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The Bobino Theatre. A dry-point illustration by Jean-François Raffaëlli, taken from the illustrated edition of Les Sœurs Vatard (Ferroud, 1909).




The Translator


Brendan King is a freelance writer, reviewer and translator with a special interest in late nineteenth-century French fiction. He recently completed his Ph.D. on the life and work of J.-K. Huysmans.





His other translations for Dedalus are Là-Bas, Parisian Sketches, Marthe, The Cathedral, Stranded and Against Nature.





He also edited the Dedalus edition of Robert Baldick’s The Life of J.-K. Huysman.




Original dedication





To Émile Zola


From his fervent admirer and devoted friend.
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Introduction


Although Les Sœurs Vatard (The Vatard Sisters, 1879) was J.-K. Huysmans’ second published novel and his third published work, in one key respect it represents the true start of his professional career as a writer in that it was the first of his books to be published independently, rather than at his own expense. Émile Zola, to whom the book was fulsomely dedicated, was instrumental in this new arrangement having introduced Huysmans to Georges Charpentier, who had been Zola’s own publisher since 1873. Urged on by his best-selling author, Charpentier somewhat grudgingly accepted this audacious new novel by a controversial young writer, who was already being seen as the most dynamic of those who grouped themselves round the ‘master’ and who formed the core of the Naturalist movement. The fact that The Vatard Sisters appeared in the distinctive yellow cover of Charpentier’s firm was a clear sign not just that Huysmans had officially arrived as a writer, it also cemented his position publicly with Zola and the Naturalists, a fact not lost on contemporary reviewers of the time hostile to the new movement.


The background to the novel, the atelier or workshop of a book bindery, was one that Huysmans had been familiar with from an early age. A year after his father died in 1856, his mother, Malvina, had married Jules Og, a Protestant businessman who in 1858 invested in a bindery owned by Auguste Guilleminot and Huysmans’ grandfather, Jules Badin. The bindery was conveniently placed, being on the ground floor of 11 rue de Sèvres, the same building in which Malvina now lived, her parents having an apartment there. As a child, Huysmans was not allowed into the bindery during working hours, but at night he would often lie awake listening to the thudding of the presses and the raucous singing of the women who worked there. Following Og’s premature death in 1867, his share in the bindery passed to Huysmans’ mother, and on her death in 1876, to Huysmans himself. During the 1880s the bindery was something of a financial liability for Huysmans: he became increasingly anxious about the possibility of bankruptcy and eventually sold his share in the business altogether in 1892.


Although Huysmans was not involved in the day-to-day running of the bindery, he would nevertheless have been acquainted with its general workings, its décor, and its personnel. Given the contemporary trend of representing working class life in fiction, especially among Naturalists who relied heavily on documentation and close observation in order to create an illusion of verisimilitude, it was only natural that when Huysmans was looking around for a subject for his next novel he should have turned his attention to a trade that was literally under his nose.


One of the first references to the writing of The Vatard Sisters occurs in December 1876, in a letter to the Belgian writer Camille Lemonnier, in which Huysmans talks of “preparing the foundations of my new novel.” A couple of months later, in mid-February 1877, he revealed that things were beginning to take shape:





I’m working, working, working, at the moment I’m dissecting a young female worker in a book bindery who is preserving her maidenhead for every reason except modesty. I want to make it into a very thorough, realistic study…but it’ll require writing a long novel and I’m only on the third chapter…


(Letter from Huysmans to Camille Lemonnier, 15 February 1877)





But finding the time to write was not always easy. Not only did he have a full-time job, he was also trying to make a name for himself by publishing pieces of journalism whenever he could. All this encroached on his time, as he complained to the Belgian poet and journalist Théodore Hannon:





You ask if my novel is progressing—hmmm! I’ve got three chapters done, but I’m always being interrupted by articles, though I hope to get it finished by the end of the year. I think there will be some things in it that will amuse you: among other things, a funfair, with parades, stalls, and a jostling crowd…


(Letter from Huysmans to Théodore Hannon, 27 February 1877)





Huysmans had become friends with Hannon around the time of the publication of Marthe in 1876, and for the next few months, in a series of letters, he kept him abreast of developments in the novel, which he had now provisionally entitled Désirée:





I’m still labouring away on my novel, and feel anxious and satisfied with it by turns. I think it’ll be a nice little ditty that’ll be one in the eye for the bourgeoisie…


(Letter from Huysmans to Théodore Hannon, 7 April 1877)





In the mean time, nothing new here, I’m labouring and belabouring away with a vengeance—I’m still dipping into my novel and splashing about in very simple settings—but finally, little by little, the chapters are getting longer and settling down one next to the other. Except that, by thunder, there are days when one gets bogged down with a phrase or when the words don’t come…


(Letter from Huysmans to Théodore Hannon, 20 April 1877)





I’m labouring, belabouring and slogging away, I’m harnessed into a chapter so fearfully perverse it’s a pleasure! I’m sketching out my Impressionist painter, a master of debauchery…


(Letter from Huysmans to Théodore Hannon, 10 July 1877)





In this last letter, Huysmans goes on to quote an extract that appears in Chapter IX of the published book, in effect almost halfway through. However, shortly after this he came to a halt and complained that he was unable to write. According to Henry Céard this was because Huysmans felt uncomfortable about describing the bindery that he nominally owned in such frank and unflattering terms, but in letters to other friends Huysmans gave alternative explanations. To Lemonnier, for example, he hinted that his inability to progress was caused by fear of prosecution:





I’m working without much enthusiasm on my novel, but I’m getting bogged down—if I’m not arrested for writing this book, it’ll be because there’s no God in heaven! It goes without saying that I’m forced to go out on a limb with it, the subject matter demands it.


(Letter from Huysmans to Camille Lemonnier, July 1877)





But later the same month, he wrote to Hannon giving a much more prosaic reason, saying that he couldn’t write any more at present because it was impossible to find any medical books with the information he needed “on how chlorosis affects an individual with regard to their character”.


Whatever the true cause of this bout of writer’s block, Céard, perhaps a little undiplomatically, mentioned it to Zola and Zola’s piqued outburst set off a whole chain reaction of correspondence:





What are you telling me? That Huysmans is dropping his novel about the women at the bindery? For what reason? It’s simply an excuse for laziness, don’t you think? An inability to do anything because of the heat. But he must work, tell him from me. He is our hope. He doesn’t have the right to drop his novel when the whole group has need of his work.


(Letter from Émile Zola to Henry Céard, 16 July 1877)





Céard dutifully informed Huysmans of the master’s displeasure, and in his turn Huysmans vented his annoyance to Hannon:





Zola heaped insults on me in his letter under the pretext that I wasn’t working hard enough! He claimed that I didn’t have the right to do nothing because they were all counting on me etc. Ouf! a cold shower! I’ll have to write to him and reassure him…


(Letter from Huysmans to Théodore Hannon, 23 July 1877)





A week or so later, Huysmans sent off the promised letter of explanation to Zola:





I’ve been meaning to write to you, my dear Zola, for over a month, but then…but then…I was ashamed to admit to you that I’d done nothing, so I put off my letter to a day when, without too much of a lie, I could say to you, I’m working. And now is that time! Not very much, but it’s going. I am very undecided, very disconcerted, not at all sure if my novel is worth anything, bogged down in a devilishly tricky subject, one so simple it terrifies me. Enough!…Lazy as I am, up to the moment I have nevertheless done as many pages as Marthe, plus ten more, but there’s no action in it, no action at all.


(Letter from Huysmans to Émile Zola, July 1877)





Zola’s answer was slightly dismissive, and probably did little to reassure the fears of a man who had taken the manuscript of his first book to be published in Brussels from fear of being prosecuted for obscenity if he published it in Paris:





You are working, that’s the main thing. And how wrong you are to be uneasy in advance, push ahead defiantly with your book without worrying yourself whether it contains any action, whether you’re happy with it, or whether you’ll end up in Sainte-Pélagie prison as a result!


(Letter from Émile Zola to Huysmans, 3 August 1877)





Whether it was Zola’s sharp rap across the knuckles that had the desired effect or not, Huysmans restarted work on the novel and was soon back once again keeping Hannon informed, though it is clear that the possibility of being prosecuted over the book still weighed on his mind:





I am saddled up again on Désirée, which now has this title: The Vatard Sisters. It’s progressing, the two bloody sisters are beginning to take shape and maturing in sins and graces.


(Letter from Huysmans to Théodore Hannon, 23 August 1877)





Voilà!—I’m labouring away well enough in the mean time. My Vatard girls are coming along, and I hope that when he comes back Zola will see them almost finished… and that he won’t be too disappointed with them…All the same, my dear friend, it’s a damn thing is a novel, it’s tiring and bloody difficult to do.


(Letter from Huysmans to Théodore Hannon, 5 September 1877)





Wait and see, my friend, the Naturalist school is going to cop it one of these days, get a right beating. It will probably kick off with The Vatard Sisters—I’ll be amazed if I’m not dragged before the magistrate’s bench.


(Letter from Huysmans to Théodore Hannon, 19 September 1877)





As the book neared its conclusion the issue of who was going to publish it obviously became more pressing. Perhaps not unnaturally, given Zola’s connection, Huysmans had early on got the notion that Charpentier should publish it. Indeed, as far back as December 1876, when he’d barely even begun the book, Huysmans had mentioned the possibility to Lemonnier:





Charpentier, the publisher, has asked me for a copy of Marthe, and I’m going to see him—he seems very friendly and very intelligent and I hope to conclude a deal with him for a novel…


(Letter from Huysmans to Camille Lemonnier, December 1876)





Almost a year later, with the end of the book in sight, he returned more seriously to the idea and began to make plans. He told Hannon that he had only two more chapters to write before it was finished, and that he just needed a couple of months to “polish things up”, to “give Céline and Désirée a bit of a scrub” (12 November 1877), before the book was ready to be shown to Zola and Charpentier. A month later he wrote again, saying the book was effectively finished:





I’m writing to you absolutely worn out and exhausted, I’ve done such a sweatload of work these past few days that I’ve managed to get the Vatard Girls up on their legs. It’s done. I’ve still got a month to retouch and to recopy, but these two fantastic gals are finally up on their pins. All they need is to be cleaned up…and they can be handed to Zola, who I saw last Monday, and who is expecting them.


When will the book appear? As to that…soon I hope… if Madame Charpentier authorises it. I’m in a cold sweat just thinking about the diplomatic buttering-up I’ll have to do…Anyway, we’ll see…


(Letter from Huysmans to Théodore Hannon, 3 December 1877)





Huysmans was right to be sceptical: as it turned out, it would be over a year before the book was published. The reason for the delay was partly Charpentier’s sense of caution: even though he’d had a huge success with L’Assommoir, which had been violently abused in the conservative press as “pornographic”, he had no intention of acquiring a reputation for publishing indecent or obscene material, and wasn’t going to rush into print with anything that was overly controversial. Another factor was Huysmans’ own reputation. He was already gaining a name for himself as one of the more extreme and opinionated of the young writers who surrounded Zola, and this had inevitably made him a number of enemies in the press and the world of letters. As Huysmans told Hannon, after informing him that Zola had the manuscript of The Vatard Sisters and was going to show it to Charpentier, one of the problems he faced was that Alphonse Daudet and his wife, who were friends of, and published by, Charpentier, were both opposed to seeing Huysmans published by the firm, as was Marguerite Charpentier, the publisher’s wife. Huysmans added, however, that Zola had told him that if Charpentier listened to them, he would “make it a personal matter” (14 January 1878).


By March, nothing had been resolved and Huysmans’ sense of annoyance is tangible when, in a letter of that month, he told Hannon that “Charpentier had accepted Léon Hennique’s novel after reading only ten pages!!” For the next few months an increasingly exasperated Huysmans informed Hannon of the book’s progress—or lack of it—with the publisher, who he abused contemptuously as a galapiat (good-for-nothing) and “a beast”.





I’m still in the same state with Charpentier. It’s desperate. I’m in a black mood all the time. It’s making me ill!


(Letter from Huysmans to Théodore Hannon, 1 April 1878)





Still no response from Charpentier, It’s so annoying…


(Letter from Huysmans to Théodore Hannon, April 1878)





I still haven’t heard any news. Charpentier is ill in bed, which doesn’t do me any favours. I’m still very depressed about the whole thing and ready to pack literature in for good if this fails.


(Letter from Huysmans to Théodore Hannon, 15 April 1878)





Finally, in June, Huysmans got a positive response and immediately wrote to Zola to tell him:





I went to Charpentier’s. He’s swallowed the egg-nog of the first two chapters, but still hasn’t cracked the peppercorns of the chapters that follow. I asked him when he would finish reading it. He replied: “Soon, but all the same it makes no difference to you. It’s a done deal—I’m taking the book and sending it to the printers in September.” There’s the good news. I wanted to tell you straight away…


(Letter from Huysmans to Émile Zola, June 1878)





Huysmans also wrote a similar letter to Edmond de Goncourt, likewise thanking him for his influence with the publisher. Although Zola’s involvement in Charpentier’s decision is clear, it is less certain what part Goncourt played. If Huysmans had asked Goncourt to support his cause with the publisher, Goncourt doesn’t mention it in his Journal and there is no letter from Goncourt to Charpentier on the subject either. Nevertheless, Huysmans had seen Goncourt in March 1878, and Goncourt had dined frequently with Charpentier during this period of indecision on the publisher’s part, so it is certainly possible that he put in a word on behalf of Huysmans’ book. Whatever Goncourt’s actual rôle, Huysmans diplomatically wrote to thank him:





My dear Master, Charpentier has finally given me his reply. He is taking my novel. Thanks to the welcome support you have offered them, my little bindery women are now assured of promenading in booksellers’ windows in their yellow dresses come the autumn. I wanted to tell you this good news knowing that it would please you and I take this occasion to express to you all my gratitude and reaffirm my heartfelt admiration to the great artist that you are.


(Letter from Huysmans to Edmond de Goncourt, June 1878)





But although Charpentier had formally accepted the book for publication, he still seemed to be dragging his heels. By the autumn of 1878, the date by which the novel was supposed to have been published, it was still only in the proof stage:





I’m wading through printer’s proofs at the moment and I’m unspeakably disgusted with my book. The job of stitching it up I’m doing at the moment sickens me—I’m straightening club-footed phrases, I’m putting plasters over the hernias of my sentences, amputating repetitions—ah, as I said to Hannon, repetitions are the real syphilis—you plaster over them in one place and they spring up somewhere else!


(Letter from Huysmans to Émle Zola, 10 September 1878)





To Hannon himself, Huysmans made his usual complaints about how dissatisfied he was with his finished work:





I can see from the proofs that The Vatard Sisters is a long bloody way from being a masterpiece. It’s full of clumsy, halting sentences that it’s now too late to fix, and that depresses me greatly. In essence, I haven’t made it what I could have made it…


(Letter from Huysmans to Théodore Hannon, 12 October 1878)





Although Huysmans completed the proofs in November or December, there was still no imminent movement on the part of Charpentier to publish the book. This unsatisfactory situation dragged on and in February Huysmans was once again complaining loudly to Hannon:





I am more and more depressed about The Vatard Sisters. The book is ready, bound and heaped up in magnificent piles at the publisher’s. All the employees at Charpentier’s are ecstatically enthusiastic, and are having great fun reading passages out loud. Yes, but if I have the whole firm counting on the book’s success, I have one thing against me: Madame Charpentier. She fears its effect on her salon…she fears the roasting it’ll get from the press! Certainly there’s no doubt that Madame Charpentier would stifle the book if she could, she’d prefer a flop to a riotous success.


(Letter from Huysmans to Théodore Hannon, 10 February 1879)





However, not even the publisher’s wife could delay the book forever and on 25 February Huysmans was telling Hannon that the book would appear the next day, though he expected to be pilloried for it: “They’re going to shoot me down in flames!” There was nothing to be done now but await a response from the critics, the public and even his own relatives: “I’m going to be a disgrace to those fine upstanding bourgeois!”





Critical response





The Vatard Sisters was finally published on the 26 February 1879. The book was reviewed more extensively than its predecessor and though it attracted a lot of negative press, this did not seem to harm its sales: a second edition was issued after just two days, and between 1879 and 1880 the book went through five editions. Although such sales represented only a small fraction of those that Émile Zola’s novels achieved—by way of comparison Zola’s L’Assommoir (1877) sold 50,000 copies in its first month—it was nevertheless an unprecedented success in terms of Huysmans’ career as a writer so far.


One of the first notices of the book was by its dedicatee, though Zola’s polemical article wasn’t so much a review as a critical defense of Naturalist ideals that used Huysmans’ novel to illustrate his own thesis:





I wish those fabricators of novels and inane melodramas about the common people would take a notion to read The Vatard Sisters by J.-K. Huysmans. There, they would see the common people as they really are. No doubt they would cry “what filth!”, they would affect expressions of disgust, they would talk about having to turn the pages at arm’s length. But this little show of hypocrisy is always amusing. It’s a general rule that literary hacks always insult proper writers. I’d even be very upset if they didn’t insult M. Huysmans. Deep down, I’m not worried: they will insult him.


Nothing is more simple than this book. Its subject isn’t even a news item, because a news item requires drama. They are two sisters, Céline and Désirée, two workers in a bindery, who live with their dropsical mother and their armchair philosopher father. Céline “lives it up”. Désirée, who is keeping herself for her future husband, has a chaste relationship with a young worker, then she breaks up with him at the end and marries someone else; and that’s it, that’s the book. This bareness of plot is typical. Our contemporary novel is simplifying itself, out of a hatred of plots that are over-complicated and which don’t ring true…A page of human life: that’s enough to hold one’s interest, to present deep and lasting emotions. The most trivial record of human experience grabs you by the guts more forcefully than any contrivance of the imagination. It’ll end up giving us simple studies, without sudden plot twists or denouements, the account of a year in someone’s life, the story of a love affair, the biography of a character, notes taken from life and arranged in order.


Here, we see the power of the record of human experience. M. Huysmans has scorned all picturesque arrangement. There is no straining of the imagination: scenes of working class life and Parisian landscapes are tied together by the most ordinary story in the world. And yet, the novel has an intense life, it grabs you and impassions you, it raises provoking questions, it is hot with struggle and triumph. Where does this flame come from? From the truth of its representations and the personality of its style, nothing more. All modern art is here.


(Le Voltaire, 4 March 1879)





Zola’s influence on the contemporary reception of The Vatard Sisters was significant. Up to this point in his career as a writer, Huysmans was still relatively unknown outside a small, specialised readership (a number of reviewers had difficulty with his name, referring to him variously as J.-R. Huysmans, Huismans, and Huysmanns), so the association with Zola brought a great deal more publicity and attention to the book than it would otherwise have received. However, Zola’s efforts to praise the novel as an embodiment of the Naturalist method inevitably did as much harm as good in certain quarters, and a large proportion of those who reviewed the book used the opportunity to attack Zola and Naturalism in the process. Louis Ulbach, for example, who had violently attacked Zola’s Thérèse Raquin when it appeared in 1868, made an explicit reference to Zola’s comments, using them as a launchpad to attack the Naturalists in general and Huysmans in particular:





With a formidable irony Zola wishes that M. Huysmans, the author of The Vatard Sisters, be “dragged through the gutters of criticism, that he be denounced to the police by his colleagues, and hear the mob of the envious and the impotent screaming at his heels. It’ll be then that he’ll feel his power.”


Zola flatters his disciple too much and compromises him by dedicating him to martyrdom…As for the gutters of criticism, the author of L’Assommoir evidently seems to believe they’re neither very clean nor very healthy. If they are infected, it is not by critics, but by Naturalists.


(Revue Politique et Littéraire, 8 March 1879)





Ulbach rejected Zola’s description of the book as a simple story about two girls. For him it was nothing more than “a transcript of their physical needs. When they’ve had their fill, the author closes his book, loads it onto the rubbish cart, and that is that.” Ulbach then countered Zola’s claim that “All modern art is here” by noting that Charpentier had published a string of writers, such as Théophile Gautier, Mérimée, Alfred de Musset, and Saint-Beuve, who represented a considerable section of modern art, and that The Vatard Sisters had no relationship to them whatsoever.


The reviewer in Le Siècle also used Zola as a kind of critical yardstick, mostly in order to make Huysmans’ novel seem even more extravagant and crude by comparison:





M. Huysmans is a wild representative of the Naturalist school; it is difficult to push infatuation and advocacy of it any further. From M. Zola, M. Huysmans has copied only the minor part, the mean, vulgar part. Wide open horizons scare him. In reading The Vatard Sisters one asks oneself if the author hasn’t wanted to make a caricature of the genre. L’Assommoir is pale and colourless beside the crudity of language in The Vatard Sisters. The opening chapter, which introduces us to a book bindery workshop is a masterpiece of the genre. Good God, what language! And what a literature! It makes you shudder. Which won’t stop The Vatard Sisters from selling a considerable number of copies. On the contrary!


(Le Siècle, 9 March 1879)





In his commentary on The Vatard Sisters, Zola had stressed the role of reality, as opposed to that of the imagination, as the primary factor in the Naturalist creative process: “If we spurn the imagination, in the sense of something invented that is added on to reality, we put all our creative forces into presenting real life truthfully…” (Le Voltaire, 4 March 1879). Unsurprisingly, given the hostility to Naturalism in the conservative press, this nuanced view was caricatured by a number of reviewers of Huysmans’ novel, mostly notably by Albert Wolff, a conservative journalist who had already made a name for himself with a series of ferocious criticisms of the Impressionists. Wolff deliberately distorted Zola’s words and mocked Huysmans’ novel for its lack of imagination:





The present situation is summed up in a word with regard to a novel by a young man, M. Huysmans; it is called The Vatard Sisters and paints without any effort of imagination, in unbridled realistic terms, an episode in the life of two female workers. It is apropos of this obstreperous book that Émile Zola, the male wet-nurse of the whole school, cried with such pride:


—This book is our triumph. There’s no imagination at all in the whole thing!


No imagination, that’s to say no illusions, no poetry, nothing but a completely arid life, with all its desolations, its sadnesses and its abominations. Man is a biped like any other animal, who has descended from the apes in order to become a worm.


(Le Figaro, 17 March 1879)





A similar technique was used by the reviewer in La Jeune France:





After La Dévouée [a novel by Huysmans’ friend and fellow Naturalist, Léon Hennique], here comes The Vatard Sisters. And after The Vatard Sisters…? Honestly, is all this really serious? They tell us that there is talent in this book, we would like it better if there weren’t. M. Zola himself has summed up his literary theory: “No imagination”. Books like this one show that M Zola is being obeyed—even more perhaps than he would like.


(La Jeune France, 1 April 1879)





As well as using Zola’s ideas as a means of attacking Huysmans’ book, another approach was to compare it to L’Assommoir, which had itself caused an outrage on grounds of indecency. Gaston de Saint-Valry in La Patrie, described the novel as “a second dilution of L’Assommoir”, which was not intended as a compliment, before summing it up in the following terms:





In short, nothing is more vulgar, more banal, nothing demands less talent, originality or invention.


(La Patrie, 11 March 1879)





Likewise, the critic of Le Soir was similarly offended by the general tone and subject matter of the book and compared it to the worst aspects of L’Assommoir, though he at least acknowledged that Huysmans had some good qualities as a writer:





Why don’t we tell M. Huysmans the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth? He has within him a germ of a bold, virile talent; he has a faculty of intense observation, a physiological and psychological eye that is fairly good and broad, so that one can tell him quite plainly that his book is nothing but a poor copy of M. Zola’s and he is mightily mistaken if he imagines that it is sufficient, in order to obtain a success similar to that which L’Assommoir had the good fortune to achieve, to write a book which a sterner reader than ourselves would say was nothing but the portrayal of unspeakable morals…


By retaining only the infected parts from M Zola’s only too infamous book, M Huismans [sic]has written a novel which nothing can excuse…


(Le Soir, 19 March 1879)





Aurélien Scholl, a journalist renowned for his cutting, ironic manner (which had led to him frequently being called out for duels as a result), also used comparisons with L’Assommoir to Huysmans’ detriment, arguing that at least Zola had other tools in his literary armoury:





The Vatard Sisters has its admirers, so much the better for M. Huysmans and M. Charpentier. As for me, although I’m aware the author has a very real talent, I’ll wait for a different novel than this one to make a judgment.


There is in The Vatard Sisters a desperate monotony of description. The atmosphere always smells bad; every ten pages a heavy stench obliges one of his characters to “open the fanlight”.


Every time the author mentions a pair of boots they’re oozing and stinking; of a gathering of the fair sex M. Huysmans tells us about the women’s sweat, adding that there was “a strong smell like that of goats that had gambolled in the sun,” and he concludes by saying that these odours “mingled with the putrid emanations of cold meat and wine, acrid cat’s piss, and the nauseous stench of the toilets.”


Well that may be true, but I prefer other things.


It’s Naturalism, so they tell me.


But excuse me. When a certain number of female workers, even those in the bookbinding trade, get together, there are other things than smells. There are physical appearances, different characters, various emotions. However, I swear to you that after finishing the book I’d be hard put to it to say what Céline or Désirée looked like.


(L’Événement, 23 March 1879)





Firmin Boissin, a Catholic journalist and writer who went on to slate a number of Huysmans’ subsequent books, including À rebours and Là-bas, fulminated in typical fashion against the crudities of Naturalism he felt the book contained:





M. Émile Zola has created a school, and the disciples of this master, who can’t equal him in talent, have far surpassed him in filthy extravagances, in Naturalistic stupidity. Here is a Belgian, M. J. K. Huysmans, whose debauched pen doesn’t recoil from the description of anything, not even what occurs in certain houses of ill-repute. Marthe, the first novel by this shameless writer, is the cynical and brutal history of a prostitute. It would show a lack of respect to our readers to analyse this obscene production. And from the same author we have The Vatard Sisters, which isn’t much better, but whose subject one can at least talk about.


From time to time, the author tries to introduce poetry into his disgusting descriptions, a poetry which murmurs its song, in the evening, in deserted streets, through the immortal mouthpiece of “a softly gurgling urinal, its entrance bubbling with a froth of chlorine.” Enough, it’s too much.


(Polybiblion Revue Bibliographique, October 1880)





Interestingly, most of the reviewers who took such an outraged stance at the “filth” and the “obscenities” they affected to find in the book, seemed to have no qualms about reproducing the most offensive passages in the columns of their paper. Huysmans was not unaware of the likely reaction to his novel, indeed he was even looking forward to it: “I hope we’ll create a fine stir,” he wrote to Hannon in September 1878, a few months before the book’s publication. To Lemonnier, he was even more explicit: “I know that with the enormous mass of books which are published these days you have to strike hard in order to be heard, you even need to cause a scandal.”


Although Huysmans complained about the torrent of bad press The Vatard Sisters had received, there were financial compensations:





With the exception of Zola’s notice and a favourable remark in Le Gaulois, I’ve received nothing but insults: which makes me happy, as nothing is better for a book’s sales.


(Letter from Huysmans to Théodore Hannon, 17 March 1879)





There were some genuinely sympathetic reviews, however. Jules Christophe gave a long and studied account of the novel, setting it in the context of the rest of Huysmans’ work, which he was obviously familiar with.





What do they reproach the novel for? Above all for its lack of imagination, for showing nothing but common people meeting each day, for describing places and things familiar to everyone; objections endlessly reprinted by obstinate idealists. To which the author could reply: “Yes, I scorn imagination in the novel as I would a lie in real life, I describe and I explain what I see and what I know. Make of that what you will!”


M. Huysmans having had the occasion to see a bindery at close hand, he has quite naturally given himself up to describing a few of the workers, both male and female, he recounts what he has seen and set the action in locales he has scoured, in both senses of the word; such is his crime, but isn’t it that of all writers who are enamoured with the truth? Now what if his characters in this story are badly dressed, lacking in education, spouting bad ideas? The author fashions them as he has seen them, he has a duty neither to embellish them nor to uglify them. One sees things through one’s own particular temperament: now M. Huysmans sees like a Dutch or a Flemish painter, and the present novel is like Parisian modern life as painted by Teniers.


(Le Coup d’Oeil, 17 April 1879)





Christophe praised the book’s “lively comic feeling”, singling out the scene where the Testons arrive at the Vatards during a rainstorm as a particularly fine piece of comic writing. His only real reservation was about Huysmans’ literary style, and he advised him to use a simpler vocabulary, less obscure expressions, and fewer archaisms and neologisms.


Another positive review came from Huysmans’ friend, Théodore Hannon. Like Zola, Hannon also used the occasion to promote his own aesthetic views. Hannon was a supporter of Naturalism, but more in a Baudelairean sense, as an attempt to capture Modernity through the distinctively individual temperament of the artist. Whereas Zola praised the book’s “human simplicity” and criticised Huysmans for “over-using rare words which sometimes makes his best analyses less realistic,” Hannon vaunted the novel as the work “of a gourmet”, of a “refined man”, and enthusiastically described its “bizarre perfume”, its “nervous style”, its “jewel-like adjectives and adverbs”:





Certainly palates accustomed to the bland pastilles of our fashionable literary confectioners will grimace at the intense flavours of the spicy dish that is the object of this review, but what a strong and bizarre perfume it retains on the mouth! […]


The book is like a series of paintings: still lives, genre scenes, landscapes. To prove it, read for yourselves that stunning description of a funfair, with its odours, its noise, its hubbub and its joyous chaos…You have only to read a page of Huysmans to understand the suppleness, the edginess, the exuberance of the instrument he wields: he doesn’t write with a pen, he uses a glittering paintbrush, dipped in a magic inkwell.


(Journal des Etrangers, 19 March 1879)





Aside from the reviews in the press, Huysmans also received private feedback from two of the “fathers” of the realist school: Gustave Flaubert and Edmond de Goncourt. Flaubert wrote a long letter to Huysmans in which he detailed a number of the positive things he found in the book, but he also took the occasion to castigate Huysmans over certain elements that annoyed him in his style and his general approach:





If you weren’t my friend and if I’d thought your book mediocre, I would have just made a banal compliment and that would have been it. But I feel that there is a lot of talent in the book, a lot; it’s a work that is out of the ordinary and very intense. So, I will tell you what I really think. Your dedication, in which you praise me for L’Éducation sentimentale, gave me an insight into the structure of your novel—and its faults—which, on a first reading, I hadn’t noticed. Like L’Éducation, The Vatard Sisters suffers from a falsity of perspective. There is no progression. The reader, at the end of the book, has the same impression he had at the start. Art is not reality. Whatever one writes, one is obliged to choose among the elements it provides… and as a result one must choose wisely. Your descriptions are excellent, your characters well-observed. One says throughout: “Yes, it’s just like that,” and one believes in your fiction, which is brilliantly executed. What struck me the most is the psychology, you analyse like a master. In your next book, give full rein to this facility, which seems natural to you and which is your own.


The basis of your style, its very substance, is very solid. However, it seems to me you don’t have confidence in it. Why did you feel the need to reinforce it with lively and often crude expressions? When it is the author speaking, why do you speak like one of your characters?…When a writer employs a whole pile of words that aren’t in any dictionary, I have the right to rebel against him, because it offends me, it spoils my pleasure…


You have an aesthete say that he finds withered wallflowers more interesting than blooming roses. Why? Neither wallflowers nor roses are interesting in themselves: what is interesting is the manner in which they’re depicted. The Ganges is not more poetic than the Bièvre, but neither is the Bièvre more poetic than the Ganges. Take care, otherwise you’ll fall, like in the time of classical tragedy, into an aristocracy of subjects and an over-refinement of words…You may have reversed the rhetoric, but it is rhetoric nonetheless. It pains me that a writer of your originality should spoil his work with such childish absurdities. Have a little pride, by God, and don’t believe in formulas.


That said, I can only admire your conception of the novel and its development. Vatard père is a real find…and the ending is almost sublime.


(Letter from Flaubert to Huysmans, 7 March 1879)





Despite Flaubert’s attempt to be encouraging in his letter to Huysmans, he was more laconic in his assessment of the book a week later in a note to the actress Edma Roger des Genettes, with whom he frequently corresponded on literary and political subjects:





I recently read three books which they sent me, The Vatard Sisters by Huysmans, one of Zola’s pupils, which I found abominable…


(Letter from Flaubert to Mme Roger des Genettes, 14 March 1879)





In any event, Flaubert’s criticisms were unlikely to have concerned Huysmans, who despite a genuine admiration for L’Éducation sentimentale, was not that taken with Flaubert as a man: “When this great writer hasn’t got a pen in his hand,” he told Lemonnier in a letter of May 1877, “he’s as thick as a butcher.”


Edmond de Goncourt’s comments are interesting not just about the book itself, but for the advice he included about Huysmans’ future direction as a novelist:





Today I have read your book, properly read it, and I’m happy to tell you how artistic I found it, and teeming with admirably written passages. The neutral grey tones of your two girls are traced with the hand of a master realist, and there are beautiful things in the psychological representations of the older girl’s temptations, gratifications, and prosaic carnality…The incidental characters are well sketched and the girl with the toothache is really comical. It’s a powerful book and I offer you my sincerest compliments on it. Now, do you want some advice from an older man? Well, I believe that Germinie Lacerteux, L’Assommoir and The Vatard Sisters have, at the present time, exhausted what I call rabble-literature and I would advise you to choose another social milieu for your next book, a more elevated sphere.


(Letter from Edmond de Goncourt to Huysmans, 24 March 1879)





In his reply, Huysmans acknowledged the advice in such stiffly formal, not to say pompous terms, that it is difficult not to think he had his tongue in his cheek when he wrote it:





As for the advice about “rabble-literature” which the author of La Fille Elisa wished to give to us young writers, we can only appreciate it and tell you how happy we are that the Goncourt Brothers, who we have so much admired and supported when their great talent was being disputed, have been kind enough to repay a little in paternity that which filial literary affection has dedicated to them.


(Letter from Huysmans to Edmond de Goncourt, 2 May 1879)





Huysmans often took a slightly condescending tone when referring to Goncourt in his letters to close friends, but in this instance he seems to have heeded Goncourt’s advice, most notably when he came to write À rebours (1884) a few years later. Although the close public connection with Zola had paid off in terms of generating publicity for the book, Huysmans had no desire to be forever labelled as Zola’s disciple, or to have his books dismissed as sub-standard or diluted versions of Zola’s own. The Vatard Sisters was Huysmans’ last overtly working class novel and his next book did indeed shift its focus to a more elevated social sphere: En ménage (1881) dealt with the experiences of a character who was closely modelled on the author himself and who was recognisably from his own middle-class background.




Note on the translation


This translation is based on the French edition contained in Volume III of J.-K. Huysmans’ Œuvres complètes (Paris: Crès 1928-34). I have also consulted the version of the text published in Joris-Karl Huysmans: Romans (Robert Laffont, 2005), which includes an informative preface and useful notes by Sylvie Thorel-Cailleteau. To avoid cluttering the text with intrusive footnotes, explanatory notes are provided at the back of the book for those who wish to consult them.




I


It struck two in the morning.


Céline played that silly joke on her sister that consists in placing your finger near the nose of someone who is falling sleeping and then suddenly waking them up. Désirée banged her left nostril against Céline’s index finger. ‘That’s so stupid!’ she cried.


The women creased themselves laughing.


‘All right, ladies, a little quiet,’ ventured the female supervisor.


Then, like a continual hum suddenly cut across by a flute-like laugh, two high voices, borne up by the whirring of the presses, blared out a patriotic song. The throats of the men, throats ravaged by trente-six, also thundered out, their raucous barks cutting through the shrill cries of the girls:





He died, that soldier sto–ic,


He died for the Re–pub–lic!





‘All right, ladies, a little quiet,’ ventured the female supervisor.


The press howled and panted even louder, the trimmers screeched and the soft swish of wooden blades over paper could be heard; the sound of little cradles dropping down, throwing bundles onto the table reverberated around, interspersed by the quivering of the gas jets and the drone of the stove. Laughter burst out from one end of the workshop to the other, died down, then started up again in a slow rumble.


‘Ladies, ladies! a little quiet,’ ventured the female supervisor.


Here, the sound of bad colds grumbling; there, nervous giggles being stifled with snorts; here and there, a hawking and clearing of throats cutting through the rising storm of noise.


In one corner, a shrill peal of laughter skittered around, alone, dancing above the tumult. There was a moment’s respite. Then a cat in heat mewed loudly, and a voice on the edge of tears rose above everything:


‘Ladies, I’ve been patient with you all night!’


The thunderclap of an enormous pile of paper falling over abruptly cut off the chorus of jeers directed at the woman. The paper didn’t land on anyone’s head. The singing began again.


‘Come on, ladies…ladies, a little quiet!’ begged the female supervisor.


Then, in a huge crescendo, forty women cried out: ‘We want our pay! We want our pay!’ Then they joined in with the falsetto of one of them, a voice so sharp it seemed as if it would stick into the ceiling:





Have pity on my suff–er–in’,


Go, soldiers, be on your way!


We only serve wine in this inn,


We only serve wine in this inn,


To the brave boys of France!





Paper-knives were being banged against table tops, wine bottles were being passed from mouth to mouth, dripping saliva and wine; one woman, standing and wanting to regain her place, was being crushed in the belly by the backs of her companions’ chairs. Another girl blew her nose, blaring like a trumpet; the neck of a wine bottle broke against the edge of a table, spilling cheap wine over dresses; two women yelled obscene insults at each other, their companions holding them apart by their hair and their tattered dresses, but they twisted and barked, chins thrust out and teeth bared, slavering, hurling themselves at each other, arms raised, the hollows of their armpits exposed beneath their ripped blouses.


There was another moment of respite and one could hear nothing but the muffled tapping of the binding machines in the other room.


The voices of the bindery women were like broken kazoos, droning.


Then one of them brought up that stupid question that was repeated like an endless refrain whenever no one had anything to say:


‘Mam’selle Elisabeth, what’s your heart’s desire?’


Another woman got up stiffly, poked around in the stove and, gripped by the heat, remained bent double, eyelids fluttering, mouth wide open before the flaming hole.


At that moment, voices rasped out:





But whether the branches


Be covered in white


Or the grass is greening in spring,


Rose, I love you


And I always will,


Because love knows no season!





‘Ladies, a little qui…’


It struck seven o’clock, interrupting the supervisor’s sentence.


‘Seven o’clock,’ said a voice, ‘the man I love is in bed.’


Then the workshop got a new lease of life and shouted out pitifully: ‘We want our pay! We want our pay!’


A man came out of a small office adjoining the main room and called out: ‘Madame Eugénie Voblat!’
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