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In "The Belly of Paris," √âmile Zola delves into the bustling heart of the Parisian marketplace, Les Halles, crafting a vivid tableau of sensory experiences that encapsulate the struggles of the working class in the backdrop of the Second Empire. Zola employs his characteristic naturalism, weaving detailed descriptions with rich symbolism to portray the complexities of human existence amidst the vibrancy of urban life. Through the lens of physical and moral decay, he critiques capitalist society, focusing on the intersection of food, culture, and social stratification in a city plagued by inequality. √âmile Zola, a prolific French author and the father of the Naturalist literary movement, drew upon his experiences of poverty and social injustice to inform his writing. His own background, marked by financial hardship and a keen observation of life'Äôs intricacies, profoundly influenced his narrative style. Zola's investigative journalism and commitment to social reform are evident throughout his works, particularly in this novel, which reflects his passion for revealing the harsh realities faced by the marginalized. For readers interested in social commentary woven into the fabric of striking storytelling, "The Belly of Paris" serves as an essential exploration of 19th-century France. Zola'Äôs rich characterization and evocative imagery provide a profound understanding of both the setting and the human condition, making it a timeless read for those who appreciate literature'Äôs capacity to challenge societal norms.
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In the evocative anthology *Stories of New York*, the urban landscape of the iconic city is explored through a tapestry of narratives that encapsulate its dynamic essence. This collection offers a varied palette of literary styles, ranging from poignant realism to imaginative fiction, capturing the vibrancy and complexity of New York. The anthology stands as a testament to the diversity of experiences that the city harbors, weaving together pieces that highlight the multifaceted identity of New York—from its bustling streets to the intimate lives of its inhabitants. The contributing authors, including Annie Eliot Trumbull, George A. Hibbard, Bliss Perry, Edith Wharton, and John Seymour Wood, bring a rich historical and cultural context to the collection, drawing from late 19th to early 20th-century literary traditions. Each writer offers a unique lens on the city, reflecting and contributing to movements such as realism and modernism, and infusing their narratives with personal insight and broader social commentary. Their collective voices enrich the anthology, painting a comprehensive portrait of New York as not just a place, but an emblem of broader societal transformations and diverse human experiences. For readers seeking an insightful journey through the Big Apple's myriad stories, *Stories of New York* provides a compelling exploration of a metropolis that has long fascinated storytellers. This anthology affords a singular opportunity to traverse the city's myriad narratives, each contributing a valuable perspective on its multifarious nature. It invites readers to engage with its pages for both their educational depth and the rich dialogue they foster, presenting a multifaceted exploration of one of the world's most iconic cities.
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Excellent Women, a seminal work in the canon of 20th-century British literature, artfully intertwines elements of social commentary and character study within its narrative. Set in the post-World War II era, the novel delves into the lives of women navigating a patriarchal society, exploring themes of independence, societal expectation, and personal identity. Written in a sharp, observational style characteristic of its literary context, the book juxtaposes the mundane with the profound, often using wit and irony to critique the status quo. The protagonist, Millicent, embodies the tensions of 'excellent women''Äîthose who excel in their roles yet grapple with their own desires for fulfillment beyond domestic spheres. Authored by Barbara Pym, a notable figure in English literature, Excellent Women reflects her own experiences and observations as a single woman in a male-dominated literary world. Pym'Äôs keen insights were shaped by her extensive academic background, particularly her studies in anthropology, which equipped her with a profound understanding of human relationships. Throughout her life, Pym drew inspiration from her encounters with various social circles, infusing her narrative with authenticity and depth. This novel is highly recommended for those seeking to explore the complexities of gender roles and societal standards in mid-20th century Britain. Pym'Äôs deft characterizations and subtle humor invite readers to reflect on the nuances of everyday life, making Excellent Women a compelling read for scholars and casual readers alike.
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In 'The Man in the Queue,' Josephine Tey introduces readers to a compelling mystery imbued with rich characterization and an exploration of societal norms in early 20th-century England. The narrative unfolds when a man is murdered in a queue outside a theater, thrusting Inspector Alan Grant into a labyrinthine investigation where the public's perceptions and prejudices become critical to solving the crime. Tey's skilled use of dialogue and vivid descriptions paints a lively backdrop, while her innovative plotting invites readers to grapple with themes of justice and morality, establishing this work as a trailblazer in the detective fiction genre. Josephine Tey, a prominent figure in the crime literature sphere, was known for her keen psychological insight and ability to weave historical context into her narratives. Her background as an accomplished playwright undoubtedly contributed to her narrative flair, while her personal experiences with social dynamics would have sharpened her understanding of human behavior. 'The Man in the Queue' showcases her ability to comment on the intricate web of social interactions, revealing the interplay between individual motives and collective assumptions. This novel is recommended for readers who appreciate intricate plots laced with social commentary and character depth. Tey's debut not only engages with suspenseful storytelling but also provides a fascinating lens through which to examine societal constructs of her era. A must-read for mystery aficionados and scholars of literature alike.
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In "A Writer's Diary," Virginia Woolf presents a rich tapestry of her reflections on the writing process, weaving together personal insights and literary musings that illuminate the struggles and joys of the creative endeavor. Written with her characteristic stream-of-consciousness style, this collection showcases Woolf's profound understanding of the artistic psyche and the intricacies of literary craftsmanship. Set against the backdrop of early 20th-century modernism, the diary entries reveal Woolf's engagement with contemporary thought, as she grapples with themes of identity, gender, and the complexities of narrative form. Virginia Woolf, a central figure in modernist literature, was not only an accomplished novelist but also a keen observer of her own creative journey. The diary entries span a period of significant literary evolution, offering readers a glimpse into the mind of a writer who sought to challenge societal norms and elevate the voice of women in literature. Her own struggles with mental health and the constraints of her time shaped her perspectives, providing depth to her reflections on both the art of writing and its implications for personal and societal truth. "A Writer's Diary" is an essential read for anyone interested in the mechanics of writing and the inner workings of a literary genius. Woolf's poignant observations resonate with both aspiring writers and seasoned professionals, making this work a timeless exploration of creativity that encourages readers to ponder their own artistic journeys. In this enriched edition, we have carefully created added value for your reading experience: - A succinct Introduction situates the work's timeless appeal and themes. - The Synopsis outlines the central plot, highlighting key developments without spoiling critical twists. - A detailed Historical Context immerses you in the era's events and influences that shaped the writing. - An Author Biography reveals milestones in the author's life, illuminating the personal insights behind the text. - A thorough Analysis dissects symbols, motifs, and character arcs to unearth underlying meanings. - Reflection questions prompt you to engage personally with the work's messages, connecting them to modern life. - Hand‐picked Memorable Quotes shine a spotlight on moments of literary brilliance. - Interactive footnotes clarify unusual references, historical allusions, and archaic phrases for an effortless, more informed read.
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"The earth is all-powerful; it decides on our lives and governs our destinies." This sentence, foundational to Émile Zola's 'The Soil', encapsulates the central theme of the novel—a profound connection between humanity and the land it inhabits. Through this perspective, Zola crafts a compelling narrative that explores the symbiotic relationship between the people of rural France and the soil that sustains them. The quote serves not only as a reflection of the characters' lives but also as a broader commentary on nature’s inexorable influence over human existence, making it a poignant entry point into Zola's intricate portrayal of life in the countryside.

'The Soil' is considered a classic not simply because of its literary merit but because it resonates with universal themes that bridge time and culture. Zola's work is part of his renowned Rougon-Macquart series, which illustrates the socioeconomic conditions in France during the Second Empire. Its unflinching realism and vivid depictions of peasant life have inspired generations of writers, shaping the naturalist genre and influencing authors like Thomas Hardy and John Steinbeck. By delving into the lives of the disenfranchised, Zola’s exploration of injustice, class struggle, and the human connection to nature transcends its historical context, rendering it eternally relevant.

Written in the late 19th century, 'The Soil' reflects Zola's deep-seated concern for naturalism and social upheaval. Zola, one of the founders of the naturalist movement, aimed to portray reality with scientific precision, and this novel is no exception. It is a relentless examination of human perseverance against the harsh realities of rural life, interwoven with the social dynamics of the time. The story centers around the farming community and their struggles against external forces that threaten their existence, epitomizing the perseverance of the human spirit while painted in often bleak hues of despair and resilience.

In crafting 'The Soil', Zola aimed to explore the multifaceted relationship between people and the land. He presents the soil as a living entity that shapes the identity, culture, and destinies of the characters within the narrative. Through the lives of his protagonists, Zola examines themes of inheritance, blood ties, and the permanence of the land as a foundation for personal and communal identity. By grounding his characters in their reality, he vividly illustrates individuals shaped by their environment, allowing readers to reflect on their own connections to their surroundings.

The structure of 'The Soil' is both intricate and robust, allowing readers to delve into the lives of a diverse cast of characters each emblematic of wider societal roles. Zola meticulously develops their backgrounds and motivations, painting a complex picture of rural life marked by struggle and strife. By weaving personal stories into larger socio-political narratives, he invites the reader to engage with the text on multiple levels, exploring individual desires alongside collective experiences. Thus, the narrative transcends mere storytelling, becoming a rich tapestry of human experience and aspiration.

Among the thematic elements Zola tackles is the struggle for survival, portraying an often harsh and unrelenting world. The characters' connection to the soil reflects their enduring spirit in the face of economic hardship and personal tragedy. The agrarian setting itself becomes a character in its own right, embodying resilience and the stark realities of peasant life. This exploration of existence is not merely about survival; it also encapsulates broader themes of dignity, pride, and the quest for belonging, making these aspects salient for the reader.

Social criticism is another of Zola's hallmarks, and 'The Soil' excels in its rigorous examination of class distinctions and the inequities faced by rural communities. Through the struggles of his characters, Zola critiques both societal structures and the capitalist forces that exacerbate their despair. The experiences depicted illustrate the futility of escape from one's social class, suggesting a deterministic worldview that permeates the narrative, and forcing readers to confront uncomfortable truths about social mobility and justice.

Zola's realism extends beyond his critique of social and economic structures to provide insights into human psychology and moral dilemmas. The characters' relationships with each other and their land profoundly affect their choices, leading them into conflicts that reveal their innermost fears and desires. This depth of characterisation allows readers to empathize with their struggles, showcasing the complexities of familial obligations, ambition, and personal responsibility. Zola's nuanced portrayals lend authenticity to the narrative, emphasizing the intricacies of human experience.

As Zola delves deeper into the lives of his protagonists, he intertwines themes of generational conflict and the persistence of familial ties. The land often symbolizes not just sustenance, but also legacy and tradition, embedding the characters even more firmly within the fabric of their community. The battle for land ownership serves as a microcosm of larger societal issues, where personal stakes intertwine with communal identities, echoing the struggle of collective versus individual desires, resonance that can be found in societies across time.

The landscape of rural France emerges vividly across the pages of 'The Soil', becoming an essential element of the story. Zola's detailed descriptions invite readers to feel the texture of the earth, embrace its variability, and witness its impact on the lives of those who depend on it. By vividly establishing the setting, Zola evokes a sense of place that is as critical as the characters themselves, allowing the soil to become a character that influences actions and reflects internal states of being.

Moreover, the rhythmic cadence of Zola's prose mirrors the cycles of nature, further enhancing the thematic depth of the narrative. With natural elements as both backdrop and symbol, the narrative reflects seasons of struggle and rebirth, illuminating the interconnectedness of life. This poetic sensibility enriches Zola's stark realism, bridging aesthetic beauty with the weighty themes at play, thus engaging readers on an emotional level that fosters deep reflection about existence and the nature of suffering.

The interplay of industrialization and agrarian life in 'The Soil' serves as another critical layer, showcasing the tensions between progress and tradition. Zola captures the impact of economic change on rural communities, emphasizing the existential threats posed by encroaching modernization. This juxtaposition provides a lens through which to examine broader issues like environmental sustainability, the loss of traditional practices, and the quest for identity in a rapidly changing world—issues that resonate with contemporary readers and remain relevant today.

Zola adeptly crafts a narrative that lays bare the social fabric of rural life, exploring themes of love, obsession, and betrayal against the backdrop of agrarian struggle. As characters flounder in their desires, they become conduits for Zola's examination of morality and personal integrity. The interplay of human emotions and the relentless forces of nature creates a rich tapestry that not only captivates readers but also compels them to question the motivations that drive human actions.

Zola's 'The Soil' stands as a seminal work that challenges preconceived notions of literary realism, breaking free from the confines of mere representation of reality. Instead, Zola immerses the reader in a visceral experience, encouraging them to confront uncomfortable truths while reveling in the beauty and harshness of life. This immersive quality is what cements its place in the literary canon, inviting readers from various generations to explore its relevance time and again.

As we navigate through the pages of 'The Soil', we experience a synthesis of the aesthetic and the ideological, reflecting Zola's dual commitment to beauty in writing and depth in thought. His deft handling of language and narrative structure showcases his literary prowess while simultaneously preserving the core of humanity's connection to the earth. This duality elevates Zola's work beyond mere social critique, offering a harmonious immersion into the realities of existence itself.

In contemporary society, where the disconnect between individuals and the natural world is increasingly pronounced, Zola’s exploration of the relationship between people and their environment reverberates with urgency. Themes of sustainability, survival, and identity resonate with modern audiences seeking to understand their place within the natural world. As readers reflect on their own interactions with the land, Zola's insights invite renewed consideration of how our lives are interwoven with the soil beneath our feet.

Ultimately, 'The Soil' remains an essential part of the literary landscape, a resonant reminder of the interdependence of humanity and nature. Through vivid storytelling and penetrating insights into societal dynamics, Zola's work not only enriches our understanding of history and social issues but also shines a light on our own contemporary struggles. Its themes of survival, resilience, and identity continue to engage readers, ensuring that Zola’s profound exploration of rural life will remain pertinent and impactful for generations to come.
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In "The Soil" (La terre), Émile Zola explores the intricacies of rural life in France, focusing on agrarian society's dynamics. The narrative is centered around a small community in the fictional village of Beauce, where the earth is both a source of livelihood and conflict for the inhabitants. Zola delves into the emotional and practical struggles that farmers face as they cultivate the land, revealing their connection to their environment as well as the inevitable hardships that arise. Through vivid descriptions, the reader is introduced to the characters who embody the labor, pride, and despair associated with farming.

The story primarily revolves around the lives of the Fouan family, whose patriarch, Old Fouan, struggles with the distribution of his land among his three children: Françoise, Leon, and the illegitimate son, Buteau. The fight over land ownership becomes a central conflict, illustrating how agricultural property dictates family dynamics, social status, and personal relationships. As the narrative unfolds, Zola masterfully reveals the tensions and rivalries that emerge, emphasizing how deeply land is intertwined with identity, honor, and familial duty in rural France.

Throughout the novel, Zola addresses the theme of generational conflict, as the older and newer generations have differing views about land and legacy. While Old Fouan is traditional, clinging to the land as a symbol of pride, Buteau and Françoise represent the pragmatic and sometimes ruthless modernity that emerges in the agricultural landscape. The siblings' differing ambitions highlight the struggles of adapting to changing economic realities, showcasing the disruptions caused by modernity in a traditional society and creating a poignant reflection on progress versus preservation.

The narrative path leads to Buteau’s complicated quest to gain control over the family farm. His desire for land and power fuels his actions, leading him to make dubious decisions that ultimately strain family ties. Zola intricately develops Buteau's character to depict the moral quandaries faced by farmers. The pressure to succeed, maintain the land, and uphold family honor reveals the human cost of agriculture, embodying both aspirations and failures that resonate throughout the novel's rural backdrop.

As the story progresses, tensions escalate among the Fouan family members, culminating in a struggle that underscores the latter part of the novel. Zola employs vivid imagery and visceral descriptions of agricultural labor, portraying both the beauty and brutality of rural life. Events unfold during seasonal cycles, with harvests representing hope and despair, illustrating how nature's rhythms govern the lives of the characters. The physiological and emotional toll of their labor showcases Zola’s naturalistic style, emphasizing the inextricable link between people and the earth they cultivate.

The social structures of the community also take a front seat in the narrative, exposing class dynamics and the complex relationships between the landowners and laborers. Zola critiques societal structures that perpetuate inequality, subtly conveying the struggles of the working class. As the characters navigate their roles within this dynamic, the reader observes the exploitation that often accompanies agricultural labor, marking a thematic exploration of human resilience and the relentless fight for survival within a harsh environment.

A pivotal moment arises when interpersonal betrayals and avarice reveal the vulnerability of the Fouan family. This climax exemplifies Zola's portrayal of human nature under duress, as emotional wounds and moral failures shape the characters’ destinies. The harsh consequences of greed and ambition underscore how close-knit communities can fracture in pursuit of individual desires. This moment encapsulates the overarching theme of decay within familial and communal bonds, prompting reflection on the broader implications of the struggle for land and belonging.

In the aftermath of the climax, the characters are irrevocably changed, providing insight into the harsh realities of life on the land. The consequences of their actions resonate throughout the community, challenging notions of loyalty, respect, and inheritance. Zola’s narrative urges readers to consider the weight of choices made within the parameters of environmental and social constraints. Ultimately, this exploration of the human condition is interwoven with the earth's primal forces, reinforcing the cyclical nature of life and death.

Closing on a powerful note, "The Soil" leaves readers contemplating the idea of legacy and the true essence of ownership. Zola illuminates how the land can be both a blessing and a curse, serving as a reminder of the responsibilities attached to it. The struggles of the Fouan family serve as a microcosm for the larger societal issues of the time, where land is not merely property but a symbol of identity and existence. Through this narrative, Zola articulates profound truths about human nature, connecting the physical and emotional domains of life.
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The Soil (La terre) by Émile Zola is set in late 19th-century France, primarily in rural regions, particularly around the fictional Bréuty farm. This period was marked by socio-economic changes linked to the effects of the Industrial Revolution, which altered French society. Zola's narrative explores the relationship between agrarian life and the pressures of modernization. Peasant traditions resonate within the farm communities, while industrialization looms as a backdrop, suggesting impending societal shifts. The contrast between agrarian and urban life unfolds with the rise of the working class, where characters navigate their livelihoods amidst changing circumstances. The natural world, symbolized by the land, represents sustenance, heritage, and identity, intertwining individual destinies with historical currents.

The 1848 Revolution, a significant historical event, resonates with Zola's narrative. This revolution marked political upheaval where the working class sought greater rights, leading to the Second French Republic. Zola highlights the struggles of agricultural laborers, reflective of dissatisfaction and a quest for change similar to the revolutionary spirit. Through characters' experiences, the societal tensions and the quest for social justice during this time are observed as rural communities express their grievances.

The rise of capitalism in the late 19th century is central in The Soil, illustrating how agrarian societies adapted to market demands. France saw increasing commodification of agricultural goods, shifting farming from subsistence to a capitalist venture. Zola depicts the impact of market fluctuations on characters, grappling with modernization while preserving traditional farming practices. This tension underscores the conflict between profit and longstanding cultivation practices.

The rural exodus of the late 19th century marks a shift as many left agricultural roots for urban opportunities. Industrial cities like Paris and Lyon attracted rural families, leading to demographic changes that Zola depicts through his characters. Their struggles reflect rural inhabitants' dilemmas during this migration, revealing conflicts between legacy and aspiration, and the contrast between city life and country living.

France's agricultural crisis in the mid-to-late 19th century sets a crucial backdrop to The Soil's plot. Farmers faced challenges from poor harvests, fluctuating prices, and market competition. Zola's portrayal of his rural characters' financial struggles reflects the grim realities of this crisis and its effects on families, personal aspirations, and social cohesion. Characters' pursuit of stability during a crisis highlights rural communities' vulnerabilities amid economic shifts.

The Paris Commune of 1871 impacted French socio-political culture. This event was marked by radical uprisings, showcasing labor discontent and calls for a new social order. While not explicitly detailed in the narrative, the idealism and discontent of the Commune resonate, as characters embody the disillusionment with reform failures, reflecting various social strata's discontent as Commune repercussions reached rural consciousness.

Zola's contemporary, the Dreyfus Affair, also influenced the political landscape reflected in The Soil. Although not directly referenced, themes of injustice and social division resonate in characters’ experiences, paralleling Zola's critiques of agrarian and wider political injustices. 

The advent of rural cooperatives in the late 19th century marks a shift towards collective farming practices in response to economic challenges. Though not a central theme, the initial hints of cooperative efforts in Zola's milieu suggest community support in agriculture. This movement aligns with the struggles in The Soil, emphasizing collaboration amid adversity and a hopeful response to bleak agrarian futures.

The influence of the Second Republic’s shift to a bourgeois society underscores structural changes affecting Zola's characters. With capitalism's rise in agriculture, rural communities face pressures of market demands and social stratification. Characters in The Soil reflect the disparities between landowners and laborers, highlighting themes of social injustice and class divisions that Zola examines.

Landownership consolidation among wealthier landowners challenged peasant farmers during Zola's setting. This exacerbated socio-economic disparity within rural communities, mirroring conflicts in The Soil. Land commodification intensified these disparities, representing the social fragmentation permeating Zola's narrative.

The rise of agricultural mechanization in the late 19th century parallels the transformation of traditional farming in Zola's work. Mechanization symbolized efficiency but also threatened peasant farmers with obsolescence. Zola captures the tension between progress and nostalgia, portraying characters facing technological advancements and their impact on labor and community.

Nationalism also impacted societal dynamics, including the rural landscape Zola explores. The rise of a national identity fostered a connection with the land, contrasting characters' struggles with alienation as land ownership conflicts with communal values, illustrating Zola’s critique of this nationalism.

Advancements in education and literacy provided rural communities with awareness of socio-economic conditions. Zola reflects this shift, showing how education empowers characters. Yet, Zola reveals knowledge's dual potential: as characters leverage awareness to tackle moral dilemmas in pursuit of better futures, illustrating a nuanced exploration of enlightenment in rural France.

Zola's work critiques the socio-political landscape of late 19th-century France, addressing class stratification and labor exploitation. His characters often depict the marginalized, struggling within changing ideologies and economies. Through vivid portrayals of rural life, Zola exposes systemic injustices and a critique of materialism and individualism.

Amid historical events, The Soil underscores a critique of relentless striving within capitalism. Zola's characters often appear victims of circumstances, caught in cycles of poverty and despair. His narrative challenges readers to consider land ownership's implications and the unconscious actions of those in power, revealing the interplay between personal desire and structural inequality.

Ultimately, The Soil emerges as a testament to enduring human struggles against socio-economic change, resonating with themes of resilience amid transformation. Zola captures tensions rooted in class disparities, echoing real crises while reflecting the social conscience of the era. Through these reflections, Zola calls readers to acknowledge contradictions and injustices in societal progress, cementing the text as an enduring critique of its time.
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    Introduction

Émile Zola (1840–1902) was a French novelist, critic, and journalist whose name is inseparable from the rise of literary naturalism and the modern idea of the engaged writer. Best known for the twenty-novel cycle Les Rougon-Macquart, he sought to depict French society under the Second Empire with scientific rigor and moral urgency. Works such as L’Assommoir, Nana, Germinal, La Bête humaine, and La Débâcle combined exhaustive research with dramatic narrative power. Beyond literature, his open letter J’accuse during the Dreyfus Affair shaped public debate and exemplified the writer’s civic role. Zola’s influence has been enduring, resonating across languages, media, and generations.

Education and Literary Influences

Zola spent much of his youth in Aix-en-Provence, where he studied at the Collège Bourbon and formed a lasting friendship with the painter Paul Cézanne. Moving to Paris in the late 1850s, he faced financial hardship and left secondary school without a diploma. In the early 1860s, he found steady work at the publishing house Hachette, where he rose to a responsible position before departing to write full time. The experience taught him the mechanics of the book trade, honed his discipline, and gave him insight into the literary marketplace that would later support his ambitious cycles of fiction and journalism.

Zola’s method and outlook drew on a wide constellation of influences. From Balzac and Stendhal he took an ambition to map society and probe character; from Flaubert, a commitment to stylistic precision and impersonal narration. The positivist historian Hippolyte Taine and the physiologist Claude Bernard shaped his conviction that heredity and environment could be studied like variables in an experiment. Zola theorized this approach in Le Roman expérimental, proposing a literature grounded in observation and documentation. His art criticism, notably in support of Manet and emergent Impressionists, deepened his attention to visual detail, framing the descriptive intensity that would become a hallmark of his prose.

Literary Career

While employed at Hachette, Zola began publishing short prose and criticism, then turned decisively to fiction. La Confession de Claude and Thérèse Raquin announced his arrival, the latter provoking controversy for its stark treatment of passion and guilt. Zola defended the book’s clinical approach in a preface that became a touchstone for naturalism. He wrote widely for the Parisian press, producing theater reviews, art criticism, and political commentary. By the mid-1860s he had left salaried work to pursue literature full time, determined to synthesize his documentary impulse with large-scale narrative structures capable of capturing the transformations of modern French life.

In the early 1870s Zola conceived Les Rougon-Macquart, a series of twenty interlinked novels tracing a single family across social strata during the Second Empire. Framed by a genealogical scheme, the cycle examined how heredity, milieu, and historical circumstance shape destinies. Early installments, including La Fortune des Rougon, La Curée, and Le Ventre de Paris, established the project’s scope and methods: careful fieldwork, specialized vocabularies, and an eye for the economic and sensory textures of everyday life. Zola aimed to produce a total social panorama while maintaining the autonomy of each novel’s plot, setting, and central conflicts.

L’Assommoir brought Zola a breakthrough in both notoriety and readership, portraying working-class Paris with unprecedented frankness. Nana scandalized and fascinated the public with its account of a courtesan and the hypocrisies surrounding her world. Germinal, perhaps his most celebrated novel, drew on extensive research into mining communities to dramatize labor, solidarity, and violence. Zola’s style balanced a documentarian’s rigor with heightened, often symbolic tableaux that fixed scenes in the memory. Reactions were polarized: some hailed his truthfulness and social conscience; others condemned perceived excess or immorality. The debates, however, only amplified his visibility and the reach of naturalist fiction.

The later volumes of the cycle broadened and darkened Zola’s canvas. La Terre depicted rural life with an unflinching eye, provoking public scandal for its rawness; La Bête humaine combined psychological study with the technological modernity of the railway; La Débâcle examined the Franco-Prussian War and the fall of the regime. Le Docteur Pascal closed the series by revisiting the family’s genealogy and the programmatic questions of heredity and social environment. Alongside the novels, Zola oversaw adaptations, continued journalism, and engaged in polemics, maintaining a distinctive voice that merged narrative propulsion with a reformist, investigative ethos grounded in contemporary realities.

Beyond Les Rougon-Macquart, Zola pursued additional cycles and forms. The Trois Villes trilogy—Lourdes, Rome, Paris—explored modern belief, institutional power, and urban life in the 1890s. He continued to write prefaces and essays that clarified his methods and defended embattled artistic movements, notably championing Manet in the 1860s. His public profile grew with each publication, but success did not blunt the controversies his writing stirred. Zola consistently sought new social terrains for fiction, combining reportage with narrative architecture. The result was a body of work that treated literature as a tool for inquiry, moral reflection, and public argument.

Beliefs and Advocacy

Zola’s core credo, naturalism, held that literature should investigate human behavior through the intertwined forces of heredity and environment. He believed truth-telling—supported by observation, research, and the comparative spirit of science—could serve social progress. A committed republican and secularist, he distrusted dogma and concentrated on institutions and conditions shaping ordinary lives. His novels examine alcoholism, poverty, labor exploitation, sexual double standards, war, and bureaucratic injustice, not to titillate but to compel recognition. In essays and interviews, Zola argued that the novelist’s responsibility was not neutrality but intellectual honesty: to gather facts, render them vividly, and judge institutions by their effects.

Zola’s advocacy crystallized during the Dreyfus Affair. In early 1898, he published J’accuse in the newspaper L’Aurore, charging that authorities had perpetrated a miscarriage of justice against Captain Alfred Dreyfus. The letter named officials, demanded accountability, and helped mobilize a broad coalition for a retrial. Zola was indicted for criminal libel, convicted, and chose temporary exile in England to avoid imprisonment while appeals proceeded. His intervention popularized the model of the engaged intellectual in France. Although Dreyfus was fully exonerated in 1906, Zola did not live to see that outcome; his reputation, however, remained linked to the defense of truth and legal fairness.

Final Years & Legacy

Zola returned to France after an amnesty in 1899 and undertook a final series, Les Quatre Évangiles, addressing demographic, economic, and educational reform. He published Fécondité and Travail, while Vérité appeared posthumously; the projected fourth volume, Justice, remained unfinished. In 1902, Zola died of carbon monoxide poisoning resulting from a chimney malfunction at his Paris home. The suddenness of his death prompted debate among contemporaries, but the official conclusion identified accidental poisoning. He was mourned by supporters who had seen in him a principled public voice, while detractors remained vocal, a testament to the intensity of his cultural presence.

Zola’s posthumous fate affirmed his national stature. Dreyfus’s exoneration in 1906 vindicated the cause he championed, and in 1908 his remains were transferred to the Panthéon, placing him among France’s honored dead. His naturalist program influenced European and American writers, including proponents of the social novel and later naturalists who adapted his emphasis on environment, labor, and determinism. Beyond literature, J’accuse became shorthand for a public act of principled accusation. Today Zola stands as a central figure in the French canon and a benchmark for the ethical engagement of artists, his works taught, debated, and continually reinterpreted across cultures.
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PART I.

CHAPTER I.

That morning Jean[1], with a seed-bag of blue linen tied round his waist, held its mouth open with his left hand, while with his right, at every three steps, he drew forth a handful of corn, and flung it broadcast. The rich soil clung to his heavy shoes, which left holes in the ground, as his body lurched regularly from side to side; and each time he threw you saw, amid the ever-flying yellow seed, the gleam of two red stripes on the sleeve of the old regimental jacket he was wearing out. He strode forward in solitary state; and behind him, to bury the grain, there slowly came a harrow, to which were harnessed two horses, driven by a waggoner, who cracked his whip over their ears in long, regular sweeps.

The patch of ground, scarcely an acre and a quarter in extent, was of such little importance that Monsieur Hourdequin, the master of La Borderie, had not cared to send the drill-plough[5], which was in use elsewhere. Jean, then journeying due north over the field, had the farm-buildings exactly in front of him, a mile and a quarter off. On reaching the end of the furrow, he raised his eyes with a vacant look as he paused for a moment to take breath.

Before him were the low farm walls, and a patch of old slate, isolated on the outskirts of the plain of La Beauce[2], which stretched towards Chartres. Under a dull, late October sky lay ten leagues of arable land, where, at that time of year, great ploughed squares of bare, rich, yellow soil alternated with green expanses of lucern and clover; there was here not a slope, not a tree; the plain extended into the dim distance, curving down beyond the horizon, which was level as at sea. Westward, a small wood just edged the sky with a band of russet. In the centre a road—the road from Châteaudun to Orleans—of chalk-like whiteness, stretched four leagues straight ahead, displaying as it went a geometrical row of telegraph-posts. Nothing else but three or four wooden mills on log foundations, with their sails at rest; some villages forming islets of stone; and a distant steeple emerging from a depression in the landscape, the church itself being hidden among the gentle undulations of the wheat-fields.

Jean turned and lurched back again due south, his left hand holding the seed-bag, and his right slashing the air with an unbroken sheet of grain. He now had in front of him, quite near, and cutting trench-like through the plain, the narrow valley of the Aigre, beyond which the district of La Beauce resumed its unconfined course on to Orleans. Meadows and shady places could only be inferred from a range of tall poplars, the yellowish tops of which rose out of the dell, looking, as they just cleared the edge, like short bushes. Of the little village of Rognes, built upon the declivity, a few roofs only were in view, near the church, which raised on high its grey stone steeple, the dwelling-place of ancient families of ravens. And eastward, beyond the valley of the Loir,—where Cloyes, the chief town of the canton[1] nestled at two leagues' distance,—the far-off hills of Le Perche were visible, tinged with violet in the slate-grey light. There the old Dunois, now become the arrondissement[6] of Châteaudun, lay between Le Perche and La Beauce, on the very frontier of the latter, at a spot which has obtained the name of Beauce the "Lousy," the soil there being less fertile. When Jean got to the end of the field, he stopped again, and glanced down along the stream of the Aigre, rippling bright and clear through the meadows, side by side with the road to Cloyes, which on that Saturday was furrowed by the carts of peasants going to market; then he turned up again.

And still, with the same step, with the same gesture, he set out north and returned south, wrapped in a living dust-cloud of seed; while, behind him the whip cracked and the harrow buried the germs, at the same quiet, contemplative rate. Heavy rains had retarded the autumn sowing; the season's manuring had been done in August, and the deep-lying fallows, duly cleared of weeds, had long been ready for a fresh yield of corn, after the clover and oats of the triennial rotation. Now the farmers were urged on by fear of coming frost, which threatened after the storms. The weather had suddenly turned cold and gloomy: there was no breath of wind, and but a dull light was distributed over all this ocean of land. Seed was being sown on all sides; there was a sower to the left, three hundred yards away; another farther off to the right; others, and yet others, lost to sight in the receding vista of the level fields. They formed little black silhouettes, mere strokes which became slimmer and slimmer, till they vanished in the distance. All made the same gesture, as they strewed the seed, which the mind's eye still saw encircling them, as with a wave of life. It was like a quiver passing over the plain, even into the dim distance, where the scattered sowers could no longer be seen.

Jean was coming down for the last time when he perceived, approaching from Rognes, a large red and white cow, the halter of which was held by a young girl, almost a child. The little peasant-girl and the animal were coming along the path which skirted the valley at the top of the plateau; and, with his back turned to them, he had gone up and finished the field, when a sound of running, mingled with stifled cries, made him look round, just as he was untying his seed-bag to depart. It was the cow running away, galloping over a field of lucern, and followed by the girl, who was exhausting her strength in trying to keep it back. Fearing an accident, he shouted:

"Leave go; why don't thee?"

But she did nothing of the kind, only panting and abusing her cow in angry, frightened tones.

"Coliche[3]! Would you, then, Coliche? Ah, you foul brute! Ah, you cursed beast!"

So far, running and leaping to the full extent of her little legs, she had managed to follow. But she stumbled, fell once, then rose only to fall again farther on; and from that point, the animal growing frantic, she was dragged along. Then she began to shriek, while her body left a furrow in the lucern.

"Leave go, in God's name!" Jean continued shouting. "Leave go, why don't thee?"

He shouted thus mechanically, out of fright; for he also had started running, grasping, at length, the situation. The rope had evidently got entangled round her waist, and was being more closely twined at each fresh effort. Fortunately he took a short cut across a ploughed field, and made for the cow with such speed that the frightened and perplexed animal stopped dead. Jean was already undoing the rope, and seating the girl upon the grass.

"Thou hast broken nothing?" he asked.

No; she had not so much as swooned. She stood up, felt herself all over, and coolly lifted her petticoats up to her thighs, to look at her knees, which smarted. Meanwhile, she was still so breathless that she could not speak.

"See, it's there it hurts me," she said at last. "All the same, I'm alive and kicking; there's nothing the matter. Oh! I was frightened. Over on the road there I was a regular jelly!"

And, examining the circle of red on her strained wrist, she moistened it with spittle and applied her lips to it; then, comforted and restored, she added with a deep sigh:

"She's not vicious, Coliche. Only since yesterday she has plagued us to death, because she's in heat. I'm taking her to the bull at La Borderie."

"At La Borderie?" repeated Jean. "That's capital; I'm going back there; I'll go with thee."

He still used the second person singular, treating her as a little urchin, so slight was she for her fourteen years of age. She, raising her chin, looked seriously at the big, ruddy, crop-haired, full-faced, regular-featured young fellow, whose twenty-nine years made him in her eyes an old man.

"Hullo! I know you. You are Corporal, the carpenter who stopped as farm-hand with Monsieur Hourdequin."

Hearing the nickname, which the peasants had given him, the young fellow smiled; and he contemplated her in turn, surprised to find her almost a woman so soon, with her little bust firm and taking shape, her oval face, her deep, black eyes; and full lips, fresh and rosy as ripening fruit. She was clad in a grey skirt and black woollen bodice; on her head there was a round cap; and she had a very dark skin, scorched and burnished by the sun.

"Why, thou'rt old Mouche's youngest!" cried he. "I didn't call thee to mind. Isn't that so? Thy sister was keeping company with Buteau last spring, when he worked with me at La Borderie?"

She replied simply:

"Yes, I'm Françoise. My sister Lise went with cousin Buteau, and is now six months with child. He's bolted; he's down Orgères way, at the farm of La Chamade."

"That's it," concluded Jean; "I have seen them together."

And they remained an instant mute, face to face; he smiling at having one evening surprised the two lovers behind a mill, she still sucking her bruised wrist, as if the moisture of her lips allayed its smarting; whilst, in an adjoining field, the cow quietly plucked tufts of lucern. The waggoner and the harrow had gone off by a roundabout way, to reach the road. Two ravens, which kept wheeling round and round the steeple, were heard to caw. The three notes of the angelus[4] rang through the still air.

"Hullo! Twelve o'clock already!" cried Jean. "Let's make haste!"

Then, noticing La Coliche in the field: "Eh, but thy cow is doing damage! Suppose any one saw her! Wait a bit, I'll make it lively for her!"

"Nay, let be," said Françoise, stopping him. "The plot is ours. Our folk own the whole bank as far as Rognes. We reach from here up to yonder; the next to that is uncle Fouan's; then comes aunt Grande's."

While indicating the patches she had led the cow back into the path. And not till then, when she again held her, fearlessly, by the rope, did she think of thanking the young fellow.

"Anyhow, I owe you a pretty debt of gratitude! Thanks, you know, thanks, very much!"

They had started walking along the narrow road which skirted the valley before cutting through the fields. The final peal of the angelus had just died away, the ravens alone kept on cawing. They trudged on behind the cow tugging at her rope, neither of the two conversing, for they had relapsed into the silence of rustics who travel for leagues, side by side, without exchanging a word. On their right their glance fell on a drill-plough, the horses of which turned close by them; the ploughman bade them good-day, and they answered him in the same sober tone. Down on their left, along the road to Cloyes, carts continued to file by, the market not opening till one o'clock. These vehicles jolted heavily along on their two wheels, like jumping insects, so diminished in the distance as to leave merely the white specks of the women's caps distinguishable.

"There's uncle Fouan and aunt Rose over there, on their way to the notary's," said Françoise, gazing at a conveyance the size of a nutshell, which sped along nearly a mile off.

She had a sailor's eye, the long sight of those bred in the country, trained in details, and capable of identifying man or beast even when they were but little moving specks afar off.

"Oh, yes; I've been told so," resumed Jean. "So it's settled that the old man divides his property among his daughter and two sons?"

"It's settled. They've all agreed to meet to-day at Monsieur Baillehache's."

She again watched the cart in its course, and then resumed:

"We don't care one way or the other; it won't make us any fatter or thinner. Only, on account of Buteau, sister thinks he'll marry her, perhaps, when he gets his share. He says one can't start housekeeping on nothing."

Jean laughed.

"Me and Buteau were pals, hang him! Oh, he don't think twice about telling girls lies! And he must have 'em, by hook or by crook; he gets at 'em by foul means, if they won't by fair."

"He's a pig, that's flat!" declared Françoise, peremptorily. "People have no business to play dirty tricks like that, putting their cousins in the family-way and then leaving 'em in the lurch."

But suddenly, in a fit of rage, she exclaimed:

"You wait, Coliche! I'll make you dance! There she is at it again; she's mad, the brute, when she gets that way."

She had violently jerked the cow back. At that spot the road left the edge of the plateau, and the cart disappeared from view, while they both continued their walk on the level, now having in front of them, and on either side, only the endless expanse of arable land. Between the fallows and the artificial meadows the path ran flat and bushless, terminating at the farm, which you might have thought within reach of the hand, but which kept receding under the ashen-grey sky. They had relapsed into silence again, no longer opening their mouths, as if impressed by the contemplative gloominess of La Beauce, so sad and yet so fruitful.

When they arrived, the large square yard of La Borderie, shut in on three sides by cow-sheds, sheep-cots, and barns, was deserted. But there immediately appeared upon the kitchen door-step a short, bold, pretty-looking young woman.

"How's this, Jean, you're not eating this morning?"

"I'm just going to, Madame Jacqueline."

Since the daughter of Cognet, the Rognes road-labourer,—La Cognette, as they called her when she washed up the farm dishes at twelve years of age—had been raised to the honours of servant-mistress, she despotically required that every one should treat her as a lady.

"Oh, it is you, Françoise," she resumed. "You've come for the bull. Well, you must wait. The neatherd is at Cloyes with Monsieur Hourdequin. But he'll be back; he ought to be here now."

And as Jean was making for the kitchen, she took him round the waist and fondled him smilingly, regardless of spectators, hungering, as it were, for love, and not satisfied with having the master.

Françoise, left alone, waited patiently, sitting on a stone bench in front of the manure-pit, which took up a third of the yard. She was listlessly watching a group of fowls, pecking and warming their feet in the broad low layer of manure, which in the cold air began to steam with a slight bluish vapour. At the end of half-an-hour, when Jean re-appeared, finishing a slice of bread and butter, she had not stirred. He sat down near her, and as the cow fidgeted, lashed its tail and lowed, he finally said:

"It's tiresome he doesn't come back."

The girl shrugged her shoulders, as though to say that she was in no hurry. Then, after a fresh silence:

"So, Corporal, they call you Jean, and nothing else?"

"Why, no; Jean Macquart."

"And you don't belong to our part of the country?"

"No, I'm a Provençal, from Plassans, a town over yonder."

She had raised her eyes to examine him, surprised that any one could come from so far off.

"After Solferino," continued he, "eighteen months since, I came back from Italy with my discharge, and a fellow-soldier brought me here. Then, d'ye see, my old trade of carpenter no longer suited me, and, what with one thing and another, I stopped at the farm."

"Ah!" said she, simply, without taking her big, black eyes off him, "it's curious, all the same."

At that moment, as La Coliche gave a prolonged, despairing low of desire, a hoarse murmur came from the cow-house, the door of which was shut.

"Hullo!" cried Jean, "that brute of a Cæsar has heard her. Hark! he's talking inside there. Oh, he knows his business. You can't bring one of 'em into the yard but he smells her out, and knows what he's wanted for."

Then, breaking off:

"I say, the neatherd must have stopped with Monsieur Hourdequin. If thee liked, I would bring thee the bull, and thee needn't come back again. We could manage it all right by ourselves."

"Not half a bad idea," said Françoise, getting up.

As he opened the door of the cow-house, he paused to ask:

"Must thy animal be tied up?"

"Tied up? No, no! not worth while. She is quite ready; she won't so much as stir."

When the door was opened you saw, in two rows on either side of the central path, the thirty farm cows, some lying in the litter, others crunching the beets in their manger; and, from the corner where he stood, one of the bulls, a black Dutch, spotted with white, stretched out his head in anticipation of his task.

As soon as he was untied, he slowly emerged. Then stopping short, as though surprised by the fresh air and sunlight, he remained motionless for a minute, bracing himself up, his sinewy tail swinging, his neck inflated, his muzzle outstretched to sniff. La Coliche, without stirring, turned towards him her large, fixed eyes, and lowed more softly. Then he advanced, pressed against her, and laid his head on her hind-quarters, abruptly and roughly; with his tongue, which was hanging out, he put her tail aside, and licked her as far as the thighs; she letting him do as he pleased, and keeping quite still, save for a slight quivering of her skin. Jean and Françoise waited gravely, their arms hanging beside them.

When Cæsar was ready, he got upon La Coliche with a jerk, and with such weighty force as to shake the ground. She had not given way, and he compressed her flanks with his two feet. But she, a strapping animal from the Cotentin, was so tall, so broad for him, who was of a smaller breed, that he could not reach. He was conscious of it, and made a vain effort to raise himself and to bring her nearer.

"He is too small," said Françoise.

"Yes, a little," said Jean. "But that don't matter; he'll do it all the same."

She shook her head in doubt; and, as Cæsar still fumbled about, and seemed to be getting exhausted, she came to a resolution.

"No, he must be helped," she said. "If he goes wrong, it'll be waste of time."

Calmly and carefully, as if bent on a serious piece of work, she had drawn near. Her intentness made the pupils of her eyes retreat, left her red lips half open, and kept her features motionless. Raising her arm with a sweep she aided the animal in his efforts, and he, gathering up his strength, speedily accomplished his purpose. It was done. Firmly, with the impassive fertility of land which is sown with seed the cow had unflinchingly received the fruitful stream of the male. Indeed, she had not even trembled at the shock; and he had already dropped again to the ground, shaking the earth once more.

Françoise having withdrawn her hand, remained with her arm in the air. Finally she lowered it, saying:

"That's all right."

"Yes, and neatly done," replied Jean, with an air of conviction, mingled with a good workman's satisfaction at seeing work well and expeditiously performed.

It did not occur to him to indulge in any of the spicy remarks with which the farm-servants used to chaff the girls who brought their cows for this purpose. The child seemed to consider it all so simple and necessary that there was, indeed, nothing to laugh at fairly. It was Nature.

However, Jacqueline had been standing at the door again for an instant or so, and with a chuckle which was habitual to her, she cried jestingly:

"Eh! poke your nose everywhere! So you hold the candle now!"

Jean having burst into a horse-laugh, Françoise suddenly flushed all over, quite confused; and to hide her embarrassment—while Cæsar returned of his own accord into the cow-house, and La Coliche munched a stalk of oats which had grown in the manure-pit—she dived into her pockets, fumbled about, eventually produced her handkerchief, untied the corner of it, in which she had wrapped up the two-franc fee, and said:

"Here! There's the money! And good day to you!"

She set out with her cow, and Jean took his bag again and followed her, telling Jacqueline that he was going to the Poteau field, according to the instructions issued by Monsieur Hourdequin, for the day.

"Good!" she replied. "The harrow ought to be there."

Then as the young man came up with the girl, and they went off in single file down the narrow path, she called out to them again, in her coarse, bantering voice:

"No danger, eh? If you lose yourselves together the chit knows her way about."

Behind them the farmyard was again deserted. Neither had laughed this time. They walked on slowly, and the only sound was that of their shoes striking against the stones. All that Jean noticed of Françoise was the nape of her child-like neck, over which curled some short black hair under her round cap. At last, after going some fifty paces:

"She does wrong to chaff others about the men," said Françoise, sedately. "I might have answered her——"

And turning towards the young fellow with a mischievous upward glance:

"It's true, isn't it, that she is false to Monsieur Hourdequin, just as if she were already his wife? You know as much about that, maybe, as most people."

His eyes fell, and he looked sheepish. "Lord! she does as she likes; it's her affair," he answered.

Françoise had turned her back and was pursuing her road.

"That's true enough. I was only in fun, because you're old enough to be my father, and because it's of no consequence one way or the other. But there's one thing, since Buteau played that dirty trick on my sister, I've taken an oath that I'd rather be cut in two than have a lover."

Jean bent his head, and they spoke no more. The little Poteau field lay at the bottom of the path, half way to Rognes. When the young fellow got there he stopped. The harrow was waiting for him, and a sack of seed had been emptied out into a furrow. He filled his bag, saying:

"Good-bye, then!"

"Good-bye," replied Françoise. "Thanks again!"

But, in sudden apprehension, he drew himself up and called out:

"I say! suppose La Coliche began again; shall I go with you all the way?"

She was already some distance off, but she turned round, and through the deep stillness of the country air came the sound of her calm, steady voice:

"No, no! There's no need, it's all right! She's got quite as much as she can carry!"

Jean, with his seed-bag at his waist, had started down the piece of plough land, with his ceaseless gesture of throwing the grain; he raised his eyes and looked at Françoise diminishing in height among the fields, looking quite small behind her lazy cow, which was swinging heavily from side to side. When he turned up again, he ceased to see her; but, as he came back, there she was again, but smaller still, so slim as to seem like some new kind of dandelion, with her slight figure and her white cap. Thrice she dwindled thus; then, when he once more looked for her, she had apparently turned down by the church.

Two o'clock struck. The sky remained grey, dull, and cold, as if the sun were buried under spadefuls of ashes for weary months, till the spring-time returned. The dreariness of the clouds was relieved by one lighter patch towards Orleans, as if the sun were shining somewhere in that direction, leagues away; and against that glimmering patch the steeple of Rognes stood out, the village itself sloping down from view into the fold made by the valley of the Aigre. But on the north, towards Chartres, the level line of the horizon clearly separated the leaden uniformity of the waste sky from the endless vista of La Beauce, like an ink-stroke across a monochrome sketch. Since the mid-day meal, the number of sowers seemed to have increased. Now each patch of the little farm-lands had one to itself; they multiplied and teemed like black laborious ants roused to activity by some heavy piece of work, and straining every nerve over a mighty task, giant-like in size as compared with their littleness. And still you might descry, even in the most remote, the one persistent never-varying gesture; still did the pertinacious insect-like sowers wrestle with the vast earth, and become eventually the victors over space and life.

Till night-fall Jean sowed. After the Poteau field there were the Rigoles and the Quatre-Chemins. To and fro, to and fro, he paced the fields, with long, rhythmical steps, till the corn in his bag came to an end; while, in his wake, the seed strewed all the soil.



CHAPTER II.

The house of Maître Baillehache, notary at Cloyes, was situated in the Rue Grouaise, on the left hand going to Châteaudun. A little white, one-storey house it was, at the corner of which a bracket was riveted for the rope of the single lantern which lighted this broad, paved street, deserted during the week, but on Saturday nights crowded with a living tide of peasants coming to market. From afar might be seen the gleam of the two professional escutcheons against the chalk-like wall of the low buildings; and, behind, a narrow garden stretched down to the Loir.

On that Saturday, in the room which served as an office, and which looked out upon the street to the right of the entrance hall, the youngest clerk, a pale, wizened boy of fifteen, had drawn up one of the muslin curtains to see the people pass. The other two clerks—one old, corpulent, and very dirty; one younger, scraggy, and a hopeless victim to liver complaint—were writing at a double desk of ebonised deal, there being no other furniture except seven or eight chairs and a cast-iron stove, which was never lit till December, even if it snowed a month before. Rows of pigeon-holes decorated the walls, with greenish pasteboard boxes, broken at the corners and full to repletion with bundles of yellow papers, and the room was pervaded with an unwholesome smell of ink gone bad and dust-eaten documents.

However, seated side by side, two peasants, man and wife, were waiting in deep respect, like statues of Patience. So many papers, and, more than all, the gentlemen who wrote so fast, with their pens all scratching away at once, sobered them by evoking vague visions of law-suits and money. The woman, aged thirty-four, very dark, with a countenance which would have been pleasant but for a large nose, had her horny, toil-worn hands crossed over her black cloth, velvet-edged body, and was scanning every corner with her keen eyes, evidently musing on the many title-deeds which reposed here. In the meanwhile the man, five years older, red-haired and stolid, in black trousers and a long, bran-new blue linen blouse, held his round felt hat on his knees, with not a spark of intelligence illuminating his broad, clean-shaven, terra-cotta-like face, which was perforated with two large eyes of porcelain blue, having a fixed stare that reminded one of a somnolent ox.

A door opened, and Maître Baillehache, who had just breakfasted with his brother-in-law, farmer Hourdequin, made his appearance; ruddy and fresh-complexioned despite his fifty-five years, with thick lips and crow's feet, which gave him a perpetually amused expression. He carried a double eye-glass, and had a lunatic habit of always pulling at his long, grizzled whiskers.

"Ah! it's you, Delhomme," said he. "So, old Fouan has consented to divide the property?"

The reply came from the woman.

"Yes, sure, Monsieur Baillehache. We have all made an appointment, so that we may come to an agreement, and that you may tell us how we are to proceed."

"Good, good, Fanny; we'll see about it. It's hardly more than one o'clock, we must wait for the others."

The notary stopped an instant to chat, asking about the price of corn, which had fallen during the last two months, and showing Delhomme the friendly consideration due to a farmer who owned fifty acres of land, and kept a servant and three cows. Then he returned to his inner room.

The clerks had not raised their heads, but were scratching away with their pens more vigorously than ever; and, once more, the Delhommes waited motionless. Fanny had been a lucky girl to marry a respectable, rich lover without even getting into the family-way beforehand, she whose only expectations had been some seven or eight acres of land from old Fouan. Her husband, however, had not repented of his bargain, for he could not anywhere have found a more active or intelligent housekeeper. Hence he followed her lead in everything, being of a narrow mind, but so steady and straightforward as to be frequently selected as an umpire by the Rognes people.

At that moment the little clerk, who was looking out into the street, stifled a laugh behind his hand, and murmured to his old, corpulent, and very dirty neighbour: "Here's Hyacinthe the saint coming!"

Fanny bent down quickly to whisper to her husband: "Now, leave everything to me. I am fond enough of papa and mamma, but I won't have them rob us; and keep a sharp eye on Buteau and that rascal Hyacinthe."

She referred to her two brothers, having seen one of them approach as she looked out of the window: Hyacinthe, the elder, whom the whole neighbourhood knew as an idler and a drunkard, and who, at the close of his military service, after going through the Algerian campaigns, had taken to a vagabond life, refusing all regular work, and subsisting by poaching and pillage, as if he were still extortioner-in-ordinary among a terrified people of Bedouins.

A tall, strapping fellow came in, rejoicing in the brawny strength of his forty years; he had curly hair, and a pointed, long, unkempt beard, with the face of a saint laid waste, a saint sodden with strong drink, addicted to forcing girls, and to robbing folks on the highway. He had already got tipsy at Cloyes since the morning, and wore muddy trousers, a filthily-stained blouse, and a ragged cap stuck on the back of his neck. He was smoking a damp, black, pestilential halfpenny cigar. Yet, in the depths of his fine liquid eyes lurked a spirit of fun free from ill-feeling, the open-heartedness of good-natured blackguardism.

"So father and mother haven't turned up yet?" he asked.

When the thin, jaundiced clerk responded testily by a shake of the head, he stared for an instant at the wall, while his cigar smouldered in his hand. He had not so much as glanced at his sister and his brother-in-law, who, themselves, did not appear to have seen him enter. Then, without a word, he left the room, and went to hang about on the pavement.

"Hyacinthe! Hyacinthe!" droned the little clerk, turning streetwards, and seeming to find infinite amusement in this name, which brought many a funny tale back to his memory.

Hardly five minutes had passed before the Fouans made their tardy appearance, two old folk of slow, prudential gait. The father, once very robust, now seventy years of age, had shrivelled and dwindled down under such hard work, such a keen land-hunger, that his form was bowed as if in a wild impulse to return to that earth which he had coveted and possessed. Nevertheless, in all save the legs, he was still hale and well-knit, with spruce little white mutton-chop whiskers, and the long family nose, which lent an air of keenness to his thin, leathery, deeply-wrinkled face. In his wake, following him as closely as his shadow, came his wife; shorter and stouter, swollen as if by an incipient dropsy, with a drab-coloured face perforated with round eyes, and a round mouth pursed up into an infinity of avaricious wrinkles. A household drudge, endowed with the docile, hard-working stupidity of a beast of burden, she had always stood in awe of the despotic authority of her husband.

"Ah, so it's you!" cried Fanny, getting up. Delhomme, also, had risen from his chair. Behind the old people, Hyacinthe had just lounged in again without a word. Compressing the cigar end to put it out, he thrust the pestiferous stump into a pocket of his blouse.

"So we're here," said Fouan. "There's only Buteau missing. Never in time, never like other people, the beast!"

"I saw him in the market," asserted Hyacinthe in a husky voice due to drink. "He's coming."

Buteau, the younger son, owed his nickname to his pigheadedness, being always up in arms in obstinate defence of his own ideas, which were never those of anybody else. Even when an urchin, he had not been able to get on with his parents; and, later on, having drawn a lucky number in the conscription, he had run away from home to go into service, first at La Borderie, subsequently at La Chamade.

While his father was still grumbling, he skipped cheerfully into the room. In him, the large Fouan nose was flattened out, while the lower part of his face, the maxillaries, projected like the powerful jaws of a carnivorous beast. His temples retreated, all the upper part of his head was contracted, and, behind the boon-companion twinkle of his grey eyes, there lurked deceit and violence. He had inherited the brutish desires and tenacious grip of his father, aggravated by the narrow meanness of his mother. In every quarrel, whenever the two old people heaped reproaches upon his head, he replied: "You shouldn't have made me so!"

"Look here, it's five leagues from La Chamade to Cloyes," replied he to their complaints; "and besides, hang it all, I'm here at the same time as you. Oh, at me again, are you?"

They all disputed, shouted in shrill, high-pitched voices, and argued over their private matters exactly as if they had been at home. The clerks, disturbed, looked at them askance, till the tumult brought in the notary, who re-opened the door of his private office.

"You are all assembled? Then come in!"

This private office looked on to the garden, a narrow strip of ground running down to the Loir, the leafless poplars along which were visible in the distance. On the mantelpiece, between some packets of papers, there was a black marble clock; the furniture simply comprised the mahogany writing-table, a set of pasteboard boxes, and some chairs. Monsieur Baillehache at once installed himself at his writing-table, like a judge on the bench, while the peasants who had entered in a file hesitated and squinted at the chairs, feeling embarrassed as to where and how they were to sit down.

"Come, seat yourselves!" said the notary.

Then Fouan and Rose were pushed forward by the rest on to the two front chairs; Fanny and Delhomme got behind, also side by side; Buteau established himself in an isolated corner against the wall; while Hyacinthe alone remained standing, in front of the window, blocking out the light with his broad shoulders. The notary, out of patience, addressed him familiarly.

"Sit down, do, Hyacinthe!"

He had to broach the subject himself.

"So, Fouan, you have made up your mind to divide your property before your death, between your two sons and your daughter?"

The old man made no reply. The rest were as if frozen to stone; there was deep silence.

On his part, the notary, accustomed to such sluggishness, did not hurry himself. His office had been in his family two hundred and fifty years. Baillehache, son, had succeeded Baillehache, father, at Cloyes, the line being of ancient Beauceron extraction, and they had contracted from their rustic connection that ponderous reflectiveness, that artful circumspection, which protract the most trivial debates with long pauses and irrelevant talk. Having taken up a penknife the notary began paring his nails.

"Haven't you? It would appear that you have made up your mind," he repeated at length, looking hard at the old man.

The latter turned, looked round at everybody, and then said, hesitatingly:

"Yes; that may be so, Monsieur Baillehache. I spoke to you about it at harvest-time. You told me to think it over; and I have thought it over, and I can see that it will have to come to that."

He explained the why and wherefore, in faltering phrases, interspersed with constant digressions. But there was one thing which he said nothing about, but which was obvious from the repressed emotion which choked his utterance—and that was the infinite distress, the smothered rancour, the rending asunder, as it were, of his whole frame, which he felt in parting with the property so eagerly coveted before his father's death, cultivated later on with the violent avidity of lust, and then added to, bit by bit, at the cost of the most sordid avarice. Such-and-such a plot represented months of bread and cheese, tireless winters, summers of scorching toil, with no other sustenance than a few gulps of water. He had loved the soil as it were a woman who kills,[1q] and for whose sake men are slain. No spouse, nor child, nor any human being; but the soil! However, being now stricken in years, he must hand his mistress over to his sons, as his father, maddened by his own impotence, had handed her over to him.

"You see, Monsieur Baillehache, one has to look at things as they are. My legs are not what they used to be; my arms are hardly better; and, of course, the land suffers accordingly. Things might still have gone on if one could have come to an understanding with one's children."

He glanced at Buteau and Hyacinthe, who made no sign, however; their eyes were looking into vacancy, as though they were a hundred miles away from him and his words.

"Well, am I to be expected to take strange people under our roof, to pick and steal? No, servants now-a-days cost too much; they eat one out of house and home. As for me, I am used up. This year, look you, I have hardly had the strength to cultivate a quarter of the nineteen setiers[2] I possess; just enough to provide corn for ourselves and fodder for the two cows. So, you understand, it's breaking my heart to see good land spoiled by lying idle. I had rather let everything go than look on at such sinful waste."

His voice faltered; his gestures were those of resigned anguish. Near him listened his submissive wife, crushed by more than half a century of obedience and toil.

"The other day," he continued, "Rose, while making her cheeses, fell into them head first. It wears me out only to jog to market. And then, we can't take the land away with us when we go. It must be given up—given up. After all, we have done enough work, and we want to die in peace. Don't we, Rose?"

"That's true enough; true as we sit here," said the old woman.

There fell a new and prolonged silence. The notary finished trimming his nails, and at last he put the knife back on his desk, saying:

"Yes, those are very good reasons; one is frequently forced to resolve on a deed of gift. I should add that it saves expense, for the legacy duties are heavier than those on the transference of property."

Buteau, despite his affectation of indifference, could not help exclaiming:

"Then it's true, Monsieur Baillehache?"

"Most certainly. You will save some hundreds of francs."

There was a flutter among the others; even Delhomme's countenance brightened, while the parents also shared in the general satisfaction. The moment they knew it was cheaper, the thing was as good as done.

"It remains for me to make the usual observations," continued the notary. "Many thoughtful persons condemn such transfers of property, and regard them as immoral, in that they tend to sever family ties. Deplorable instances might, in fact, be mentioned, children having sometimes behaved very badly, when their parents had stripped themselves of all."

The two sons and the daughter listened to him, open-mouthed, with trembling eyelids and quivering cheeks.

"Let papa keep everything himself, if those are his ideas," brusquely interrupted the very susceptible Fanny.

"We have always been dutiful," said Buteau.

"And we're not afraid of work," added Hyacinthe.

With a wave of his hand Maître Baillehache restored calm.

"Pray, let me finish! I know you are good children, and honest workers; and, in your case, there is not the slightest danger of your parents ever repenting of their resolution."

He spoke without a tinge of irony, repeating the conciliatory phrases which five-and-twenty years of professional practice had made smooth upon his tongue. However, the mother, although seeming not to understand, glanced with her small eyes from her daughter to her two sons. She had brought them up, without any show of fondness, amid the chill parsimony which reproaches the little ones with diminishing the household savings. She had a grudge against the younger son for having run away from home just when he was capable of earning wages; the daughter she had never been able to get on with, encountering in her a strain too like her own, a robust activity made haughty and unyielding by the intermingled intelligence of the father; and her gaze only softened as it rested upon the elder son, the ruffian who took neither after her nor after her husband—the ill weed sprung none knew whence, and, perhaps, excused and favoured on that account.

Fouan also had looked at his children, one after the other, with an uneasy mistrust of the uses they might make of his property. The laziness of the drunkard was not so keen an anguish to him as the covetous yearning of the two others for possession. However, he bent his trembling head. What was the good of kicking against the pricks?

"The partition being thus resolved upon," resumed the notary, "the question becomes one of terms. Are you agreed upon the allowance which is to be paid?"

Everybody suddenly relapsed into mute rigidity. Their sun-burnt faces assumed a stony look, an air of impenetrable gravity, like that of diplomatists entering on the appraisement of an empire. Then they threw out tentative glances one to another, but nobody spoke. At last the father once more explained matters.

"No, Monsieur Baillehache, we have not entered on the subject; we were waiting till we met all together, here. But it's quite simple, isn't it? I have nineteen setiers, or, as people now say, nine hectares and a half (about twenty-three acres). So that, if I rented them out, it would come to nine hundred and fifty francs, at a hundred francs per hectare (two and a half acres)."

Buteau, the least patient, leapt from his chair.

"What! A hundred francs per hectare! Do you take us for fools, papa?"

And a preliminary discussion began on the question of figures. There was a setier of vineyard; that, certainly, would let for fifty francs. But would that price ever be got for the twelve setiers of plough-land, still less for the six setiers of natural meadow-land, the fields along the Aigre, the hay of which was worth nothing? The plough-land itself was hardly of good quality, especially at the end which edged the plateau, for the arable layer got thinner and thinner as it neared the valley.

"Come, come, papa," said Fanny, reproachfully, "you mustn't take an unfair advantage of us."

"It's worth a hundred francs a hectare," repeated the old man stubbornly, slapping his thigh. "I could let it out to-morrow at a hundred francs if I wanted to. And what's it worth to you, now? Just let's hear what it's worth to you?"

"It's worth sixty francs," said Buteau, but Fouan, greatly put out, sustained his price, and launched into fervent eulogy of his land—such fine land as it was, yielding wheat of itself—when Delhomme, silent till then, declared in his blunt, honest way: "It's worth eighty francs, not a copper more, and not a copper less."

The old man immediately calmed down.

"All right, say eighty. I don't mind making a sacrifice for my children."

Rose, twitching at a corner of his blouse, expressed in one word the outraged instincts of her mean nature—"No!"

Hyacinthe held himself aloof. Land had been no object to him since the five years he had spent in Algeria. He had but one aim: to get his share at once, whatever it might be, and to turn it into money. Accordingly, he went on swinging to and fro with an air of amused superiority.

"I said eighty," cried Fouan, "and eighty it is. I have always been a man of my word; I swear it. Nine hectares and a half, look you, come to seven hundred and sixty francs, or, in round numbers, eight hundred. Well, the allowance shall be eight hundred francs, that's fair enough?"

Buteau burst into a violent fit of laughter, while Fanny protested by a shake of the head, as if dumbfounded. Monsieur Baillehache, who, since the discussion began, had been looking vacantly into the garden, again turned to his clients and seemed to listen, tugging in his lunatic way at his whiskers, and dreamily digesting the excellent meal he had just made.

This time the old man was right, it was fair. But the children, heated and possessed by the one idea of concluding the bargain on the lowest possible terms, grew absolutely ferocious, and haggled and cursed with the bad faith of yokels buying a pig.

"Eight hundred francs!" sneered Buteau. "Seems you want to live like gentle folks——Oh, indeed! Eight hundred francs, when you might live on four! Why not say at once that you want to gorge till you burst?"

Fouan had not yet lost his temper, considering the higgling natural, and simply facing the expected storm, himself excited, but making straight for the goal he had in view.

"Stop a bit! that's not all. Till the day of our death we keep the house and garden, of course. Then, as we shall no longer get anything from the crops, or have our two cows, we want every year a cask of wine and a hundred faggots; and every week eight quarts of milk, a dozen eggs, and three cheeses."

"Oh, papa!" groaned Fanny in piteous consternation. "Oh, papa!"

As for Buteau, he had done with discussion. He had sprung to his feet, and was striding brusquely to and fro; he had even jammed his cap on his head as if he were about to go. Hyacinthe also had likewise got up from his chair, disquieted by the idea that this fuss might prevent the partition after all. Delhomme alone remained impassive, with his finger laid against his nose, in an attitude of deep thought and extreme boredom.

At this point Maître Baillehache felt it necessary to help matters forward a little. Rousing himself up, and fidgeting more energetically with his whiskers:

"You know, my friends," said he, "that wine, faggots, cheese, and eggs are customary."

But he was cut short by a volley of bitter phrases.

"Eggs with chickens inside, perhaps!"

"We don't drink our wine, do we? We sell it!"

"It's jolly convenient not to do a blasted thing and be made warm and comfortable, while your children are toiling and moiling!"

The notary, who had heard the same thing often enough before, continued unmoved:

"All that is no argument. Come, come, Hyacinthe, sit down, will you? You're keeping out the light; you're a perfect nuisance! So that's settled, isn't it, all of you? You will pay the dues in kind, because otherwise you would become a by-word. We have, therefore, only to discuss the amount of the allowance."

Delhomme at length indicated that he had something to say. Everybody having resumed his place, he began slowly, amid general attention:

"Excuse me; what the father asks seems fair: he might be allowed eight hundred francs on the ground that he could let the property for eight hundred francs—only we don't reckon like that on our side. He is not letting us the land, but giving it to us, and what we have to calculate is: how much do he and his wife require to live on? That is all. How much do they require to live on?"

"That is, certainly," chimed in the notary, "the usual basis of calculation."

Another endless dispute set in. The two old folks' lives were dissected, exposed, and discussed, need by need. Bread, vegetables, and meat were weighed out; clothing appraised, linen and woollen, to the utmost farthing; even such trivial luxuries as the father's tobacco—cut down, after interminable recriminations, from two sous a day to one—were not beneath notice. When people were beyond work, they ought to reduce their expenditure. The mother, again; could she not do without her black coffee? It was like their twelve-year-old dog, who ate, and ate, and made no return; he ought to have had a bullet put through his head long ago! The calculation was no sooner finished than it was begun all over again, on the chance of finding some other item to suppress: two shirts or six handkerchiefs in the year. And thus, by cutting closer and closer, by pinching and scraping in the paltriest matters, they got down to five hundred and fifty odd francs, which left the children in a state of uncontrollable agitation, for they had set their hearts upon not giving more than five hundred.

Fanny, however, was growing tired. She was not a bad sort, having more of the milk of human kindness than the men, and not yet having had her heart or her skin hardened by rough life in the open air. Accordingly she spoke of making an end of it, and resigned herself to some concessions. Hyacinthe, for his part, shrugged his shoulders, in a most liberal, not to say maudlin mood; ready to offer, out of his own share, any little balance which, be it remarked, he would never have paid.

"Come," asked the daughter, "shall we let it go at five hundred and fifty?"

"Right you are!" answered he. "The old 'uns must have a little pleasant time!"

The mother turned to her elder son with a smiling and yet almost tearful look of affection, while the father continued his contention with the younger. He had only given way step by step, disputing every reduction, and making a stubborn stand on certain items. But, beneath his ostensibly cool pertinacity, his wrath rose high within him as he confronted the mad desire of his own flesh and blood to fatten on his flesh, and to drain his blood dry while he was yet alive. He forgot that he had thus fed upon his own father. His hands had begun to tremble; and he growled out:

"Ah, the rascals! To think that one has brought 'em up, and then they turn round and take the bread out of one's mouth! On my word, I'm sick of it. I'd rather be already rotting under ground. So there's no getting you to behave decently; you won't give more than five hundred and fifty?"

He was about to accept the sum, when his wife again twitched his blouse and whispered:

"No, no!"

"And that's not all," resumed Buteau, after a little hesitation. "How about the money you have saved up? If you've any money of your own you don't want ours, do you?"

He looked steadily at his father, having reserved this shot for the last. The old man had grown very pale.

"What money?" he asked.

"Why, the money invested; the money you hold bonds for."

Buteau, who only suspected the hoard, wanted to make sure. One evening, he had thought he saw his father take a little roll of papers from behind a looking-glass. The next day and the days following he had been on the watch, but nothing had turned up; the empty cavity alone remained.

Fouan's pallor now suddenly changed to a deep red as his torrent of wrath at length burst forth. He rose up, and shouted with a furious gesture:

"Great heaven! You go rummaging in my pockets now. I haven't a sou, a copper invested; you've cost too much for that, you brute. But, in any case, is it any business of yours? Am I not the master, the father?"

He seemed to grow taller in the re-assertion of his authority. For years everybody, wife and children alike, had quailed before him, under his rude despotism as chief of the family. If they fancied all that at an end, they made a mistake.

"Oh, papa!" began Buteau, with an attempt at a snigger.

"Hold your tongue, in God's name!" resumed the old man, with his hand still uplifted. "Hold your tongue, or I strike!"

The younger son stammered, and shrank into himself on his chair. He had felt the blow approaching and had raised his elbow to ward it off, seized once more with the terrors of infancy.

"And you, Hyacinthe, leave off smirking! And you, Fanny, look me in the face, if you dare! True as the sun's shining, I'll make it lively for some of you; see if I don't!"

He stood, threateningly, over them all. The mother shivered, as if apprehensive of stray buffets. The children neither stirred nor breathed, they were conquered and submissive.

"Understand, the allowance shall be six hundred francs; or else I shall sell my land and invest in an annuity. Yes, an annuity! All shall be spent, and you sha'n't come into a copper. Will you give the six hundred francs?"

"Why, papa," murmured Fanny, "we will give whatever you ask."

"Six hundred francs. Right!" said Delhomme.

"What suits the rest, suits me," declared Hyacinthe.

Buteau, setting his teeth viciously, gave the consent of silence. Fouan still held them in check, with the stern look of one accustomed to obedience. Finally, he sat down again, saying: "Good! Then we are agreed."

Maître Baillehache had begun to doze again, unconcernedly awaiting the issue of the quarrel. Now, opening his eyes, he brought the interview to a peaceful close.

"Well, then, as you're agreed, that's enough! Now I know the terms, I will draw up the deed. For your part, get the surveying done, portion out the lots, and tell the surveyor to forward me a note containing the description of the lots. Then, when you've drawn your numbers, all we shall have to do will be to write the number drawn against each name, and sign."

He had risen from his arm-chair to see them out. But they, hesitating, and reflecting, would not stir. Was it really over? Was nothing forgotten? Had they not made a bad bargain, which there was yet time, perhaps, to cancel?

Four o'clock struck; they had been there nearly three hours.

"Aren't you going?" said the notary to them at last. "There are others waiting."

He precipitated their decision by hustling them into the next room, where, indeed, a number of patient rustics were sitting still and rigid upon their chairs, while the small clerk watched a dog-fight out of the window, and the two others still drove their pens, sulkily and scratchily, over stamped paper.

Once outside, the family stood for a moment stock-still in the middle of the street.

"If you like," declared the father, "the measuring shall take place on the day after to-morrow—Monday."

They nodded assent, and went down the Rue Grouaise in scattered file.

Then, old Fouan and Rose, having turned down the Rue du Temple, towards the church, Fanny and Delhomme went off through the Rue Grande. Buteau had stopped on the Place Saint-Lubin, wondering if his father had a hidden hoard or not; and Hyacinthe, left by himself, relighted his cigar-end, and went into the Jolly Ploughman café.



CHAPTER III.

The Fouans house was the first in Rognes, on the high-road from Cloyes to Bazoches-le-Doyen, which passes through the village. On Monday, the old man was going out at seven o'clock in the morning to keep the appointment in front of the church, when, in the next doorway, he perceived his sister, "La Grande," who was already astir, despite her eighty years.

These Fouans had propagated and grown there for centuries, like some sturdy luxuriant vegetation. Serfs in the old times of the Rognes-Bouquevals—of whom not a trace survived save the few half-buried stones of a ruined château—they had been emancipated, it appeared, under Philip the Fair; becoming thenceforward landowners of an acre or so, which they had bought from the lord of the manor when in difficulties, and paid for with tears and blood at ten times the value. Then had set in the long struggle of four hundred years to defend and enlarge the property, in a frenzy of passion transmitted from father to son: odd corners were lost and bought back, the ownership was unremittingly called into question, the inheritances were subject to such a list of dues that they almost ate their own heads off; but in spite of all, both arable and plough-lands grew, bit by bit, in the ever-prevailing, stubborn craving for possession. Generations passed away, the lives of many men enriched the soil; but when the Revolution of '89 set its seal upon his rights, the Fouan of the time, Joseph Casimir, possessed about twenty-six acres, wrested in the course of four centuries from the old seignorial manor.

In '93, this Joseph Casimir was twenty-seven years of age, and on the day when what remained of the manor was declared national property and sold in lots by auction, he yearned to acquire a few acres of it. The Rognes-Bouquevals, ruined and in debt, after letting the last tower of the château crumble into dust, had long since given up to their creditors the right of receiving the revenues of La Borderie, three quarters of which property lay fallow. In particular, adjacent to one of Fouan's bits of land there was a large field, on which he looked with the fierce covetousness of his race. But the harvest had been poor, and in the old pipkin behind his oven he had barely a hundred crowns saved up. Moreover, although it had momentarily occurred to him to borrow off a Cloyes money-lender, a distrustful prudence had stood in the way: he was afraid to touch these lands of the nobility; who knew whether they would not be claimed again later on? So it happened that, divided between desire and apprehension, he had the agony of seeing La Borderie bought at auction, field by field, and for a tenth of its value, by Isidore Hourdequin, a townsman of Châteaudun, formerly employed in the collection of excise duties.

Joseph Casimir Fouan, in his old age, had divided his twenty-six acres equally among his eldest child, Marianne, and his two sons, Louis and Michel; a younger daughter Laure, brought up to dressmaking and employed at Châteaudun, being indemnified in hard cash. But marriage destroyed this equality. While Marianne Fouan, surnamed "La Grande," wedded a neighbour, Antoine Péchard, with about twenty-two acres; Michael Fouan, surnamed "Mouche," encumbered himself with a sweetheart who only expected from her father two and a half acres of vineyard. On the other hand, Louis Fouan, joined in matrimony to Rose Maliverne, the heiress to fifteen acres, had acquired that total of twenty-three acres or so, which, in his turn, he was about to divide among his three children.


La Grande[7] was respected and dreaded in the family, not for her advanced age, but for her fortune. Still very upright, tall, thin, wiry, and large-boned, she had the fleshless head of a bird of prey set on a long, shrivelled, blood-coloured neck. In her, the family nose curved into a formidable beak; she had round fixed eyes, with not a trace of hair under the yellow silk handkerchief she always wore, though she possessed her full complement of teeth, and jaws that might have masticated flints. She never went out without her thornwood stick, which she held on high as she walked, only making use of it to strike animals and human beings. Left a widow at an early age, she had turned her one daughter out of doors, because the wretch had insisted, against her mother's will, on marrying a poor youth, Vincent Bouteroue[8]; and even when this daughter and her husband had died of want, leaving behind them a grand-daughter and a grandson, Palmyre and Hilarion, aged respectively thirty-two and twenty-four, she had refused her forgiveness and let them starve to death, allowing no one so much as to remind her of their existence. Since her goodman's death she presided in person over the cultivation of her land; she had three cows, a pig, and a farm-hand, all fed out of a common trough; and she was obeyed by those about her with the most abject submission.

Fouan, seeing her on her threshold, had drawn near out of respect. She was ten years older than he, and he regarded her sternness, her avarice, her obstinate resolution to possess and to live, with an admiring deference, shared by the whole village.

"I was just wanting to tell you about it, La Grande," said he. "I have made up my mind, and am going up yonder to see about the division."

She made no reply, but tightened her grasp upon the stick which she was flourishing.

"The other night I wanted to ask your advice again, but I knocked and no one answered."

Then she broke out in shrill tones:

"Idiot! Advice, indeed! I gave you advice. The fool, the poltroon you must be to give your property up as long as you can get about. They might have bled me to death, but, under the knife, I would still have refused. To see what belongs to one in the hands of others, to turn one's self out of doors for the benefit of rascally children.—No! No! No!"

"But," put in Fouan, "if you're incapable of farming, and the land suffers accordingly."

"Well, let it suffer. Rather than lose half an acre of it, I would go and watch the thistles grow every morning."

She drew herself up grimly, in her featherless, old vulture-like way, and, drumming on his shoulder with her stick, as if to impress her words upon him more deeply, she resumed:

"Listen, and mark me. When you have nothing and they have everything, your children will refuse you a mouthful of bread.[2q] You'll end with a beggar's wallet, like a road-tramp. And when that happens, don't come knocking at my door, for I give you fair warning, it'll be the worse for you. Would you like to know what I shall do, eh? Would you?"

He waited submissively, as behoved a younger brother; and she returned indoors, banging the door behind her and screaming:

"I shall do that! Die in a ditch!"

Fouan stood for an instant motionless before the closed door. Then, with a gesture of resigned decision, he went up the path leading to the Place de l'Eglise. On that very spot stood the old family residence of the Fouans, which, in the division of property[11], had fallen to his brother Michel, called Mouche; his own house, lower down along the road, had come to him from his wife Rose. Mouche, who had long been a widower, lived alone with his two daughters, Lise and Françoise, embittered by disappointments, still humiliated by his lowly marriage, and accusing his brother and sister, after forty years, of having cheated him when the allotments were drawn for. He was for ever telling the tale how the worst lot had been left for him at the bottom of the hat; and, in the course of time, this seemed to have become true, for he proved so excellent at excuses and such a sluggard at work that his share lost half its value in his hands. "The man makes the land," as folks say in La Beauce.

That morning Mouche also was on the watch at his door when his brother came round the corner of the square. The division roused his spleen, reviving old grudges, although he had nothing to expect from it. However, to demonstrate his utter indifference, he, too, turned his back and shut the door with a slam.

Fouan had suddenly caught sight of Delhomme and Hyacinthe, who were waiting twenty yards apart from each other. He made for the former, while the latter made for him. The three, without speaking, scanned the path which skirted the edge of the plateau.

"There he is," said Hyacinthe, at last. "He" was Grosbois[10], the local surveyor, a peasant from Magnolles, a little village near Cloyes. His knowledge of reading and writing had ruined him. When summoned from Orgères to Beaugency, on surveying business, he used to leave to his wife the management of his property, and he had contracted during his constant pilgrimages such drunken habits that he was now never sober. Very stout, very sturdy for his sixty years, he had a broad red face budding all over into purple pimples; and, despite the early hour, he was, on the day in question, in a state of abominable intoxication, the result of a merry-making held the night before by some Montigny vine-growers in honour of a divided inheritance. But that mattered nothing: the tipsier he was, the clearer his brain. He never measured incorrectly, and never added up incorrectly. He was held in deference and honour, advisedly, for he had the reputation of being extremely spiteful.

"All here, eh?" said he. "Then come along."

A dirty, bedraggled urchin of twelve was in attendance, carrying the chain under his arm and the stand and the staves over his shoulder, while with his free hand he swung the square, which was in an old burst cardboard case.

They all set out without waiting for Buteau, whom they had just descried in the distance, standing still before the largest field of the holding. That field, some five acres in extent, was immediately adjacent to the one along which La Coliche had dragged Françoise a few days before. Buteau, thinking it useless to proceed further, had stopped there in a brown study. When the others arrived, they saw him stoop down, take up a handful of earth, and gradually filter it through his fingers, as though to estimate its weight and flavour.

"There," resumed Grosbois, taking a greasy memorandum-book from his pocket: "I have already drawn up an accurate little plan of each lot, as you asked me to do, Fouan. It now devolves upon us to divide the whole into three portions; and that, my children, we will do together, eh? Just tell me how you intend it to be done."

The day had worn on. A ripping wind was driving continuous masses of thick clouds across the pale sky; and La Beauce lay sullen and gloomy, lashed by the keen air. Yet not one of them seemed conscious of that breeze from the offing, which inflated their blouses and threatened to carry off their hats. Not one of the five, in holiday attire, as befitted the gravity of the occasion, spoke a word. As they stood on the confines of the field, amid the boundless expanse, their lineaments had a dreamy, frozen fixedness, the musing expression of mariners who live alone in large open spaces. La Beauce, flat and fertile, easily tilled but demanding continuous effort, has made the Beauceron calm and reflective, without passion save for the land itself.

"It'll all have to be divided into three," said Buteau at length.

Grosbois shook his head, and a discussion set in. An apostle of progress, by virtue of his connection with large farms, he occasionally went so far as to set himself up against his smaller clients, by condemning extreme subdivision. Would not the labour and cost of transport from place to place become a ruinous thing, when there were only odds and ends of land left that might be covered by a handkerchief? Was it farming at all, with paltry garden-plots on which it was impossible either to improve the system of crops or to introduce machinery? No: the only sensible thing to do was to make a mutual arrangement, not to adopt the murderous course of chopping a field up like so much pastry. If one of them would be content with the plough-land, another might manage with the meadows; the portions could eventually be equalised, and the distribution decided by lot.
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