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			Émile Zola


			French writer and journalist


			

					Born in Paris in 1840.


					Died in Paris in 1902.


					
Notable works:
	
L’Assommoir (1877), novel


	
The Ladies’ Paradise (1883), novel


	
Germinal (1885), novel







			


			Émile Zola was born in 1840 and died in 1902. He is considered to be one of the greatest French novelists of the 19th century. He was also the leading figure of naturalism, a movement which sought to apply the experimental scientific methods of the time to literature: after observing reality, Zola would put forward a hypothesis and test it through experimentation in his books. This aesthetic can be seen in particular in Les Rougon-Macquart, a cycle of 20 novels which constitutes his most important work and met with major success, in spite of many criticisms.


			Zola was also famous for his social and political stances, which often gave rise to condemnation. The most infamous of these concerns the Dreyfus affair; his pamphlet J’accuse (“I accuse”) had a major influence on the pardoning of the Jewish officer Alfred Dreyfus (1859-1935).


		




		

			The Fortune of the Rougons


			A criticism of Napoleon III’s conquest of power


			

					
Genre: realist novel


					
Reference edition: Zola, É. (2016) The Fortune of the Rougons. Trans. Vizetelly, E. A. CreateSpace Independent Publishing Platform.


					
1st edition: 1871


					
Themes: corruption, society, Napoleon III, power, history of France


			


			The Fortune of the Rougons was published in 1871 and is the first volume of Les Rougon-Macquart, a series made up of 20 books. 


			The story takes place in the South of France, in Plassans, the home region of the Rougon-Macquart family, during the days of revolution led by the Republicans in response to the coup d’état carried out by Charles-Louis-Napoleon Bonaparte, the future Napoleon III (1808-1873).


			This work maps out the geographical, social and familial origins of the characters who will feature in the following books in the series. 


		




		

			Summary


			Chapter I


			One of the most important places in Plassans is Aire Saint-Mittre, a former cemetery which has become a sort of no man’s land. 17-year-old Silvere and 13-year-old Miette meet there in the middle of the night to go for a walk when a group of men suddenly appears. They are rebels who have decided to revolt against Louis-Napoleon Bonaparte’s coup d’état, which is threatening the Republic. The two teenagers decide to join them; Miette symbolically carries the red flag at the head of the group. They reach Plassans.


			Chapter II


			Plassans is a sub-prefecture with around 10 000 inhabitants, including, notably, Adelaide Fouque. 


			Adelaide is an heiress who married a gardener called Rougon in her youth. They had a child together, who they called Pierre. When her husband died, Adelaide took a poacher called Macquart as her lover, and the couple had two children out of wedlock, Antoine and Ursule. 


			Pierre is very quick to realise that his siblings’ illegitimacy grants him a higher social status than them. From this point onwards, he constantly tries to get rid of them. He manages to avoid military service, since he is the oldest son of a widow, but he sends Antoine in his place. He marries Ursule to a man called Mouret, and she leaves town. 


			When Macquart dies, Adelaide inherits his hovel, which she moves into. Pierre then tries to get his hands on his mother’s fortune: he sells her land and keeps all the profit for himself. Now with a tidy sum of money, he marries Felicite Puech, the daughter of an oil-dealer, with whom he has five children: Eugene, Pascal, Aristide, Sidonie and Marthe.


			When they begin to grow old, the couple move to the street which separates the new area of the town from the old and organise “yellow drawing-room” meetings, after the colour of Felicite’s furniture. 


			Chapter III


			The Rougons get involved in political intrigues on the orders of the Marquis de Carnavant, a former nobleman of the region who is suspected to be Felicite’s real father. Eugene, the eldest of the Rougon children, lives in Paris, where he seems to work for the coming of the Empire. Meanwhile, Pierre, who is consumed by a burning ambition which his social status has never allowed him to fulfil, dreams of becoming the town’s receiver of taxes. Eugene tells him that, if he follows his instructions, he will get the job. His son regularly sends him letters to let him know what is going on in Paris. News of Louis-Napoleon Bonaparte’s coup d’état on 2 December 1851 reaches Plassans the day after it happens. Several villages immediately rise up and organise themselves to defend the Republic. The Rougons, however, support the Empire. 
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