language and style employed by Balzac here are typical of a 

writer, the statements he makes about gait are sound and 

insightful. 

The purpose of this study is to demonstrate the 
relationship between Honoré de Balzac’s work and human 
gait, a subject that is reflected in many of his characters 
and indeed in his piece Theory of Walking. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

French author relates a character’s movements and bearing 
with their personality: “There was something of the despot 
about him, and an indescribable suggestion of the security 

of strength in his gait, bearing, and slightest movements.13 
In addition to personality, Balzac also relates the way 
characters move to their social standing and profession. In 
The Unknown Masterpiece, for example, he writes: “From 
the quaint costume of this newcomer, his collar of 
magnificent lace, and a certain serene gravity in his 
bearing, the first arrival thought that this personage must 

be either a patron or a friend of the court painter”14.  
In Eugenie Grandet, Balzac describes Mr Grandet as a 

self-confident man, and this trait is reflected in his 

manners, his attitude and his manner of walking. Both in his 

Theory of Walking and in many of his descriptions, Balzac 

suggests that an individual’s personality can be revealed by 

the way in which he or she walks: “Attitude, manners, 

bearing, everything about him, in short, testified to that 

belief in himself which the habit of succeeding in all 

enterprises never fails to give to a man”.15  

Other stories, such as Le Grand d’Espagne, The Atheist's 

Mass, The Physiology of Marriage, A Daughter of Eve, also 

feature references to characters’ gait and bearing. 

In La Cuestión Palpitante [The Burning Question], Emilia 

Pardo Bazán wrote: “After reading Balzac, it is not the 

subject of one novel nor the dramatic denouement of 

another that remain embossed in one’s memory; instead – a 

most precious gift – it is the figure, the walk, the voice and 

the modus operandi of a character we have seen and can 

recall as if they were alive and we knew them”.16 With this 

statement, Pardo Bazán emphasises just how much 

importance the French author places on the descriptions of 

his characters, and indeed on gait as a fundamental aspect 

of these descriptions.  It is revealing that, after reading an 

author’s work, the reader should say that she has a stronger 

recollection of the descriptions than the arguments, and 

particularly that she can recall the specific way in which 

the characters walk. This in itself indicates that Balzac’s 

references to gait in his novels are quite commonplace. 

 

 
 

Figure 1 Honoré de Balzac. 

The role of gait in Balzac’s descriptions 
 
Balzac provides in-depth descriptions of the characters 

appearing in his novels, frequently referring to their gait 

and movements with a hint of irony. 

     For example, in The Vicar of Tours, Balzac provides a 

sarcastic description of the way in which the spinsters 

walk: “When she walked her movements were not 

equally distributed over her whole person, as they are in 

other women, producing those graceful undulations 

which are so attractive. She moved, so to speak, in a 

single block, seeming to advance at each step like the 

statue of the Commendatore”.12 In this description, 

Balzac refers to physical elements such as height and the 

rigidity of the movements, as well as to social elements 

such as that of being unmarried, which he says make the 

character move with a certain stiffness. 

    The Duchess of Langeais is another novel in which the  
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Balzac’s Theory of Walking 
 
Honoré de Balzac’s Theory of walking was probably the 

first treatise written about walking. Indeed, at the 

beginning of the essay the author declares that he fails to 

understand how something as important for human beings 

as their gait has not been studied before. Although there 

have been treatises written about dance, facial 

expressions and biomechanics, and certain references to 

gait do appear in some works of literature or medical 

treatises, Balzac believes that an issue of this importance 

has not been given due attention. He makes reference to 

certain authors who addressed the subject of gait before 

him, such as Virgil, who wrote: “by her step the goddess 

revealed herself” and Demosthenes, who criticised 

Nicobulus for walking like the devil. In fact, there are 

even early references to gait and disorders in walking in 

the Edwin Smith Papyrus (4000 BC), and other important 

figures also demonstrated an interest in the analysis of 

movement and normal or pathological walking. Among 

these figures are Aristotle, Hippocrates, Galen, Leonardo 

da Vinci, Galileo, Newton and Borelli (Figure 2),11,17—19 

whose biomechanical studies, as embodied in his 

masterwork De Motu Animalium, are also mentioned by 

the author. Nevertheless, Balzac concludes that all of 

these contributions are somewhat lacking, and he fails to 

understand how something this important has only been 

addressed in what he deems to be a rather superficial 

manner, without arousing the interest of scientists, 

researchers, novelists or philosophers. He therefore 

decides to take it upon himself to be the first one to really 

study gait. “So, yes, this science is mine!” Conscious of 

having uncovered a treasure and new, unexplored ground, 

Balzac throws himself with great enthusiasm and 

fascination into studying and describing this new 

domain11. 

      Honoré de Balzac not only uses gait as one of the 

elements in the descriptions of his characters; he also 

decided to write a study into gait analysis entitled Theory 

of Walking. Here, he defines the concept of gait and the 

factors that can alter the way a person walks, explaining 

the procedure he followed in order to carry out his 

analysis. Having observed scores of people walking along a 

boulevard in Paris, he proposes a series of axioms written in a 

scientific, erudite and sarcastic style in an attempt to explain 

and describe human gait. (Table 1)11  

      Honoré de Balzac’s essays Theory of Walking, Treatise on 

Modern Stimulants, Physiology of Clothes and Physiology of 

Gastronomy were intended to form a part of a voluminous 

tome entitled Treatise on Elegant Living, although he never 

actually managed to complete this project. He did, however, 

publish some of these texts in magazines in the period 

between 1830 and 1833. He puts his excellent powers of 

observation to use in these pieces to provide a detailed 

description of various elements relating to the way a 

person walks, such as consumption of stimulants like 

spirits, tobacco or coffee and the way a person dresses or 

eats, and he reveals himself to be a great chronicler of his 

era in the process. Theory of Walking was first published 

 

 
 

Figure 2 Giovanni Alfonso Borelli. 

 

in L’Europe Littéraire in August-September 183311. 

 
The concept of gait 

 
Other definitions that have since been offered are more 

descriptive and biomechanical in their approach, yet they 

lose their connection to the psychological, anthropological 

and social significance of gait, and such aspects were key 

to Balzac’s treatment of the subject. Definitions like these 

indicate that gait is a form of human movement in which a 

succession of steps are made, or that it refers to the process 

of alternating between supporting the body on one or both 

legs.20—22 
Balzac not only defines gait; he also describes the 

correct way to walk: “One should walk straight, without 

stiffness, making an effort to follow the same line with both 

legs, neither leaning to the right nor the left of one’s axis, 

allowing one’s body to participate imperceptibly in the 

general movement, incorporating into one’s gait a slight 

swaying motion which destructs the secret thoughts of life 

with its regular oscillations, tilting one’s head, and when 

stopping, never adopting the same pose with the arms.” 

Likewise, the author remarks that “human movement 

resolves into quite distinct phases”.11 All of the authors who 

have analysed and described gait since Balzac have also 

broken the process down into stages. 

 

Gait analysis 

 
People have been interested in movement analysis in 

general, and gait analysis in particular, since ancient times. 

The subject was addressed by Aristotle, Hippocrates, Galen 

Leonardo Da Vinci and Borelli, who relied solely on their 

powers of observation to describe the movements of human 

beings or animals.2,17 Although he cites Borelli in his Theory 

of Walking and mentions the fact that some authors have 

demonstrated an interest in walking in the past, Balzac 

believes that until he began writing about the subject, 

nobody else had been truly concerned with adopting a ser- 
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-ious, scientific approach to studying an action so habitual 
and important for human beings as gait. “Nobody, not 
even philosophers, doctors, patients, idle scholars, raving 
lunatics or statisticians who have grown weary of counting 
grains of wheat, and indeed no human being has wanted 

to think about the laws of movements applied to man.11 
       Balzac praises those with the ability to observe, 
remarking that he who observes is a man of genius and all 
of the great inventions stem from analytical observation. 
He cites a number of great observers, such as Gall, 
Lavater, Mesmer, Cuvier and Newton, adding that they all 
“progress from the effect to the cause while others see 
neither cause nor effect”. The French author employed 
the technique of analytical observation for his research 
into gait: he sat in the Boulevard de Gand in Paris and 
watched the people passing by. His aim in doing so was 

not only to observe, but also to define, describe, analyse 
and draw conclusions from what he saw. Through these 
observations, he sought to familiarise himself with the 
laws on which walking is based or to describe walking 
disorders. Likewise, he was interested in learning about 
the factors that can influence a person’s gait, such as 
racial or cultural differences, social standing and the 
weather, as well as other factors such as footwear, 
weight, height or various pathologies. He emphatically 
stressed how some people want to deceive others with 
their step just as we sometimes do with our facial expre- 

  
-ssions, eyes or voice. The statements he makes suggest 

that body language, facial expressions and gait can be 

feigned or modified to create different impressions: the 

actor can interpret different characters, the spy can hide 

his true identity, and courtesans, ambitious people or the 

nouveau riche can feign being something they are not. He 

also insinuates that those who are able to understand his 

aphorisms about walking will also be to make their desired 

impression: they will be capable of feigning kindness, a 

good education, sympathy and nobility as opposed to 

vulgarity, stupidity or pedantry.11 

      Balzac comments on certain physiological observations 

he made that led him to develop an interest in the study of 

movement in general and gait in particular before he began 

writing his Theory of Walking. First of all, he saw a man lose 

his balance and fall, and as he fell he reached out to try 

and break the impact caused by the loss of his centre of 

gravity. Another time, he filled his sister’s sewing box with 

coins; when she went to pick it up thinking it would be light, 

she used very little force and failed to lift it on her first 

attempt. Balzac later removed the coins without his sister 

realising, so when she went to pick it up, she expected it to 

be heavy and so applied a lot of force and ended up lifting 

it above her head. These occurrences raised a great deal of 

questions about walking in Balzac’s mind and ultimately led 

him to write his treatise on the subject.11 

Balzac carried out his analysis of walking by means of 

analytical observation, and without the use of any 

analytical apparatus or measuring tools. The novelist 

followed his own procedures at the time in order to analyse 

movement and movement disorders, publishing this 

monograph for the first time in 1833. The first technical 

studies of gait were not carried out until 1836, when the 

Weber brothers performed the first mechanical analysis of 

human movement and took the first measurements of the 

phenomenon. In their study entitled Mechanism of Walking 

in Mankind, they described the cyclical stages of walking, 

the movements of the centre of gravity and the alterations 

occurring when walking. Although the measurements they 

took were very simple, they provided an important 

contribution to the field. 2,11,17,18 

According to Balzac, it is important to watch, analyse, 

abstract and classify in order to decipher the code of 

walking, which contains certain axioms that allow even the 

laziest of people to understand the secrets of gait.11 (Table 

1) 

 

 

Factors influencing gait 

 
  Balzac asks himself what kinds of factors can influence gait, 

whether man walked correctly in ancient times, if perhaps 

a certain population was better at walking than the other 

peoples, or if the sun or the climate could influence how 

people walk11. Other authors who have studied gait since 

Balzac have also described some of the factors that 

influence how a person walks, sometimes using descriptions 

very similar to those offered by the French author.6,7,23 

During the course of his treatise, Balzac mentions several 

Table 1       Aphorisms defined by Balzac in his    

Theory of Walking11
 

Aphorism 1 Walking is the physiognomy of the 

body 

Aphorism 2 Gaze, voice, breathing and gait are 

identical, but since it has not been given to 

man to be able to see all four of these 

different and simultaneous expressions of 

his thinking at the same time, look for the 

one that tells the truth, and you will know 

the whole man 

Aphorism 3 Rest is the silence of the body  

Aphorism 4 Slow movement is essentially majestic 

Aphorism 5 All jerky movement betrays a vice or bad 

education 

Aphorism 6 Grace favours rounded forms  

Aphorism 7 All our body participates in movement, but no 

part should predominate  

Aphorism 8 Human movement resolves into quite 

distinct phases; if they are blended, a 

mechanical rigidity is achieved 

Aphorism 9 When walking, women can choose reveal 

everything, but leave nothing to be seen 

Aphorism 10 There are movements of a dress that are 

worthy of the Monthyon Prize  

Aphorism 11 When the body is in motion, the face must 

remain still  

Aphorism 12 There is a sublime prodigality in any 

exorbitant movement 
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factors that can influence gait, such as weight, height, 

work, social standing or various psychological factors. 

 
Weight 
Balzac discusses how weight can influence gait; excess 

weight just as much as so extreme thinness. On the 

subject of obesity, he writes: “While it is true that 

dignity, in the sense of majesty, requires a certain 

corpulence, the same cannot be said of walking, as the 

stomach disturbs the balance between the parts of the 

body. Gait disappears with obesity. An obese man is 

necessarily obliged to surrender to the false movement 

introduced into his economy by the belly that dominates 

him.” “His obedience to his belly made the poor rich man 

appear twisted. He painstakingly dragged his legs, one in 

search of the other, in a creeping, ailing motion, like a 

dying man who resists death and is led to the edge of the 

grave by force”11. Balzac mentions, with a certain 

amount of irony, that gait is impaired in 

overweight people,  a phenomenon which has since 

been corroborated by other authors to have analysed gait. 

These authors describe the forward shift in the centre of 

gravity and the symptoms of lumbar hyperlordosis 

presented by overweight individuals and pregnant 

women. Because of their excess weight, they tend to 

strike the ground with their feet flat rather than with the 

heel, avoiding lateral movements and restricting their 

pelvic step. Similarly, obesity can play a role in the 

development of deformities in the lower region of the legs 

and this, in turn, can alter a person’s normal gait 

pattern.5,7,8,23 Balzac also talks about extreme thinness, 

remarking: “Then came a skeletal character, his body 

progressing in a singular motion which resembled that of 

a puppet whose master has forgotten to pull the strings”. 

The thin man walks slowly, shuffling his feet, trying to 

conserve energy and calculating the minimum 

effort.2,7,8,11,23 

 

Clothing 

Balzac relates the way characters dress to their gait, 

specifically mentioning ladies’ corsets: “A beautiful 

woman, wary of the prominence of the bones of her corset 

or bothered for some reason unbeknown to me, had 

transformed into a Venus Callipyge; she resembled a 

guinea fowl, her neck outstretched, drawing the corset in 

and creating a curve over the part supporting the boning 

with the section on the opposite side”.11 The French 

author discusses how an item of clothing can condition the 

way the woman holds herself when walking and thus alter 

her gait pattern. Clothing affects how a person walks, and 

even though the corsets described by Balzac are no longer 

common these days, other items of clothing can modify 

how a person walks to a greater or lesser extent: for 

example, a very tight skirt can make a woman walk in 

small steps or very heavy coats can make a person walk In 

a somewhat stooped manner. Footwear and its effect on 

a person’s gait have also been studied, albeit far more 

extensively than clothing: for example, high heel shoes or 

very heavy shoes such as military boots.2,7,8 

 
Personality 

Both in his descriptions of characters and his Theory of 

Walking, Balzac frequently talks about personality and how 

an individual’s character can be reflected in their gait. The 

manner of walking, the speed of the step, the way the 

person holds their head or the movements they make with 

their upper extremities reveal whether they are proud, 

reticent or self-confident. Slow, composed steps and a 

relaxed posture can indicate calmness, laziness, apathy or 

disinterest; short, abrupt, hesitant steps made in fits and 

starts demonstrate a nervous, restless and irritable 

personality, whereas a confident person will walk upright 

with an energetic, resolute and decisive step.24 

 
Height 

In Theory of Walking, height is expressed as one of the 

factors that influence a person’s gait: “A very tall young 

woman, with her feet very close together and her lips 

pursed, drew a slight curve and advanced in short jolts as 

if, like some flawed mechanism, her springs were stuck and 

her apophyses already welded. Her movements were 

unyielding”.11 Indeed, height is bound to influence certain 

walking parameters, or more specifically, it determines the 

length of the lower limbs, which in turn conditions the 

length of the step or the walking cycle.7 

 
Occupation 
At various points, Balzac mentions that men who walk 

quickly are either working, in a rush to complete their tasks 

or trying to get to work on time, whereas those born into 

rich families walk slowly because they are in no hurry and 

nobody is waiting for them at work; they live leisurely lives.  

     “In all men who are condemned to repeat the same 

movement in the work to which they are subjected, the 

source of movement is strongly defined; be it in the 

shoulders, be it in the chest, or be it in the hips.” His 

statement signals how a person’s occupation can influence 

their posture or the movements they make due to the 

positions they adopt at work or the repetitive movements 

they are forced to perform in their working environment.9 

He notes the military and sailing as two particular lines of 

work in which gait is affected; the former because sailors 

spend long periods of time standing on unstable ground and 

have to make a series of adjustments to compensate for the 

lack of stability, and the latter because soldiers march with 

a definite stride and a specific rhythm. This walking 

pattern, he says, ultimately influences the individual’s 

habitual gait. 

      With regard to sailors, he writes: “sailors keep their legs 

apart, always on the verge of yielding and contracting. 

Obliged to writhe about on the deck to follow the 

movements of the waves, they find it impossible to walk 

straight on land. Always changing course, they start to turn 

into diplomats.” Balzac provides a detailed description of 

the sailor’s gait, concluding on an ironic, critical note.11 

Lelièvre also describes the way sailors and fishermen walk. 

He remarks that because people in this line of work are 

accustomed to the movements of the boat, they maintain a  
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greater distance between their lower legs so as to support 

themselves on a wider base and improve their balance on 

the unstable surface, keeping their knees and hips bent all 

the while. When they subsequently move onto land, this 

stance is converted into noticeable lateral movements. The 

description he offers is much like that provided by Balzac; 

both authors emphasise the separation of the legs to create 

a wider base on which to support the body and maintain a 

better balance, and they stress that this adjustment is 

reflected on land as people in these occupations find it 

difficult to walk straight and tend to make lateral 

movements23. 

      Balzac says that the gait of soldiers is perfectly 

recognisable: “Almost every one of them stands firm from 

the base of their kidneys, like a bust on a pedestal; their 

legs rock back and forth beneath the abdomen as if they 

were being moved by a subordinate soul responsible for 

ensuring the perfect control of the parts below. The top 

part of the body does not seem to realise the movements 

of the lower part. The soldier feels constantly obliged to 

hold the entirely of his force in his chest: he keeps it puffed 

out and stiff at all times”.11 Soldiers are trained to walk in 

a very specific way, maintaining an upright posture and a 

specific rhythm and speed, and this training ultimately 

incorporates itself into the way they walk on a habitual 

basis7. 

      Balzac also talks about judges, who, he says, “compelled 

to spend their lives in the judge’s chair, can be easily 

recognised by their constrained air and a certain movement of 

the shoulders”. He invites the reader to observe the 

consequences of spending long periods of time sitting down 

at work and the strong impact this can have on a person’s 

movements. He mentions doormen, sacristans, tailors, 

office workers or drivers, all of whom spend numerous 

hours with their knees bent, which can restrict their ability 

to extend their legs sufficiently when walking.7,8,11 People 

who spend much of their working day standing on both feet, 

such as waiters or shop assistants, can also find that the the 

way they move, hold themselves or walk is affected. Indeed, 

maintaining certain positions for prolonged periods of time, 

carrying out repetitive movements or using certain equipment 

or tools in our working environment or when playing sport are 

all factors that ultimately influence the way we move and 

walk.7,8 

 
 

Social standing 
As has already been mentioned in the context of 
occupations, people born into rich families tend to walk 
more slowly because they are in no hurry and have all the 
time in the world. Social class and the lack of an occupation 
are therefore bound to influence the pace at which a 

person walks.11  
      Chesterton also remarks on this aspect in The Queer 
Feet: if a thief wishes to pass for a gentleman he walks in 
a carefree manner, slowly and without haste, but if he 
wishes to pass for a waiter, he changes his gait to walk 
quickly and hastily, almost tiptoeing, and by adopting this 
attitude in his gait and his movements, gentlemen take him 
waiter and waiters take him for a high-born man. These 
changes are what enable Father Brown to discover the  
 
 

thief’s identity from the sound of his footsteps.25 
 

 
Other factors 

Balzac makes reference to a number of other factors that can 

influence gait, including weather and race, and also discusses 

certain walking defects caused by disorders (most probably 

of a neurological nature), however he does not describe 

these factors in depth.11 

 

 
Conclusions 
 
Honoré de Balzac was a pioneer in the study of gait, not only 

because of his descriptions, which include frequent 

references to gait, but also because he was responsible for 

writing what was probably the first treatise to focus on the 

study of gait in a manner that was both broad and specific in 

its scope: his Theory of Walking. 

      His treatise provides an analytical observation of human 

ways of walking, defining gait and describing the correct way 

in which to walk. Furthermore, he discusses the way in which 

gait is broken down into different stages and investigates the 

various factors that influence how a person walks. All of this 

is adorned with his own individual style, his sarcasm and his 

critical tone, yet this does not detract from the soundness 

and insightfulness of the statements he makes about gait. 

Consequently, Balzac’s work is a vital resource for anybody 

with an interest in human gait analysis. Furthermore, in our 

current technology-dominated times, it serves to remind us 

of the importance of observation. 
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