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For Lee Sandlin, belle-lettrist extraordinaire, with love




Cross-Channel Traffic


From the reign of Louis XV to the eve of the Great War – from the time of Queen Anne to the Edwardian era, if you prefer – the literatures of England and France were closely, almost inextricably entwined. Richardson’s Pamela (1740) had as many French as English readers weeping into their handkerchiefs; Scott’s Waverley novels (1814–1830) were so popular in France that they prompted Balzac to try to rival them; Hugo’s Notre-Dame de Paris (1831) was as big a bestseller in London as it was in Paris; Oliver Twist (1837) was translated within a couple of years of its appearance and has never been out of print in French since then; Sue’s Mysteries of Paris (1842–43) prompted The Mysteries of London by G. M. W. Reynolds, and Hugo’s Les Misérables was adapted for the English stage ten times over within a few years of its first appearance in 1862. However, the traffic in novels between Dover and Calais was not symmetrical, and at times it was unfair. The story dramatised by Eileen Horne in this book describes one of the lowest points of justice and equity in the age-old cross-fertilisation of the literatures of England and France.


From the seventeenth to the twentieth century, the French language occupied the same place in Europe as English does in the world nowadays. French was the international language of culture and diplomacy and all middle-class Europeans learned to read and write it as a basic part of their education at school. (Dickens, who missed out on schooling because of his father’s constant money troubles, was an exception in that respect.) As a result, French books were sold and read far and wide outside of France and reprinted in French in Leipzig, Amsterdam and even London from time to time. The reverse was not true: English was not a widely known language on the Continent, and access to English fiction in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries came from translations – which were commonly not at all what would be considered translations nowadays, especially in France.


For centuries, French translators had had no qualms about adapting their sources to conform to French tastes. A long tradition of embellishment, known as the belles infidèles, produced cleaned-up versions of Latin and Greek classics from which all mention of bodily functions or amorous improprieties among the gods were removed. As for more modern works, translators in France had no compunction about leaving out words, sentences, paragraphs and whole chapters that seemed to them to fall short of French ideas of literary taste, and gaily added sections or chapters of their own. So the English popular novels that were read in France were also, to a considerable degree, French novels too. That’s why the German philosopher Schleiermacher, in his famous essay of 1813 on “the two methods of translating”, seriously doubted whether anything had ever been translated into French.


The situation was different in the other direction, because it had to be assumed that English-language readers of translations

from French were able to check the version against the original, at least to some degree. That’s why many French novels came into English under different titles and were attributed to invented names; conversely, the prestige of “Frenchness” was such that many original compositions were published in English as “translations from the French”. What counted as a “translation” on both sides of the Channel in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries was far more flexible and murky than what we expect a translation to be nowadays, and that’s the main reason why Émile Zola wasn’t over-concerned about the alterations that his English publisher made to his novels about prostitutes’, peasants’ and miners’ lives.


At the start of the nineteenth century, perhaps a quarter of the French population and maybe a third of the English were sufficiently literate to read a novel for pleasure; but with each passing decade, that proportion increased, and by the end of the century more than 90 per cent of the population in both countries was fully literate. This epochal transformation of the social role of reading and writing was not the exclusive result of the expansion of school systems in both countries – though that obviously played a major part – nor was it fostered only by increasing urbanisation and industrial growth. It’s a change that seems to have had its own dynamic, and though we may see it as a welcome and thoroughly desirable development, since it brought about the world that we know today, it scared a lot of people on both sides of the Channel. What good would come of it if housemaids, beggars, coachmen and peasants wasted their time on entertainments designed for the leisured classes? What would happen if the labouring masses started to pick up new ideas from books? Universal literacy wasn’t a neutral prospect. It was the harbinger of all sorts of dire threats, from demands for extended suffrage to labour unrest. The more the people could read, the more vital it became to make sure they read the right things. The hounding of Zola’s English publisher wasn’t just about moral proprieties, even if it was couched in those terms. It was an expression of vaguer but more powerful fears of a political and social kind.


Émile Zola’s twenty-novel Rougon-Macquart series was by no means an innocent victim of the misplaced anxieties of the propertied class. Conceived in the months before the French Second Empire collapsed in a foolish military confrontation with Prussia, and launched just after the fall of the Paris Commune, the Rougon-Macquart novels are designed overall to show the ineluctable fall of a political and social system grounded in corruption and crime. From a purely French perspective, they are historical fictions, since they are all located in the regime that was swept away in 1870 by the defeat of the French Army at Sedan, and they were all published under the significantly different republican regime that replaced it after 1871. The outcome – defeat, the siege of Paris and the année terrible of the Commune and its suppression – was already fixed, so Zola’s French readers could take comfort in the novel’s exposé of evils that belonged to a past that was now closed. That’s the excuse, if you like. But these dramatic, passionate and purportedly scientific investigations of the lives of the different classes under the Second Empire go far beyond their superficial remit of explaining why Louis-Napoléon’s regime collapsed. Moreover, once they are removed from their immediate political context – as they are when translated, or read outside of France, or read today – they speak of much deeper and broader kinds of human and social ills. They are contemplations of the wickedness and corruption of individuals, families, social and economic systems, and of life itself. They do not make you feel particularly cheerful about the future of the human race.


The exceptions to the “rule of decline” are almost as scary. Germinal, for example, describes the miserable lives of coal miners through the story of a strike for better pay and working conditions. The cruel injustices of joint stock companies, the selfish blindness of the managerial class (who charitably offer brioche to peasants in need of bread, seemingly oblivious of the precedent set by Marie-Antoinette), the rampant diseases and sexual indulgence of the mine workers, the presence in the village of a mysterious agitator with a Russian name pursuing a cataclysmic solution to the whole rotten system, a dramatic narration of a mine accident that leaves the hero entombed (to be rescued by a relief shaft that bears an uncanny resemblance to a nightmare of forceps delivery) – all these gripping scenes and situations are connected by the single theme announced in the novel’s title, which is the name of the decimal month in the revolutionary calendar corresponding to April and May: that under the ground as under the whole edifice of industrial society, there is something germinating. Like the dragon’s teeth of Greek myth, a whole army of angry men will arise from the ground one day soon and sweep the middle-class world away. In the grand finale, the hero Étienne Lantier strides off to fight new battles as a now hardened and convinced labour activist. Zola’s manifest sympathy with the miners of his tale doesn’t hide the fact that he’s as scared of what’s pending as any other owner of dividend-bearing stock.


Similarly, Zola’s novel of high-class prostitution, Nana, shows how a pretty girl from the bottom of the pile can sleep her way into the highest levels of Parisian society. By infecting it, like some “golden fly” from the dung-heap, she brings men, their families, their companies and almost the whole of polite society to ruin. It’s an exposé and a searching social critique, but it’s also a scare story if you think of it outside the specific frame of explaining why the Second Empire collapsed as it did.


What makes these narratives of social and individual decline so much more than documentary fiction is something Zola himself rarely mentioned. Alongside the main mine in which the action of Germinal is set are abandoned shafts that have caught fire and smoulder underground. Of course, it’s a mythological netherworld, resuscitating ancient beliefs in hell as a hot place down below. In The Human Beast, the locomotive that crashes off the rails and lies panting on its side is also a hydra, a mythological beast, half metal and half flesh, and as it snorts out its last puff of smoke it dies like a wounded horse. Over the whole double family of the Rougons and the Macquarts hangs a “hereditary flaw”, a legacy of the past no less terrible and no less abstract than the curse that hangs over the house of Atreus. More like Hugo than Balzac, Zola is a natural creator of modern myths that rival and also feed on more ancient and familiar ones. His English critics were right in at least one respect: Zola’s novels have what it takes to appeal to a mass readership, and they arouse strong emotional reactions to the world described, which is at the same time an accurate depiction of social realities, and a fantastical assemblage of universal nightmares and fears.


A second reason why the Rougon-Macquart series aroused alarm lies in the way Zola tells his tales. He doesn’t use a lot of dialogue in the manner of Dumas’ Count of Monte-Cristo or Dickens’ Great Expectations, in which the spoken words of the fictional characters provide the most memorable and moving passages. Instead, using a device often associated with Flaubert, he blends third-person narrative with the spoken and unspoken thoughts of his characters, creating often quite long passages that hover between narrative and inner speech. This “free indirect style” is part of what makes Zola so easy to read nowadays, since the device has become a convention of modern narrative fiction in French and English; but it also makes it easy to mistake the views of fictional characters for the viewpoint of the novel itself. You could say that the Rougon-Macquart saga presupposes and calls for a slightly more sophisticated kind of reader than the rollicking adventures of three (or four) musketeers, where you know who says what to whom, and when the narrator is speaking on his own behalf. On the other hand, you could also fear that such novels in the hands of unsophisticated readers can spread politically dangerous views with the apparent authority of a great novelist. And in a way, they do: it has taken a long time for even French critics

to work out whether or not Germinal is a “socialist novel”, or a “bourgeois novel” about the birth of socialism and whether The Dram Shop (L’Assommoir) is a motivated plea for abstinence, or a sympathetic portrait of a sozzled old bag.


Yet none of this explains or excuses the bizarre and savage campaign against Zola’s English publisher. Nothing like the story that Eileen Horne tells had happened before in English or French publishing, and although the battle for freedom of expression would have many more episodes before it was won, nobody ever since has suffered the penalties inflicted on Henry Vizetelly for bringing Zola to an English readership. It is a moment of shame in the annals of British justice, and a moment of sheer lunacy in the history of lobbying.


The novel which served as the spark or pretext for the campaign to banish English translations of Zola is without any doubt pretty strong stuff, and it is not hard to see why it ran foul of English sensitivities. La Terre (The Soil in the first translation, now more commonly called The Earth) presents peasant life as a bestial pit of misery at the antipodes of suburban fantasies of the good country life. French laws of inheritance introduced by Napoleon I in the early years of the nineteenth century required landholdings to be divided equally between children. The intention of the law was to break up the great estates of the aristocracy, but its effect, after two or three generations, was to have a large number of farms too small to be managed economically and a large class of almost penniless owners of agricultural land. Generally overpopulated and undercapitalised, the French countryside was not productive enough to generate livelihoods comparable to the growing cities and industrial centres. From the point of view of a city-dweller, as Zola was for the most part, rural France was a different and utterly depressing place, and its inhabitants an almost alien race. Of course, the decline of the peasantry is one part of Zola’s overall story of the decline of France under the Second Empire, and La Terre is also part of the working-out of the ancestral curse of the “hereditary flaw”. Removed from that context, however, it shows how life among animals reduces men and women to beasts, and how desperate poverty can dissolve even the strictest of taboos (on incest, or on the use of human waste, for example). Life on the land is sheer hell – which is absolutely not what the mostly urban readers of England wanted to know. The National Vigilance Association, which began the campaign to put Zola’s English publisher behind bars, may have sincerely believed it objected to obscenity (and even today not every reader finds the farting contest funny), but behind its façade of concern for propriety lay a deeper and probably more widely shared reluctance to entertain Zola’s dystopian view of country life.


One of the more incomprehensible ironies in the fate that met Henry Vizetelly, Zola’s English publisher, is that the French originals of the Rougon-Macquart series remained freely available in Britain. At no point was it even suggested that they too deserved the treatment given to their (highly altered and watered-down) translations. The imbalance underlines the class anxieties of the National Vigilance Association, and makes it obvious that these prudish campaigners were not really interested in protecting young or vulnerable members of the upper classes – because they were able to read the originals anyway. The patently obvious aim of Vizetelly’s pursuers was to stop these powerful, disturbing and disruptive portrayals of a society set on a doom-laden path from reaching the growing numbers of readers among the working class.


The strangest things can become political hot potatoes, at least for short periods. I have seen sedate ladies hitting policemen with their parasols to protest at the export of English horses to slaughterhouses in countries where horsemeat is an alternative to beef. Fifty years ago nobody imagined that homosexual marriage would become a divisive issue in French and American political life today. It’s therefore worth asking whether the furore over Zola’s translation into English was just a bizarre and evanescent wrinkle in the history of literature and censorship, or whether it was a clumsy but genuine response to something of larger social significance.


One issue that Zola’s work brings to the fore is whether all classes have the right to see themselves presented in fictional form. Are novels about the poor, the bad, and the despicable to be read only by the middle classes, for their entertainment and instruction, or should they to be accessible to the very classes they depict? Clearly, as England and France moved closer to universal literacy, there were quite powerful groups that did not want new readers to follow the model of their social superiors. The National Vigilance Association may have made a complete fool of itself in running a campaign that put an aged publisher in gaol, but its reactionary view of the proper kind of reading for common folk has been renewed many times by different lobby groups – amongst them, the French Communist Party, which campaigned in the 1950s to ban paperback books on the grounds that they would cheapen the classics and put the wrong kinds of books in workers’ hands. Anxiety over the accessibility of reading matter remained a recurrent issue in debates about literature throughout the twentieth century.


Another issue lurking behind the sad story of the Vizetelly publishing house is whether what people read makes any difference to what they do, seek or desire. The universal popularity of cloak-and-dagger adventure stories doesn’t seem to have led to any increase in duelling, and the millions of readers of Maigret detective stories haven’t spawned an equivalent surge of intuitive sleuths or thwarted criminals either. On the other hand, some novels have changed people’s lives and have had lasting impact on social norms. Campaigning writers like the Dickens of Hard Times and the Hugo of Les Misérables alongside political satires like Zamyatin’s We and Orwell’s Animal Farm most certainly changed people’s attitudes and led to major changes in practice. On which side of this admittedly very wiggly line should we put Zola’s Rougon-Macquart novels?


It’s a tricky question. As a historical saga explaining the downfall of the Second Empire, Zola’s novel cycle packs the past into a box that is closed, and so his works can’t be accused of stoking up resistance to an imperial regime that no longer existed. As a panorama of human vice and folly in a wide range of different social and professional milieux, it is just as unlikely to inspire readers to emulate homicidal train drivers, drunken roofers, dodgy bankers, corrupt market traders, deranged artists or mud-spattered farm workers (especially not them!). But these powerful novels also work on a different, and less blandly representational level. Zola’s long gallery of flawed heroes and heroines is in the end not a denunciation, but an appeal for sympathy with even the least appealing representatives of humanity. The entire series, and especially its two most impressive achievements, Germinal and L’Assommoir, express outrage at injustice. They protest at the cruelty not just of fate, but of the structures that turn random events into disasters for the most vulnerable among us. In their own elaborate but accessible way, blending ancient archetypes with modern documentary research and traditional story telling with a sophisticated narrative technique, the Rougon-Macquart series at its best really does create those strong feelings long associated with stage tragedy. Readers of these great novels are pierced by the twin prongs of pity and fear. Henry Vizetelly was quite right to think that Zola was a classic already.


This story of how a small group of crusading bigots set out to destroy a publishing house to no good purpose takes us into the heart of a legal machine as muddled and murky as the world of Bleak House. Henry Vizetelly had the misfortune to be the object of poorly drafted laws manipulated by clever and ambitious men, and to be served by unimpressive counsel that was of little help to him. Could it happen again? Not in quite the same way, to be sure. But you can never be too vigilant when you come across a lobby group that calls itself a National Vigilance Association; and no amount of enlightened legislation is much use without competent and attentive lawyers ready to press for what is right.


DAVID BELLOS


Princeton, 25 July, 2015




Part I:


The Challenge




1. April 1888, Médan


[image: image]


Zola’s ever-expanding country villa: two towers overwhelm the original structure gripped between them: the “Nana Tower” in the foreground housing his study, and the “Germinal Tower” beyond.


He is suffocating. Trapped in an underground tunnel, he moves along low, narrow-ceilinged galleries; roots he cannot see are tugging at his legs; he is clambering painfully over sharp stone-falls, then up to his waist in gelatinous sludge, the earth pressing on him, dirt in his eyes and blocking his ears, the mealy, ashy taste of it on his tongue; now it is filling his mouth and making him gag, but there is no pausing, he must burrow forward in the darkness and find his way . . .


Zola wakes with a start. He sits up, propped on his pillows, and breathes deeply for a moment, in, out, and again, slowly, in. His doctor suggests this will ease his panic and slow his racing pulse; he must take care, for he is susceptible to attacks of angina. He pushes back the coverlet and rises to rinse his mouth and start his working day.


There is an oil lamp burning in the corner of the bedroom he shares with his wife Alexandrine, who lies asleep on her back as usual, one arm curved above her head as if to frame her still-handsome face. They have slept with the lamp lit at night since the loss of both his beloved Maman and dear friend Flaubert in close succession, eight years earlier. They share a childlike fear of the dark, of its sudden oblivion. Is that the source of his dream too? Unlikely. The dream is not about death, but creation. It has been with him since he was eighteen, when he suffered a brain fever that almost killed him. It is, he thinks, a reminder that there is work to be done; perhaps he was spared thirty years ago in order to keep digging with his pen.


Émile Zola scratching in the dirt – there’s an image that would please his enemies in the illustrated press, who love to depict him as a mud-wallowing pig for what they perceive as his “sordid realism” and direct approach to sexual subjects in his work. He is shown not only as a pig, but being mounted by a pig, as an artist sketching pigs in the act of copulation, and even imagined as half-pig and half-man, painting the map of France with the filthy contents of a chamber pot. He is among the most caricatured people in France.


[image: image]


As his bare feet touch the rug, Zola banishes thoughts of his enemies and the sensations of the underground tunnel with the firm resolve that defines him in all things. He can extinguish the lamp now that dawn has come. He dresses himself to walk the dogs, pulling on his brown corduroy suit and heavy boots. Later he will change into his writing clothes: a loose flannel shirt, a padded worker’s jacket and wide trousers. He cannot bear restrictive clothing and rough fabrics touching his skin; he devised this peasant’s uniform to ensure he works without distraction. This may have become more necessary in recent years – he has steadily gained weight since his thirties and is now nearly sixteen stone, and feels every bit of it as he fastens his coat over a solid, protuberant belly. He adds a white kerchief at his neck; there is always damp in the air here, and he still heeds his late mother’s advice to keep the neck covered in all seasons. He clears his throat – is that a tickle he feels, the herald of a spring cold?


One friend calls him “both burly and frail”. He is five feet and six inches tall, with a sallow complexion and a thick, round, close-cut beard. Despite the extra weight he carries, his build is robust, his arms and legs muscular. His myopic, small eyes are dark, and still sparkle with boyish mischief now and then, though his hair is greying now and his high forehead is lined like that of a man ten years older. Facing the cheval-glass with comb in hand, he glimpses his father, an Italian engineer who died when he was a boy of seven, and is halted by the memory of a strong arm raised just so, arranging grey-black hair to mask the same bald spot.


He slips from the room and moves down the carved staircase in the half-light, treading quietly at this hour, not so much in deference to others but because he does not wish to engage in banal conversation with servants, or even his wife, most mornings. It is his time to think. Despite the elaborate furnishings and décor, there is an emptiness and gloom about this second home, his country retreat outside of Paris, where they spend at least half of each year. The draperies are heavy at the windows; the tapestries and oil paintings on the walls are mostly dark in hue. It may be that a certain melancholy air pervades the place because its size begs a family to fill it, and the Zolas are childless. If this is a source of secret longing, the writer does not record it in letters or overtly in his fiction, although it escapes nobody, including his wife, that his life’s project, the majestic saga of the Rougon-Macquart family, is a history and investigation of procreation and its consequences. “The Rougon-Macquart is his baby,” Alexandrine rationalises to friends, and to herself.


She has had a child, in fact, but this is never referred to, even within the privacy of their bedroom. Years ago when they first met in Paris, he a struggling poet, she an artist’s model a year his senior, she confided in him that she had been forced to give up an illegitimate child, a baby girl, after an affair a few years earlier with a medical student. “Let us go and find her,” Zola had said, filled with the sweet desire to care for this charming, intelligent woman with her dark brows and intense passions. “We shall adopt her ourselves.”


Their quest was futile. The child had been left at a foundling hospital and had, they learned, died there as an infant from illness or neglect. With that news, the book was closed, and they never started their own family. Alexandrine was unable to conceive again and Zola may have been too driven by work to crave fatherhood. Now however, in settled middle age, it would have been a pleasure to have children laughing outside under the plane trees that line the long drive, but it is too late.


He steps outside and greets the day, clapping his hands for the dogs. Today some workmen are completing a few refurbishments to the Nana Tower attached to the main house. This and the Germinal Tower on the other side (named for two of the most successful books in his oeuvre) have been grand additions to the original structure during the course of the last decade; he has created what he calls “his rascally big house” on the grounds of a modest villa, designed to his requirements, his taste for comfort, and his professional needs. He had fallen in love with the place when he first saw it, not for its undistinguished architecture (he dubbed it “the rabbit hutch” on sight) but for its picturesque situation. It is a haven from the city, only an hour northwest of Paris on the train line that runs through the valley below. The house is hidden in a nest of pretty foliage, set apart from the rest of the little hamlet of Médan at the end of the long alley of trees.


He lifts a hand towards the workmen in greeting as he strikes off down the lane. It is the same routine every day. He takes one hour’s stroll, following the path near the water, with his dogs at his heels. He calls to them by name in a pleasant voice that is surprisingly light for a man of his bulk. His wife’s pet is Fan-fan, a wirehaired griffon whom she coddles and kisses so much that her cousin Amelie, a frequent visitor, refers to the dog as “your son”. Zola’s favourite is a little terrier called Ratón who has a dislike of strangers, especially the parade of interviewers who frequent Médan now that his fame has grown great. He has become so well known that he had to express surprise recently when a correspondent in Holland complained that his letters had not been delivered. “Why, you have only to write Émile Zola, France on the envelope and it will get to me,” he replied.


The dogs jump and bark in the fresh air as he carelessly throws them a stick. For one who is known for his extraordinary observational powers, he sees little – not white buds or river reeds or rusting hooks on the side of a fishing dinghy on the bank – his photographic mind is entirely selective. His latest novel is about knights and angels; he has no need for details of buds or boats. This is Zola’s way; if he is writing about a banker, politicians hold no interest. It saves waste to focus only on his topic, lest his mind become too crowded. He is impatient with people who assume writers are necessarily interested in everything at all times.


Anyone might breathe deeply on such a morning stroll, tipping their face to the spring sky to marvel at God’s gifts – and though he is an ardent atheist, Zola is truly grateful for the rewards that life has brought him; yet his ingrained habit, as each day begins, is to enumerate his worries. Even if he has slept well he can find something to fret about. Soon he will be made a Knight of the Legion of Honour, for example – but is that as prestigious as being invited to join the French Academy? That is an accolade which has thus far eluded him – lifetime membership of an elite council of forty men of letters known as “The Immortals”, charged with maintaining literary standards for the nation. Most days, he puts the Academy high on his list of anxieties; but as he makes his way along the narrow path today, nettles occasionally snagging at his trousers and sunlight turning the Seine beside him to silver, he finds himself fixated on one item in this week’s post.


In a letter from his English publisher, Vizetelly & Company, who paid three thousand francs for the rights in his last novel, The Soil, only two thousand is offered for the book he is presently completing. How is that fair? He sells them the English rights to all his existing works, and in return, they belittle him with a lower offer for the new one? The length is no different, and it is part of the larger whole of one family saga. To add insult to injury, he is still waiting for the final tranche of payment due for The Soil, even though it has already been published in England. He is not happy, not happy at all. He makes a mental note to write to his friend George Moore, the Irish writer who introduced him to the publisher. He will surely know what is amiss.


In order to dislodge the anxiety du jour, he counts his footsteps, a habit of his both here in Médan and on the streets of Paris. Sometimes he might choose to count mundane objects too – six street lamps, nine school children in blue coats, eight pigeons by the statue in the square. He takes a superstitious pleasure when they fall into multiples of four or seven, his lucky numbers. But his step counting is interrupted today by that other figure returning again to the forefront of his consciousness: two thousand francs. It is indeed an insult.


He is distracted from his fretful state by the sight of four white ducklings paddling out from the shore into the river, following their mother. There’s a good sign. Reversing his path back to the house, he muses, what good news do you portend, little ducks? Will today bring a new sale abroad? That might allay the rawness he feels at the English affront.


His books are translated and sold around the world. Zola had amassed a considerable fortune from sales of his books in France, which is increasingly complemented by fees for translation rights in other countries. Prior to 1886, translation rights were subject to a haphazard set of bilateral treaties between France and various other nations, but the Berne Convention of that year ushered in a single international regime among several dozen countries, protecting the copyright of authors until at least fifty years after their death.


Zola admires the late great Victor Hugo, who, many years ago, instigated this campaign for authors’ rights beyond their home countries; however, he feels he must dampen the general celebration in the artistic fraternity by pointing out that one of the best markets for European writers is America, a country that has thus far refused to join the Berne Convention, only recognising copyright in works written by American citizens and residents. He knows his novels have been translated for years in America, and are very popular – but he is told they are poorly rendered and sold without recompense to him. The same holds true for the works of British novelists, including those of Charles Dickens, whose novels are beloved of the American readership and reprinted there with impunity.


At least Zola can take comfort from the fact that there will be further stage versions from the Rougon-Macquart series in France soon – although his plays in Paris to date, including adaptations of Nana, L’Assommoir and Germinal, have never enjoyed anything like the success of his novels. Two fine composers, Massenet and Bruneau, have asked to create operas from other titles, which should bear some fruit.


He spends far more than he saves, above all on his beloved villa, adding not only buildings but land to his holding – including the acquisition of the little Isle of Médan in the middle of the river, on which he has built the structure he christened “The Charpentier Pavilion” in honour of his publisher, and which is used for soirées with friends: artists, journalists and men of letters flock here to see him.


Despite the abundance that surrounds him, Zola maintains that he has a poor child’s ingrained respect for a buffer against future difficulty, should it arise. He tells friends, “I began life poor; poverty may return; I am not afraid of it.” This is not strictly true – he began life in reasonable circumstances, living as a boy with his parents in Aix-en-Provence, the town that would become a model for the fictional Plassans, birthplace of the Rougon-Macquart family.


He has happy memories of playing in the fields with his best friends, among them Paul Cézanne, until circumstances turned for the worse with his father’s early death, which left his mother without income. By the time he was twenty, living in a garret in Paris writing poetry that he could not sell, he knew real want. Often he took no food for a day or more, shivering without coal for the fire, his red fingers clutching the stump of a pencil. He recalls how he had to “play the Arab” and remain indoors for long periods, draped in a coverlet, when he was driven to trading his only coat and trousers for bread. It seems so remote now, like something he once read in a book he has mislaid or loaned to a friend.


Stopping in the ceramic-tiled kitchen on his return from the walk he has little for breakfast. On some days he eats a fried egg, prepared by the cook, who has been tutored by him on his preference. If she misjudges the cooking time, he chides her, saying, “My morning’s work will be worth nothing!” He takes only a ripe apricot today. As he sinks his teeth into the soft flesh, the clock strikes nine in the hall, and he sees a blue dress and a white apron, a woman moving past a doorway with a pile of linen in her arms. He has an impression of height, dark hair, and a graceful figure – this must be the new housemaid his wife mentioned. No matter. He hurries upstairs to begin work.


Nulla dies sine linea: the golden engraving on the hood of a massive fireplace is the first thing his eye falls upon when entering the study. It is a cluttered, richly decorated refuge on a grand scale, nearly ten metres in length with a high ceiling. It looks more like an artist’s studio than a writer’s room, with floor to ceiling bay windows looking out over the river and the fields beyond. Pliny’s “No day without a line” has superseded the boyhood motto “All or nothing” which he shared so fiercely with Cézanne, but it springs from the same well of total dedication to work. Unlike some writers he knows, he does not take it to mean covering a messy desk with scrawls and balls of rejected pages, as if the job of the writer were to engage in the act of writing anything, even if most of it is discarded; not for Zola the concept that a day is well spent if a few good sentences emerge.


He confines his work on his latest novel to the morning, writing three or four pages with an unwavering commitment that means he can calculate almost to the day when he will complete a book. After lunch he will take his siesta before turning to articles he must write. He provides a piece to a Marseilles paper every day, a weekly one to a Paris journal, and manages to also send a monthly contribution to a St Petersburg review. His dedication and consistency in work is shown by the magnitude of his output.


For Zola, Pliny’s proverb is about putting down what a thing looks like, feels like, and how it tastes or smells – a record of well-researched truth set out in firm black ink, not merely a doodle or a scribble. He is quite sure of his trajectory before he leaps, although this was not the case in his early writings; now, at this mature point in his career, his manuscripts, like Mozart’s scores, are for the most part free of crossings-out, and the basket for discarded paper by his desk is empty at the end of his morning’s work. That is not to say he never makes corrections. He is meticulous about revision, and continues to make adjustments to everything from significant plot developments to tiny tweaks of spellings and names until the last hours before the final proofs go to the printer, much to his publisher’s dismay. But his first drafts tend to be made of solid lines, the engineer’s son’s skill with a blueprint never more evident than at this stage of writing.


In contrast to the mythology surrounding Mozart, who was composing without amendment, some say, because he was taking dictation from God, there is a secular and earthbound reason for Zola’s precision. For months, he has prepared for each stroke of the pen. He begins each novel with an outline, the preliminary sketch of an idea for his next novel sketched as notes to himself, concentrating on the themes he will investigate, and choosing which member of the Rougon-Macquart family it will feature as principal character. “This is how I do it,” he once explained to his friend Paul Alexis, who was attempting to record his method for posterity, before correcting himself: “No, I can hardly be said to ‘do it’, rather, it does itself. I cannot invent facts, lacking that facility . . . if I sit down to my table to think out the plot of a story, I remain sitting for three days straight with my head in hand.”


He makes a “primitive plan”, as he terms it, first summoning his dramatis personae and giving them their main biographical, physical and psychological particulars. He researches locations for the story and records his findings in words and drawings, depending on “the class in which I have decided to place the protagonist’s life”. This is all-important; critics will condemn him for the extensive description of settings in his work, but he answers that “man cannot be separated from his milieu; he is shaped by his house, his town, his province”.


The research stage can be longer than the time it takes to write the book, sometimes stretching over six months, with dozens of notebooks filled with sensory observations and anecdotes about real-life characters, be they miners, farmers, artists, doctors or prostitutes. Once all of this preparation is done, he uses his reason, like a scientist; his aim is to integrate science and literature. “Let us say so-and-so does this or that. What would be the natural result of such-and-such an act? Would such an act affect my personage? It is therefore logical that this other person would react in such-and-such a manner. Then some other character may intervene . . .” In this way, “threads knot themselves together” and it is then that he becomes clear about the story. When the results do not quite fit with his research, he also allows himself creative departures if necessary – after all, as he tells Alexis, “the human race is not predictable”.


He then proceeds to make the “plan in detail”, including descriptions of minor characters and even some snippets of dialogue, and he inserts his extensive research into each of the chapter outlines, like a chef filling so many fresh pastries with pre-prepared cream. Following this pattern, he has completed almost one novel per year since he first drew up the grand scheme for his proposed “family history”. At that time, twenty years ago, towards the end of 1868, when he first set it down for his original publisher Lacroix, he proposed ten volumes. The interruption of the Franco-Prussian war in 1870 had decimated Lacroix, whose firm went bankrupt, and, much to Zola’s dismay, the project came to a halt after only two books. He knocked on many doors as soon as the war was over, but such a large undertaking seemed impossible for anyone to take on in those dismal days. Fortunately, just when Zola was giving up hope, Georges Charpentier had stepped in with an offer. A decade later, after the tremendous sales of the seventh book in the saga, L’Assommoir, the plan was expanded to twenty books.


When he is working, his closest friends may not hear from him for weeks. “What has become of Zola?” they ask, though by this

time they should know. He does reply to letters. Close to completion of an earlier book in the Rougon-Macquart saga, The Ladies’ Paradise, he sent forth a pithy message. “What has become of me? Nothing, my good friend. I am in my hole and I am working . . .” To the same friend he would soon write, “I finished my novel on Thursday, and I am in the joy of this great relief. And now to work on the next.”
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