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			Émile Zola

			
					Name: Émile Édouard Charles Antoine Zola.

					Born: 2 April 1840 in Paris.

					Died: 29 September 1902 in Paris.

					Context: during the second half of the 19th century, Europe was gradually entering the modern era as a direct consequence of the Industrial Revolution and the rise of capitalism. At this time, a heightened form of realism emerged in art and literature, with the aim of representing everyday life as faithfully as possible.

					Notable works:	Thérèse Raquin (1867), novel

	The Belly of Paris (1873), novel

	L’Assommoir (1877), novel

	Nana (1880), novel

	The Ladies’ Paradise (1883), novel

	Germinal (1885), novel

	The Human Beast (1890), novel

	Doctor Pascal (1893), novel




			

			Over 100 years after his death, Émile Zola’s name still holds an important place in the collective imagination. He was one of the most popular French writers of his time and remains one of the most widely read, translated and studied authors in the world. He was the leading figure of naturalism, a literary movement which sought to apply the scientific method to writing, as he laid the movement’s theoretical foundations and popularised it. During his lifetime, his work was met with unprecedented enthusiasm: it had a major impact on and garnered effusive praise from the public and critics alike, and his writing style remained the dominant model for the next several decades.

			In addition to his talent as a writer, Zola had a keen eye for the truth. This can be seen in his books, and especially in his sprawling 20-novel familial and social history Les Rougon-Macquart (1871-1893), which provides a meticulous depiction of the world, society and its various social classes. His search for the truth is also made evident by his political and social commitment, and in particular in his role in the Dreyfus affair. Zola threw his support behind Alfred Dreyfus, an army officer who was wrongfully accused of leaking French military secrets and wrote his famous pamphlet J’accuse…! (“I accuse…!”, 1898) in his defence. As both a literary genius and a staunch opponent of injustice in all its forms, Zola’s reputation reached almost mythical proportions, and he remains a beloved figure today.

		


		
			Context

			From Monarchy to Empire to Republic

			The 19th century in general was a period of major upheaval, and this was also true during Zola’s lifetime. Having spent his childhood in the countryside, far from the concerns of the July Monarchy (1830-1848), he arrived in Paris in 1848, the year that the Second Republic, led by Louis-Napoléon Bonaparte (1808-1873), the nephew of Napoleon Bonaparte (1769-1821), was established. However, this regime was short-lived: Bonaparte launched a coup d’état in December 1851 and founded the Second French Empire (a regime that Zola hated) in 1852. He proclaimed himself emperor, adopted the name Napoleon III, established an authoritarian regime, profoundly modernised the country and sought to expand French territory.

			However, France’s defeat in the Franco-Prussian War (1870-1871) dealt the death blow to the Empire’s prestige, and in in 1870 it was replaced by the Third Republic. This was the first sustained period of relative stability since the French Revolution in 1789 and lasted until 1940. However, the new regime was not met with universal acceptance in its early days: there was an uprising in Paris from March to May 1871, partly because the city’s inhabitants did not want to submit to the victorious Prussians. This revolt, known as the Paris Commune, was violently repressed by Adolphe Thiers’ (1797-1877) government in a series of brutal attacks. The insurrection came to an end after La semaine sanglante (“The Bloody Week”) from 21 to 28 May 1871 and resulted in the loss of an estimated 20 000 lives. After this upheaval, the National Assembly was reluctant to implement any abrupt changes, and took nine years to finalise the new regime’s laws and constitution. These new legal precepts were strongly influenced by modernisation and incorporated previously controversial subjects such as the rights to secularism, strike action and freedom of assembly.

			Evolutions and revolutions on the road to modernity

			In addition to the political instability that characterised the 19th century, Europe also experienced a period of rapid economic development as a result of the Industrial Revolution, which began in Britain at the start of the century. In France, it reached its peak during the July Monarchy and especially under the Second Empire. The country underwent its most radical changes during the reign of Napoleon III: with the help of the prefect Baron Haussmann (1809-1891), the Emperor radically altered the layout of Paris with a view to improving hygiene, protecting citizens and boosting the city’s prestige; the first department stores opened; transport developed considerably; mass production and the production line emerged; and major industries appeared. All these factors contributed to the rise of capitalism, which was still in its infancy at this time.

			Industrialisation also led to the emergence of a new social class, the urban proletariat, which was examined in detail by Zola and was responsible for significant social advances throughout the 19th century. The most important of these advances took place during the Third Republic, which promulgated the first legislation concerning workers’ rights: trade unions were legalised and labour political parties were created to support them. As a result, working conditions gradually became less difficult (for example, a mandatory daily break was introduced in 1906), child labour was now regulated, and workers gained the right to strike and the opportunity to retire and end their lives in greater comfort and security. Furthermore, primary education was now free, and was made compulsory in 1882 through laws introduced by Jules Ferry (1832-1893).

			
				
					The emergence of socialism

					In the 1830s, socialism, the best-known version of which was developed by Karl Marx (1818-1883), emerged in France as a direct consequence of the workers’ movement and the need for new social provisions. Its aim was to combat injustice, poverty and the class system, and to fight for equality for all and the fair distribution of property.

				

			

			The veneration of science and history

			The 19th century also saw great leaps forward and major discoveries in the field of science, which had an effect on all areas of knowledge, including literature. Charles Darwin (1809-1882) developed his highly controversial theory of evolution, while Prosper Lucas (1808-1885), who had a considerable influence on Zola, put forward his theories on heredity and degeneration. At the same time, important work was being carried out by Louis Pasteur (1822-1895), the pioneer of microbiology and the inventor of the rabies vaccine, and Pierre (1859-1906) and Marie (1867-1934) Curie, the Nobel Prize-winning physicists who garnered recognition for their research on radium. In medicine, the experimental method was theorised and tested by the physiologist Claude Bernard (1813-1878) in the second half of the century. Zola was directly inspired by Bernard’s work when he wrote his Les Rougon-Macquart cycle.
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			Portrait of Claude Bernard.

			In a broader sense, science came to be held in much higher esteem in the 19th century. Furthermore, positivism, a school of thought developed in the first half of the century by the French philosopher Auguste Comte (1798-1857) which theorised that phenomena could only be explained by observation and experience, became more popular. This led to introspective and intuitive approaches being completely discredited. At the end of the century, scientism, an offshoot of positivism, asserted that science can reveal the truth about everything in existence and provide solutions to all human problems.

			Finally, the 19th century was also the century of history: people became aware that history is written in the present and that the past is vital, as it facilitates the understanding of contemporary events and bolsters a country’s prestige. Nationalism also developed in this period as each country sought to assert itself and extol the characteristics that made it unique. This enthusiasm for history is particularly evident in literature and other art forms. Alexandre Dumas (1802-1870) wrote historical novels set in bygone eras; with Zola a generation later there was a shift in perspective, as authors rewrote contemporary history as a way of assimilating and making sense of it.

			19th-century literature: from idealism to realism

			In the 19th century, culture finally became more accessible to the general public. Previously, creators had relied on patrons who were generally politicians and used art for their own ends, but in this period culture became independent of the state thanks to writers such as Victor Hugo (1802-1885), who had no qualms about criticising the powers that be. Artists were now considered to be free and took on a new status: they became professionals and economic agents in their own right. For ordinary citizens, access to education went hand in hand with access to culture, which was now disseminated widely thanks to popular newspapers which provided cultural information and published serialised novels.

			The dawn of the 19th century was dominated by two major literary movements: Romanticism, which was at its height between 1820 and 1848, and realism, which became more popular between 1850 and 1870. The most prominent Romantic writers in France included Alphonse de Lamartine (1790-1869), Victor Hugo and Alfred de Musset (1810-1857), and the movement was characterised by heightened sensibility, the foregrounding of emotion and passion, and the rejection of modern society in favour of a return to humankind’s roots through contemplation, the exaltation of the past and love for nature. Realism counted Stendhal (1783-1842), Honoré de Balzac (1799-1850) and Gustave Flaubert (1821-1880) among its main proponents and differed from Romanticism because of its severity, authentic tone and focus on truth and objectivity. Realist works aimed to denounce injustice, were often based on considerable documentary research, and provided meticulously detailed descriptions of people and their environments.

			Zola breathed new life into realism and made the movement more radical with the development of naturalism. He drew inspiration from Prosper Lucas’s theories on heredity and aimed to apply Claude Bernard’s experimental method to novel-writing. In this way, his self-described “experimental novel” was a sort of laboratory which mixed biology and history to determine the characters’ behaviour and future. His famous Les Rougon-Macquart series, which he subtitled The Natural and Social History of a Family Under the Second Empire, was a pioneering naturalist project. While Zola was undeniably the originator, leading theorist and most important representative of the movement, several other authors adopted a similar approach for a time, including the Goncourt brothers (Edmond, 1822-1896 and Jules, 1830-1870), Alphonse Daudet (1840-1897) and Guy de Maupassant (1850-1893).

			In the late 19th century, naturalism began to fade away, but it did not disappear completely and endured until the early 20th century. Between 1880 and 1900, it was superseded by Symbolism, which turned away from reality to return to a dreamy lyricism with marked mystical influences. The best-known writers in this idealistic new movement were Stéphane Mallarmé (1842-1898), Paul Verlaine (1844-1896) and Arthur Rimbaud (1854-1891).

		


		
			Biography
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			Portrait of Émile Zola.

			From Romantic idealism to realist disillusionment

			Émile Zola was born in Paris on 2 April 1840, although he spent most of his childhood in Aix-en-Provence, where his family moved in 1843. His father was an engineer of Venetian descent and died of pneumonia when the future writer was just seven years old, while his mother was a French citizen. He studied at the Collège Bourbon, where he met and became friends with Paul Cézanne (1839-1906), who went on to become a celebrated Impressionist painter.

			At the age of 18, after spending his entire youth in rural France, he moved to Paris, where he attended the Lycée Saint-Louis and studied for a baccalaureate in science. However, when he failed his exams he abandoned his studies. The years that followed were not easy for him, as his homesickness in the capital, nostalgia for the countryside, lack of enthusiasm for his studies and poorly-paid work as a clerk for a shipping firm left him demoralised. Previously, he had developed an interest in Romanticism, and in particular in the works of Lamartine and Hugo, but his failures left him more inclined towards the classical, realist impersonality and coolness that characterised the work of authors such as Jules Michelet (1798-1874) and George Sand (1804-1876).

			Modest beginnings in the literary world

			The year 1862 marked a turning point in Zola’s life, as he secured a job with the publishing company Hachette, first as a clerk, then as head of the advertising department. This work allowed him to mix with many renowned figures from the literary world, including the lexicographer Émile Littré (1801-1881), the literary critic Sainte-Beuve (1804-1869), the philosopher and historian Hippolyte Taine (1828-1893) and the writer Edmond Duranty (1833-1880), and his contact with these figures inspired his dream of becoming a novelist. At this time, he was also reunited with Cézanne, who had moved to Paris and who introduced him to a number of fashionable artists, mainly Impressionists: Camille Pissarro (1830-1903), Alfred Sisley (1839-1899), Claude Monet (1840-1926) and Auguste Renoir (1841-1919).

			Zola’s first book, Contes à Ninon, was rejected by three publishers before being published in 1864. The following year, his first novel, Claude’s Confession, which also marked his first foray into realism, appeared. This was an intense period of activity for Zola, as he met new people, made new discoveries, read widely and published new material. He also met his future wife, Alexandrine, around this time, and married her in 1870. The couple had no children.

			Zola’s public declaration of support for scientism at a scientific conference in Aix-en-Provence in 1866 had a considerable impact on his reputation and literary career. The same year, he began writing his major works and decided to make a living from writing alone. He left Hachette and began writing art and literary criticism for various newspapers. His articles were later published in two anthologies in 1865 and 1866. Notably, he was virtually the only contemporary writer to praise Flaubert’s Sentimental Education (1869), and wrote in defence of the Impressionists.

			Ambitious projects

			In 1867, two major events made up for the loss of his position as a critic for the newspaper L’Événement: he published a serialised novel, The Mysteries of Marseilles, and his first successful work, Thérèse Raquin. This marked the beginnings of naturalism, although the movement was not theorised until much later. At this time, he also began to consider writing a collection modelled on Balzac’s The Human Comedy (1829-1850) which would provide a coherent framework for his different novels. He drew up the plan for this series of novels between 1868 and 1869.
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			Plan of the Les Rougon-Macquart series produced by Zola.

			Meanwhile, he discovered Claude Bernard’s Introduction to the Study of Experimental Medicine (1869), which was a revelation for him and inspired him to apply the scientific principles set out by the doctor to his novels (he wrote an essay about this, The Experimental Novel, which was published in 1880). At this time, he also wrote for several opposition newspapers and spoke out against the Second Empire. When Napoleon III was deposed, he moved away from Paris (in particular, he spent time in Bordeaux and Marseilles) for a time and observed the debates of the National Assembly from a distance as a political journalist. After he returned to the capital in 1872, he devoted all his energies to literature and to his monumental Les Rougon-Macquart cycle, comprising 20 novels which are connected but can also be read as stand-alone works. This task took him over 20 years.

			Zola was a tireless worker and was brimming with ambition. However, he did not

			Social and political commitment in his later years
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