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“The great masses of the people could not understand that work was the source of all wealth, and that, by working, every man was capable of earning the right to live.” This resonant quote from Émile Zola’s 'Work [Travail]' encapsulates the essence of this compelling narrative, where the struggles of laborers are immortalized, revealing both the dignity and anguish inherent in their toil. Zola's reflections on work serve not merely as a backdrop but as the very lifeblood of the characters, emphasizing the significance of labor in shaping identity and societal structure. Through this lens, Zola critiques the societal constructs surrounding work and its moral implications, inviting readers to consider the deeper truths of human existence in industrial society.

Regarded as a monumental work in the landscape of literature, Zola's 'Work' holds a classic status that resonates beyond its publication in 1901. As part of the Rougon-Macquart series, the novel reveals Zola’s exploration of naturalism and social commentary. 'Work' delves profoundly into the socio-economic conditions of the working class, shaping a narrative that has influenced countless writers and thinkers. Zola's vivid depiction of the industrial environment has provided a template for realistic portrayals of labor, making this work vital for anyone seeking to understand the evolution of literature focused on realism and social critique.

Written during a period of rapid industrialization and social upheaval in late 19th-century France, Zola’s 'Work' emerges as a pioneering narrative that intertwines the realities of labor with personal aspiration. This work is not just a depiction of the struggles faced by the blue-collar workers of the time; it is a fervent exploration of the human spirit and resilience against the grinding wheels of industry. Zola aimed to shine a light on the stark conditions of labor and its impacts on the individual, all while weaving intricate character arcs and relationships with an enduring testament to human perseverance.

At its core, 'Work' chronicles the life of a skilled metalworker named Aurore who strives to achieve a balance between the demands of his job and the specters of economic hardship that loom over his family life. Zola meticulously crafts his narrative to present an unvarnished view of the life of workers within an evolving industry, embodying the transformative power of labor. The story unfolds as Aurore navigates the complexities of productivity, societal expectations, and personal aspirations, striking a relatable chord that resonates through generations of readers grappling with their own struggles.

Zola’s intention with 'Work' extends beyond mere storytelling; he aims to provoke thought in his audience regarding the social and economic ramifications of labor. By portraying the tragic beauty of his characters’ lives, Zola compels readers to engage with the ethical dimensions of labor and the consequences of capitalist structures. The author employs naturalistic elements to ensure that his characters’ experiences reflect a raw and honest depiction of the human condition, affirming the importance of authenticity in storytelling and revealing the intricate tapestry of social reality.

The themes of 'Work' are as significant today as they were at the time of its publication. Zola explores the concepts of class struggle, the alienation often felt by workers, and the disintegration of familial bonds when faced with economic pressures. The harsh realities depicted in the narrative confront the glorification of labor, suggesting that while work can serve as a source of identity, it also holds the potential for exploitation and despair. This duality in Zola’s writing ensures that the novel echoes with contemporary audiences navigating the complexities of their own work experiences.

In addition to its social critique, the narrative offers a profound exploration of personal ambition and the drive for self-actualization. Aurore’s journey epitomizes the ceaseless quest for fulfillment amidst adversity, exemplifying the resilience of the human spirit. Readers are drawn into his struggle, witnessing not only the external challenges but the internal conflict that accompanies the pursuit of one's dreams. Zola's ability to highlight this juxtaposition of hope and despair paints a vivid picture of the complexity of life, making 'Work' resonate on multiple levels.

Zola’s vivid imagery and detailed descriptions immerse readers in the industrial landscape, allowing them to experience the sights, sounds, and struggles of the working class firsthand. Through his naturalistic approach, he meticulously explores the impact of industrialization on both individuals and societal structures, resulting in a narrative that serves as both a critique and a reflection of the era. Zola’s attention to detail not only augments the authenticity of his characters' experiences but also emphasizes the broader implications of labor in shaping societal progress and values.

The dialogue within 'Work' is another key element that contributes to the book’s timelessness. Zola captures the voices of the working class with authenticity and respect, offering them a platform that speaks to their trials and triumphs. The characters are rendered with depth, allowing readers to empathize with their plights and contemplate the overarching societal issues at play. The novel’s ability to evoke such strong emotional connections remains one of its most powerful attributes, encouraging ongoing discussions about labor, class, and humanity.

As a part of the Rougon-Macquart series, 'Work' bears the distinct hallmark of Zola’s theological and philosophical underpinnings, interweaving insights from his broader oeuvre. Readers familiar with Zola’s exploration of heredity and environment will find parallels in 'Work,' tracing the impacts of these factors on the lives of the characters. Each character's narrative becomes a reflection of Zola's understanding of determinism, as he examines how systemic forces shape individual destinies, making this work an integral piece within the larger narrative arc of human experience.

The depiction of gender roles and societal expectations in 'Work' adds another layer of complexity to its themes. Zola presents characters who grapple with traditional gender norms and the evolving roles of men and women in the workforce. The struggles faced by female characters often highlight the additional burden faced in industrial society, rendering their stories of resilience and defiance even more captivating. This exploration of gender dynamics remains as pertinent today as it was in Zola's time, prompting readers to reflect on the changing landscapes of work and society.

Zola's portrayal of community and solidarity also resonates powerfully within 'Work.' The relationships between characters often reflect the interconnectedness of their struggles, emphasizing the need for support in the face of adversity. This theme of unity among the working class speaks to the potential for collective action in the pursuit of social change, echoing sentiments that have become increasingly relevant in contemporary discourse surrounding labor rights and social justice. Zola’s insights into the importance of community elevate the narrative, providing hope amidst the struggle.

The historical context of 'Work' adds an intriguing layer that enriches the reading experience. Understanding the socio-economic conditions of late 19th-century France enhances the modern reader’s appreciation of the challenges faced by the characters. By confronting the realities of industrialization, Zola adeptly critiques the capitalist machine, prompting readers to consider the moral implications of progress. The societal reflections embedded within the narrative serve as a reminder that the past continues to influence systemic inequalities and labor conditions experienced today.

As a compilation of Zola’s deep-rooted beliefs and values in labor theory, 'Work' becomes not just an artistic expression but also a socio-political commentary that transcends time. This multifaceted nature of the work elevates its importance, allowing it to serve as a foundational text for discussions around workers’ rights and representation. The novel urges readers to examine their own relationship with work, making it a relevant piece for anyone seeking to understand the intricacies of labor dynamics in their own lives.

The stylistic choices employed by Zola in 'Work' further reinforce its classic status. His blend of vivid realism, observational detail, and contemplative prose creates an immersive atmosphere that captures the essence of industrial life. Zola’s mastery of the language enables readers to visualize the hardships faced where labor becomes synonymous with continued existence. This stylistic brilliance not only enriches the narrative but also solidifies the emotional weight of the characters' experiences, ensuring that their stories linger in the minds of readers long after turning the final page.

The lasting appeal of 'Work' is undoubtedly a result of its intricate exploration of universality through the lens of individuality. Zola’s ability to convey the human experience—its struggles, aspirations, and conflicts—resonates with all who have encountered the challenges presented by work and society. As the dialogues around labor, resilience, and justice persist, readers continue to find meaning in Zola's vivid depictions of life, underscoring the novel’s role as a touchstone for those navigating the complexities of modern existence.

Ultimately, the relevance of 'Work' extends beyond its historical context; it invites an ongoing dialogue about the nature of work, identity, and society. Each character's journey serves as a reflection of the timeless human experience, resonating with those who stand at the intersection of labor and existence. As readers engage with Zola's powerful narrative, they are reminded of the indomitable spirit of workers, their struggles, and the collective pursuit of dignity—a theme that remains ever relevant, ensuring Zola's 'Work' continues to inspire and captivate.
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In Émile Zola's novel 'Work' ('Travail'), the story delves into the life of a young artist, Pierre Sandoz, who grapples with the struggles of achieving his artistic aspirations against the backdrop of the harsh realities of industrial society. Navigating through the bustling streets of Paris, Sandoz is driven by a desire to create impactful art, yet he constantly faces challenges that stem from his working-class roots. Through Sandoz's journey, Zola highlights the conflict between individual ambition and social constraints, setting the stage for a deep exploration of work and its meaning in the lives of the characters.

As the narrative unfolds, Pierre becomes increasingly aware of the social hierarchies surrounding him. He encounters various characters who embody different aspects of the Parisian art scene and labor forces, offering a tapestry of perspectives on work and creativity. From fellow artists to laborers, each character adds richness to Sandoz's understanding of his own place in the world. Zola uses these interactions to critique the capitalist society of his time, illustrating how exploitation impacts the individual's sense of purpose and fulfillment.

Sandoz's ambitions lead him to confront the financial struggles that come with being an artist. The novel portrays his attempts to balance his artistic idealism with the practicalities of supporting himself. He faces rejection and criticism from established figures in the art world, causing him to navigate doubts about his talent and worth. Zola's depiction of Sandoz’s financial woes serves as a commentary on the broader economic forces that shape the lives of countless individuals, echoing the idea that true passion often clashes with the demands of survival.

A significant turning point in Sandoz's journey occurs when he befriends a group of workers advocating for their rights. This group introduces him to the political dimensions of labor and the struggle for social justice. Through their activism, Sandoz is drawn into a movement that aims to address the inequalities faced by workers. Zola masterfully intertwines Sandoz's growth as an artist with the awakening of his social consciousness, illustrating how art can intersect with the fight for justice and equity.

Throughout 'Work', Zola also explores the theme of community and solidarity among workers. As Pierre witnesses the collective efforts of laborers trying to assert their rights, he begins to appreciate the importance of unity in the face of oppression. This realization prompts him to reconsider his duty as both an artist and a member of society. Zola emphasizes that art should not exist in isolation; instead, it can serve as a tool for social change, reflecting the struggles and aspirations of the working class.

In parallel to the political awakening in Pierre's life, Zola delves into the emotional and personal conflicts that arise from his dedication to his craft. Relationships with friends and romantic interests become strained due to Pierre's obsession with his art and the pressures of social activism. Through these hardships, Zola illustrates the sacrifices that artists often make, emphasizing that the pursuit of art can come at a great personal cost and how deeply intertwined our passions and relationships can be.

As the plot progresses, Pierre's ambitions clash more dramatically with the realities of his economic situation. A pivotal moment occurs during a labor strike that grips the city, forcing Pierre to confront the consequences of his choices. As he grapples with the impact of societal upheaval on his artistic aspirations, readers see a profound transformation in his character. This conflict serves as a microcosm of the struggle between individual creativity and collective action, demonstrating how both can shape one's identity and purpose.

Zola's narrative also brings to light the transient nature of success and validation within the art world. As Pierre's reputation fluctuates due to societal changes and market demands, he comes to understand that his worth is not solely defined by public acclaim. This realization marks a maturation in his character, as he learns to navigate the complexities of self-identity in relation to community and creation. Zola poignantly portrays the artist's journey as one of continuous adaptation and resilience.

Ultimately, 'Work' serves as a powerful commentary on the intersections of art, labor, and society. Zola's portrayal of Pierre Sandoz encapsulates the struggles of those who seek to forge their paths in an often unforgiving world. The novel emphasizes that work is not merely a means of survival but also a profound aspect of one's identity and purpose. Through Pierre's journey, Zola advocates for the recognition of the dignity of laborers and the transformative power of art, underscoring that both can contribute to societal progress.
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Émile Zola’s novel Travail, published in 1901, is set in a fictional mining and industrial town in France during the late 19th century, a period characterized by advanced industrial growth and social change. This era saw the expansion of factory complexes and the emergence of mechanized labor, accompanied by growing demands for improved working conditions and social justice. Within this context, France was integrating new technological innovations even as local and national debates intensified over the rights of laborers under an evolving capitalist system.

While the narrative does not explicitly invoke the Paris Commune of 1871, the aftermath of that event shaped broader socialist thought, influencing European discussions about workers’ rights. Zola draws on this intellectual climate in his depiction of laborers striving for fair treatment and solidarity in a hierarchical society. The portrayal of collective effort and cooperative organization reflects contemporary movements in France where trade unions, legalized in 1884, began to formalize their role in advocating wage increases, reduced hours and safer workplaces.

Rapid industrial development in regions such as Lorraine and the northern coalfields provides the backdrop for the author’s critique of exploitative practices. The novel examines both the physical hardships endured by miners and factory workers and the potential of cooperative models to improve living and working conditions. In this respect, it engages with debates on the social consequences of mechanization and economic growth.

Influenced by the broader spread of socialist ideas since the mid-19th century, Zola employs themes of social reform and justice without presenting a strictly partisan manifesto. Instead, he explores practical experiments in shared ownership and collective management as alternatives to unchecked profit-driven enterprises. These experiments mirror early cooperative movements that had begun to emerge across Europe.

Although the Dreyfus Affair (1894-1906) is not a direct subject, Zola’s vigorous defense of justice in the public sphere resonates with his emphasis on truth and accountability. His engagement with that affair in other writings underscores the consistency of his concerns about institutional bias and the protection of individual rights.

Set under the early Third Republic, an era marked by republican consolidation and debates over civic freedoms, the story reflects tensions between conservative and progressive forces. Characters negotiate changes in social hierarchy and the extension of political rights, echoing contemporary discussions about democracy, equality and the role of the state in mediating industrial conflicts.

Technological progress—exemplified by expanding railways, telegraph networks and mechanized equipment—features prominently in the narrative, illustrating both its liberating potential and its capacity to reinforce dehumanizing labor regimes. Zola’s attention to the promises and pitfalls of scientific advances situates the novel firmly within the optimism and anxieties of the period known as the Belle Époque.

Educational reforms initiated by Jules Ferry in the 1880s, which established free, secular and compulsory primary schooling, inform the text’s emphasis on literacy and technical training as foundations for individual empowerment and social improvement. These themes support the notion that an informed citizenry is essential to challenging exploitation and sustaining cooperative ventures.

Urbanization trends are also reflected in the depiction of community life, as former agricultural laborers migrate to industrial towns in search of work. The resulting social strains—overcrowding, loss of traditional networks and alienation—underscore the novel’s advocacy for communal solidarity and mutual support as responses to the challenges of modern life.

Economic transformations in banking and finance, illustrated by institutions that financed industrial expansion, provide context for the financial pressures faced by entrepreneurial characters. Their struggles underscore tensions between capitalist investment demands and ethical labor practices, highlighting the need for more equitable economic arrangements.

Similarly, mechanization in agriculture led many rural workers to seek new livelihoods in industry, a shift that Zola uses to illustrate broader patterns of social mobility and the dislocations accompanying economic change. The narrative captures both the hopes and hardships of individuals navigating this transition.

The emergence of consumer culture, driven by mass production and expanding markets, also receives critical attention. The novel questions the value of material acquisitions in the absence of genuine social equality, proposing cooperative living as a countermodel to the superficial promises of prosperity.

Late-19th-century legal reforms concerning labor rights, including debates on working hours and child labor regulations, shape the social debates woven into the plot. The text advocates for legal protections and fair employment standards to safeguard individual welfare and collective harmony.

Throughout the work, Zola presents a nuanced critique of social and economic inequalities, emphasizing the human costs of unchecked industrial development. By exploring cooperative communities and technological innovation as means to reconcile productivity with human dignity, he contributes to contemporary discussions about alternative models of social organization. The novel calls for policies that ensure equitable distribution of resources and respect for all members of society, highlighting the enduring relevance of these issues.
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    Introduction
Émile Zola (1840–1902) was a French novelist, critic, and journalist, the central architect of literary Naturalism and one of the most influential public intellectuals of the late nineteenth century. Best known for the twenty-novel cycle Les Rougon-Macquart, he portrayed the social and moral landscape of the Second Empire through meticulous documentation and bold narrative experiment. His earlier Thérèse Raquin and later masterpieces such as Germinal, L’Assommoir, Nana, and La Bête humaine combined social inquiry with dramatic storytelling. Beyond fiction, Zola intervened powerfully in public life, most famously during the Dreyfus Affair, shaping modern ideas about the responsibilities of writers in democratic societies.
Education and Literary Influences
Born in Paris but raised largely in Aix-en-Provence, Zola attended the Collège Bourbon (later Lycée Mignet), where he formed a lasting early friendship with the painter Paul Cézanne. Moving to Paris as a teenager, he struggled academically and left school without the baccalauréat, supporting himself through clerical work before joining the publishing house Hachette. There he learned the mechanics of the book trade, advanced to publicity work, and began writing journalism and criticism. Self-educated through voracious reading, he absorbed classical and contemporary literature, trained his observational habits, and cultivated a disciplined routine that would underpin an exceptionally productive literary career.
Zola’s intellectual formation drew heavily on Honoré de Balzac’s panoramic social vision, Hippolyte Taine’s theories of race, milieu, and moment, and Claude Bernard’s experimental method. He translated these influences into a program for the modern novel, arguing that fiction should investigate human behavior under the pressures of heredity and environment. His critical essays, notably Le Roman expérimental and Les Romanciers naturalistes, set out this approach with polemical clarity. At the same time, his close engagement with contemporary painting and journalism sharpened his sense of everyday detail, giving his narratives both documentary solidity and a keen awareness of how institutions shape individual lives.
Literary Career
After early stints as a reviewer and pressman at Hachette, Zola published La Confession de Claude and the essay collection Mes Haines, staking out combative positions against romantic idealization. Thérèse Raquin, issued in the later 1860s, brought notoriety for its unflinching depiction of adultery, murder, and guilt. Critics accused him of sensationalism, to which he responded with a famous preface defending clinical observation in art. These works established key traits of his style: a tight focus on physical settings, characters subjected to intense moral and social pressures, and a prose texture that alternated cool analysis with surges of passion and despair.
In the early 1870s Zola launched Les Rougon-Macquart, subtitled the Natural and Social History of a Family under the Second Empire. Across twenty interlinked novels, he traced the fortunes of related branches marked by hereditary dispositions as they navigated Parisian markets, provincial towns, mining pits, army barracks, and political salons. Foundational volumes such as La Fortune des Rougon, La Curée, and Le Ventre de Paris laid out a vast social cartography. Zola’s method involved extensive field research, archival reading, and notebooks of observations, aiming to test hypotheses about social causation while giving readers the sensorial immediacy of lived experience.
The series produced bestsellers and scandals. L’Assommoir’s depiction of working-class alcoholism shocked polite opinion yet attracted a mass readership. Nana anatomized sexuality and money on the public stage; Germinal became an emblematic narrative of industrial conflict; Au Bonheur des Dames celebrated and critiqued the modern department store; La Bête humaine probed violence along the new railways. Reception was sharply divided—acclaimed by many for courage and precision, denounced by others as corrosive. Abroad, translation amplified both admiration and alarm; in Britain, publisher Henry Vizetelly was prosecuted for issuing English versions, underscoring how Zola’s realism tested legal and moral boundaries.
Zola’s art criticism championed Édouard Manet and, more broadly, the emerging Impressionists, arguing for sincerity, direct observation, and contemporary subject matter. L’Œuvre, a Rougon-Macquart novel centered on an ambitious painter, explored the temptations and torments of artistic creation. Although fictional, the book’s portrait contributed to a painful rift with Cézanne, who felt exposed by the narrative. The episode illustrates Zola’s guiding conviction that modern art must confront the truths of its time, even at personal cost. It also shows his attention to the crosscurrents between artistic media, a feature that gives his fiction unusual visual and atmospheric depth.
After concluding Les Rougon-Macquart in the early 1890s with Le Docteur Pascal, Zola extended his social inquiry in the Trois Villes trilogy—Lourdes, Rome, Paris—examining faith, pilgrimage, and secular modernity. He then embarked on Les Quatre Évangiles: Fécondité, Travail, Vérité, and a projected Justice, recasting his naturalism toward models of social regeneration. Throughout, he complemented fiction with essays, letters, and interviews that theorized literary practice and defended the writer’s civic role. His prose, often panoramic yet carefully notated, marshaled technical vocabularies, street argots, and symbolic leitmotifs, securing him both controversy and a reputation for unmatched documentary energy.
Beliefs and Advocacy
Zola’s naturalism was not merely an aesthetic but a moral stance. He believed literature should diagnose the mechanisms of society—work, capital, law, church, army—and expose the inertia and cruelty embedded within them. A secular republican, he resisted clerical authority and distrusted euphemism. Novels such as Germinal, La Terre, and Au Bonheur des Dames dramatize labor exploitation, rural hardship, and consumer capitalism, insisting on the dignity and complexity of ordinary lives. Without preaching programs, he made readers feel the weight of structures upon individuals, trusting that lucid depiction and empathy could galvanize debate and, sometimes, reform.
His most consequential intervention came during the Dreyfus Affair. Convinced by evidence of a miscarriage of justice, Zola published the open letter J’accuse…! in the newspaper L’Aurore, directly challenging military and judicial authorities. The act triggered a libel conviction and a period of exile in England, but it also transformed the Affair into a national reckoning about truth, prejudice, and the rights of citizens. Zola’s numerous articles and court statements modeled a combative, ethically grounded public voice, helping define the modern figure of the engaged writer who accepts personal risk to defend legal fairness and civic transparency.
Final Years & Legacy
Returning to France in the late 1890s, Zola continued the Quatre Évangiles with Fécondité and Travail, articulating hopes for social solidarity, humane work, and education. He maintained an active correspondence and supported fellow writers and artists while navigating persistent hostility from nationalist circles. In 1902 he died suddenly in Paris from carbon monoxide poisoning caused by a blocked chimney, an event that provoked widespread grief and tributes across the press. The abrupt end interrupted further plans; Vérité would appear posthumously, while a projected Justice remained unwritten. By then, his authority as both novelist and citizen-advocate had been firmly established.
Zola’s legacy has only deepened. In 1908 his remains were transferred to the Panthéon, an honor signaling the Republic’s embrace. His influence radiated through international naturalism and realism, shaping writers such as George Moore, Frank Norris, Theodore Dreiser, and Upton Sinclair. Filmmakers repeatedly adapted Germinal, Nana, and other novels, testifying to the visual power of his worlds. Scholars continue to debate his representations of class, gender, and science, yet agree on his unmatched ambition to map a society in motion. Today he stands as a touchstone for documentary fiction and for the writer’s duty to confront injustice.
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PREFACE

'Work' is the second book of the new series which M. Zola began with 'Fruitfulness,' and which he hopes to complete with 'Truth' and 'Justice.' I should much have liked to discuss here in some detail several of the matters which M. Zola brings forward in this instalment of his literary testament, but unfortunately the latter part of the present translation has been made by me in the midst of great bodily suffering, and I have not now the strength to do as I desired. I will only say, therefore, that 'Work' embraces many features. It is, first, an exposition of M. Zola's gospel of work, as the duty of every man born into the world[1q] and the sovereign cure for many ills—a gospel which he has set forth more than once in the course of his numerous writings, and which will be found synthetised, so to say, in a paper called 'Life and Labour' translated by me for the 'New Review' some years ago.[1] Secondly, 'Work' deals with the present-day conditions of society so far as those conditions are affected by Capital[4] and Labour. And, thirdly and particularly, it embraces a scheme of social reorganisation and regeneration in which the ideas of Charles Fourier, the eminent philosopher, are taken as a basis and broadened and adapted to the needs of a new century. Some may regard this scheme as being merely the splendid dream of a poet (the book certainly abounds in symbolism), but all must admit that it is a scheme of pacific[2] evolution, and therefore one to be preferred to the violent remedies proposed by most Socialist schools[3].

In this respect the book has a peculiar significance. Though the English press pays very little attention to the matter, things are moving apace in France. The quiet of that country is only surface-deep. The Socialist schools are each day making more and more progress. The very peasants are fast becoming Socialists, and, as I wrote comparatively recently in my preface to the new English version of M. Zola's 'Germinal,' the most serious troubles may almost at any moment convulse the Republic. Thus it is well that M. Zola, who has always been a fervent partisan of peace and human brotherliness, should be found at such a juncture pointing out pacific courses to those who believe that a bath of blood must necessarily precede all social regeneration.

Incidentally, in the course of his statements and arguments, M. Zola brings forward some very interesting points. I would particularly refer the reader to what he writes on the subject of education. Again, his sketch of the unhappy French peasant of nowadays may be scanned with advantage by those who foolishly believe that peasant to be one of the most contented beings in the world. The contrary is unhappily the case, the subdivision of the soil having reached such a point that the land cannot be properly or profitably cultivated. After lasting a hundred years, the order of things established in the French provinces by the Great Revolution[1] has utterly broken down. The economic conditions of the world have changed, and the only hope for French agriculture rests in farming on a huge scale. This the peasant, amidst his hard struggle with pauperism, is now realising, and this it is which is fast making him a Socialist.

All that M. Zola writes in 'Work' on the subject of iron and steel factories, and the progressive changes in processes and so forth, will doubtless be read with interest at the present time, when so much is being said and written about a certain large American 'trust[6].' The reliance which he places in Science—the great pacific revolutionary—to effect the most advantageous changes in present-day conditions of labour, is assuredly justified by facts. Personally, I rely far more on science than on any innate spirit of brotherliness between men, to bring about comparative happiness for the human race.

In conclusion, I may point out that the tendency of M. Zola's book in one respect is shown by the title chosen for the present translation. The original is called 'Travail,' which might have been rendered in English as either 'Labour' or 'Work.' We read every day about the 'labour world,' the 'conditions of labour,' the 'labour party,' and so forth, and as these matters are largely dealt with by M. Zola, some may think that 'Labour' would have been the better title for the English version of his book. But then it is M. Zola's desire that man should labour no more; he does not wish him to groan beneath excessive toil—he simply desires that he should work, in health and in gaiety, with the help of science to lighten his task, and a just apportionment of wealth and happiness to gild his days until he takes his rest.

E. A. V.

MERTON, SURREY:

April 1901.


[1] New Review, No. 50, July, 1893.
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BOOK I

I

As Luc Froment walked on at random after emerging from Beauclair, he went up the Brias road, following the gorge in which the Mionne torrent flows between the two promontories of the Bleuse Mountains. And when he found himself before the Abyss, as the Qurignon steel-works are called in the region, he perceived two dark and puny creatures shrinking timidly against the parapet at the corner of the wooden bridge. His heart contracted. One was a woman looking very young, poorly clad, her head half hidden by some ragged woollen stuff; and the other, nestling amidst her skirts, was a white-faced child, about six years old, and scarcely clothed at all. Both had their eyes fixed on the door of the works, and were waiting, motionless, with the mournful patience of despairing beings.

Luc paused and also looked. It would soon be six o'clock, and the light of that wretched, muggy[5], mid-September evening was already waning. It was a Saturday, and since Thursday the rain had scarcely ceased to fall. It was no longer coming down at present, but across the sky an impetuous wind was still driving a number of clouds, sooty ragged clouds, athwart which filtered a dirty, yellowish twilight, full of mortal sadness. Along the road over which stretched lines of rails, and where big paving-stones were disjointed by continuous traffic, there flowed a river of black mud, all the gathered moistened dust of the neighbouring coal-works of Brias, whose tumbrels were for ever going by. And that coal-dust had cast a blackness as of mourning over the entire gorge; it fell in patches over the leprous pile of factory buildings, and seemed even to besmirch those dark clouds which passed on interminably like smoke. An ominous melancholy swept by with the wind; one might have thought that the murky quivering twilight was bringing the end of the world in its train.

Luc had stopped short at a few paces from the young woman and the boy, and he heard the latter saying with a shrewd decisive air, like one who was already a little man: 'I say, ma grande,[1] would you like me to speak to him? P'r'aps he wouldn't get so angry with me.'

But the young woman replied: 'No, no, frérot, those are not matters for little boys.'

Then again they continued waiting in silence, with an air of anxious resignation.

Luc was now looking at the Abyss. From professional curiosity he had visited it when first passing through Beauclair the previous spring. And during the few hours that he had again found himself in the district, suddenly summoned thither by his friend Jordan, he had heard through what a frightful crisis the region had just passed. There had been a terrible strike of two months' duration, and ruin was piled up on either side. The establishment had greatly suffered from the stoppage of work, and the workmen, their rage increased by their powerlessness, had almost starved. It was only two days previously, on the Thursday, that work had been resumed after reciprocal concessions, wrung from either party with the greatest difficulty after the most furious wrangling. And the men had gone back like joyless, vanquished beings enraged by defeat, retaining in their hearts only a recollection of their sufferings and a keen desire for revenge.

Under the wild flight of the mourning clouds the Abyss spread its sombre piles of buildings and sheds. It was like a monster which had sprung up there, extending by degrees the roofs of its little town. One could guess the ages of the various structures by the colour of those roofs which arose and spread out in every direction. The establishment now occupied a surface of many acres and employed a thousand hands. The lofty, bluish, slated roofs of the great halls with coupled windows, overtopped the old blackened tiles of the earlier buildings, which were far more humble. Up above one perceived from the road the gigantic hives of the cementing-furnaces, ranged in a row, as well as the tempering tower, seventy-eight feet high, where big cannon were plunged on end into baths of petroleum. And higher still ascended smoking chimneys, chimneys of all sizes, a very forest, whose sooty breath mingled with the flying soot of the clouds, whilst at regular intervals narrow blast-pipes, with strident respiration, threw out white plumes of steam. All this seemed like the breathing of the monster. The dust, the vapour that it incessantly exhaled, enveloped it as in an everlasting cloud of the perspiration of toil. And there was also the beating of its organs, the impact, the noise of its every effort: the vibration of machinery, the clear cadence of helve-hammers, the great rhythmical blows of steam-hammers resounding like huge bells and making the soil shake. And at the edge of the road, in the depths of a little building, where the first Qurignon had first forged iron, one could hear the violent, desperate dance of two tilt-hammers which were beating there like the very pulse of the colossus, every one of whose life-devouring furnaces flamed afresh.

In the ruddy and dismal crepuscular mist which was gradually submerging the Abyss, not a single electric lamp as yet lighted up the yards. Nor was there any light gleaming through the dusty windows. Alone, through the gaping doorway of one of the large halls, there burst a vivid flame which transpierced the gloom with a long jet of light, like that of some fusing star. A master puddler had doubtless opened the door of his furnace. And nothing else, not even a stray spark, proclaimed the presence of the empire of fire, the fire roaring within that darkened city of toil, the internal fire which heated the whole of it, the trained, subjected fire which bent and fashioned iron like soft wax, and which had given man royalty over the earth ever since the first Vulcans had conquered it.

At last the clock in the little belfry surmounting the offices struck six o'clock. And Luc then again heard the poor child saying: 'Listen, ma grande, they will be coming out now.'

'Yes, yes, I know well enough,' the young woman answered. 'Just you keep quiet.'

As she moved forward to restrain the child, her ragged wrapper fell back slightly from before her face, and Luc remarked the delicacy of her features with surprise. She was surely less than twenty. She had fair hair all in disorder, a poor, thin little face which to him seemed ugly, blue eyes blurred by tears, and a pale mouth that twitched bitterly with suffering. And what a light, girlish frame there was within her old threadbare dress! And with what a weak and trembling arm did she press to her skirts the child, her little brother, who was fair like herself and equally ill-combed, but stronger-looking and more resolute! Luc felt his compassion increasing, whilst the two poor creatures on their side grew distrustfully anxious about that gentleman who had stopped so near, and was examining them so persistently. She, in particular, seemed embarrassed by the scrutiny of that young fellow of five-and-twenty, so tall and handsome, with square-set shoulders, broad hands and a face all health and joy, whose firmly-marked features were o'ertopped by a straight and towering brow, the towering brow of the Froment family. She had averted her gaze as it met the young man's brown eyes, which looked her frankly in the face. Then she once more stole a furtive glance, and seeing that he was smiling at her in a kindly way, she drew back a little more, in the disquietude born of her great distress.

The clang of a bell was heard, there was a stir in the Abyss, and then began the departure of the day-shifts which the night-shifts were about to replace; for never is there a pause in the monster's devouring life; it flames and forges both by day and night. Nevertheless there was some delay in the departure of the day-hands. Although work had only been resumed on the Thursday, most of them had applied for an advance, for after that terrible strike of two months' duration great was the hunger in every home. At last they began to appear, coming along one by one or in little parties, all gloomy and in a hurry, with their heads bent whilst in the depths of their pockets they stowed away their few dearly earned silver coins which would procure a little bread for wife and children. And in turn they disappeared along the black highway.

'There he is, ma grande,' the little boy muttered. 'Can't you see him? He's with Bourron.'

'Yes, yes; keep quiet.'

Two men, two puddlers, had just left the works. The first, who was accompanied by Bourron, had a cloth jacket thrown over his shoulders. He was barely six-and-twenty; his hair and beard were ruddy, and he was rather short, though his muscles were strong. Under a prominent brow he showed a hook nose, massive jaws, and projecting cheek-bones, yet he could laugh in a very agreeable way, which largely accounted for his success with women. Bourron, five years the elder, and closely buttoned in an old jacket of greenish velveteen, was a tall, dry, scraggy fellow, whose equine face, with long cheeks, short chin, and eyes set almost sideways, expressed the quiet nature of a man who takes life easily, and is always under the influence of one or another mate.

Bourron had caught sight of the mournful woman and child standing across the road at the corner of the wooden bridge, and, nudging his companion with his elbow, he exclaimed: 'I say, Ragu, Josine and Nanet are yonder. Be careful if you don't want them to pester you.'

Ragu ragefully clenched his fists. 'The —— girl! I've had enough of her, I've turned her out! Just let her try to come dangling after me again and you'll see!'

He seemed to be slightly intoxicated, as always happened indeed on those days when he exceeded the three quarts of wine which he declared he needed to prevent the heat of the furnace from drying up his skin. And in his semi-intoxication he yielded the more especially to a cruel boastful impulse to show his mate how he treated girls when he no longer cared for them.

'I shall send her packing,' said he, 'I've had enough of her.'

With Nanet still among her skirts Josine was now gently, timidly, stepping forward. But she paused on seeing two other workmen approach Ragu and Bourron. They belonged to a night-shift, and had just arrived from Beauclair. Fauchard, the eldest, a man of thirty, looking quite ten years older, was a drawer, and seemed already 'done for' by his terrible work. His face had the appearance of boiled flesh, his eyes were scorched, the whole of his big frame burnt and warped by the ardent glow of the furnaces when he drew out the fusing metal. The other, his brother-in-law Fortuné, was a lad of sixteen, though he would hardly have been thought twelve, so puny was his frame. He had a thin face and discoloured hair, and looked as if he had ceased growing, as if, indeed, he were eaten into by the mechanical toil which he ever performed, perched beside the lever of a helve-hammer amidst all the bewilderment born of blinding steam and deafening noise.

On his arm Fauchard carried an old black osier basket, and he had stopped to ask the others in a husky voice: 'Did you go?'

He wished to ascertain if they had gone to the cashier's office and obtained an advance there. And when Ragu, without a word, slapped his pocket in which some five-franc pieces jingled, the other made a despairing gesture and exclaimed: 'Thunder! To think that I've got to tighten my belt until to-morrow morning, and that I shall be dying of thirst all night unless my wife by some miracle or other contrives to bring me my ration by-and-by.'

His ration was four quarts of wine for each day or night-shift, and he was wont to say that this quantity only just sufficed to moisten his body, to such a degree did the furnaces drain all the blood and water from his flesh. He cast a mournful glance at his basket, in which nothing save a hunk of bread was jolting. The failure to secure his usual four quarts of wine meant the end of everything, black agony amidst overpowering unbearable toil.

'Bah!' said Bourron complacently, 'your wife won't leave you in the lurch; she hasn't her equal for getting credit somewhere.'

Then, all at once, the four men standing in the sticky mud became silent and touched their caps. Luc had seen a kind of bath-chair approaching, propelled by a servant; and ensconced within it sat an old gentleman with a broad face and regular features around which fell an abundance of long white hair. In this old gentleman the young fellow recognised Jérôme Qurignon, 'Monsieur Jérôme' as he was called throughout the region, the son of Blaise Qurignon, the drawer, by whom the Abyss had been founded. Very aged and paralysed, never speaking, Monsieur Jérôme caused himself to be carted about in this fashion, no matter what might be the weather.

That evening, as he passed the works on his way back to his daughter's residence, La Guerdache, a neighbouring estate, he had signed to his servant to go more slowly, and with his still bright, living eyes he had then taken a long look at the ever-busy monster, at the day hands departing homeward, and at the night hands arriving, whilst the vague twilight fell from the livid sky besmirched by rushing clouds. And his glance had afterwards rested on the manager's house, a square building standing in a garden, which his father had erected forty years previously, and where he himself had long reigned like a conquering king, gaining million after million.

'Monsieur Jérôme isn't bothered as to how he will get any wine to-night,' resumed Bourron in a sneering whisper.

Ragu shrugged his shoulders: 'My great-grandfather and Monsieur Jérôme's father,' said he, 'were comrades. Yes, they were both workmen and drew iron here together. The fortune might have come to a Ragu just as well as to a Qurignon. It's all luck, you know, when it isn't robbery.'

'Be quiet,' Bourron muttered, 'you'll be getting into trouble.'

Ragu's bounce deserted him, and when Monsieur Jérôme, passing the group, looked at the four men with his large, fixed, limpid eyes, he again touched his cap with all the timorous respect of a toiler who is ready enough to cry out against employers behind their backs, but has long years of slavery in his blood and trembles in the presence of the sovereign god from whom he awaits the bread of life. The servant meanwhile slowly pushed the bath-chair onward, and Monsieur Jérôme disappeared at last down the black road descending towards Beauclair.

'Bah!' said Fauchard philosophically by way of conclusion, 'he's not so happy after all, in that wheelbarrow of his. And besides, if he can still understand things, that strike can't have been very pleasant to him. We each have our troubles. But thunder! I only hope that Natalie will bring me my wine.'

Then he went off into the works, taking with him little Fortuné, who had not spoken a word, and looked as bewildered as ever. Already feeling weary, they disappeared amidst the increasing darkness which was enveloping the buildings; whilst Ragu and Bourron set out again, the former bent on leading the latter astray, to some tavern in the town. But then, dash it all, a man surely had a right to drink a glass and laugh a bit after undergoing so much misery!

However, Luc, who, from compassionate curiosity had remained leaning against the parapet of the bridge, saw Josine again advance with short unsteady steps to bar the way to Ragu. For a moment she had hoped that he would cross the bridge homeward bound, for that was the direct road to Old Beauclair, a sordid mass of hovels in which most of the workpeople of the Abyss lived. But when she understood that he was going down to the new town, she foresaw what would happen: the money he had obtained would be spent in some wine-shop, and she and her little brother would have to spend another whole evening waiting, dying of starvation, amidst the bitter wind in the streets. And her sufferings and a fit of sudden anger lent her so much courage that, puny and woeful though she was, she went and took her stand before the man.

'Be reasonable, Auguste,' said she; 'you can't leave me out-of-doors.'

He did not answer, but stepped on in order to pass her.

'If you are not going home at once, give me the key, at any rate,' she continued. 'We've been in the street ever since this morning, without even a morsel of bread to eat.'

At this he burst forth: 'Just let me be! Haven't you done sticking to me like a leech?'

'Why did you carry off the key this morning?' she answered. 'I only ask you to give me the key, you can come in when you like. It is almost night now, and you surely don't want us to sleep on the pavement.'

'The key! the key! I haven't got it, and even if I had I wouldn't give it you. Just understand, once for all, that I've had enough of it, that I don't want to have anything more to do with you, that it's quite enough that we starved together for two months, and that now you can go somewhere else, and see if I'm there!'

He shouted those words in her face, violently and savagely; and she, poor little creature, quivered beneath his insults, whilst gently persevering in her efforts with all the woeful desperation of a wretch who feels the very ground giving way beneath her.

'Oh! you are cruel! you are cruel!' she gasped. 'We'll have a talk when you come home to-night. I'll go away to-morrow if it's necessary. But to-day, give me the key just for to-day.'

Then the man, infuriated, pushed her, thrust her aside with a brutal gesture. 'Curse it all!' he cried, 'doesn't the road belong to me as much as you? Go and croak wherever you like! I tell you that it's all over.' And as little Nanet, seeing his sister sob, stepped forward with his air of decision, his pink face and tangle of fair hair, Ragu added: 'What! the brat as well! Am I to have the whole family on my shoulders now? Wait a minute, you young rascal; I'll let you feel my boot somewhere.'

Josine quickly drew Nanet towards her. And they both remained there, standing in the black mud, shivering with woe, whilst the two workmen went their way, disappearing amidst the gloom in the direction of Beauclair, whose lights, one by one, were now beginning to shine. Bourron, who at bottom was a good-natured fellow, had made a movement as if to intervene; then, however, in a spirit of imitation, yielding to the influence of his rakish companion, he had let things take their course. And Josine, after momentarily hesitating, asking what use it would be to follow, made up her mind to do so with despairing stubbornness as soon as the others had disappeared. With slow steps she descended the road in their wake, dragging her little brother by the hand, and keeping very close to the walls, taking indeed all sorts of precautions, as if she feared that on seeing her they might beat her to prevent her from dogging their steps.

Luc, in his indignation, had almost rushed on Ragu to administer a correction to him. Ah! the misery of labour!—man turned to a wolf by overpowering and unjust toil, by the difficulty of earning the bread for which hunger so wildly contends! During those two months of the strike, crumbs had been fought for amidst all the voracity and exasperation of daily quarrels. Then, on the very first pay-day, the man rushed to Drink for forgetfulness, leaving his companion of woe, whether she were his wife or a girl he had seduced, in the streets! And Luc remembered the four years which he had lately spent in a faubourg of Paris, in one of those huge, poison-reeking buildings where the misery of the working classes sobs and fights upon every floor! How many tragedies had he not witnessed, how many sorrows had he not attempted to assuage! The frightful problem born of all the shame and torture attending the wage system had often arisen before his mind; he had fully sounded that system's atrocious iniquity, the horrible sore which is eating away present-day society, and he had spent hours of generous enthusiasm in dreaming of a remedy, ever encountering, however, the iron wall of existing reality. And now, on the very evening of his return to Beauclair, he came upon that savage scene, that pale and mournful creature cast starving into the streets through the fault of the all-devouring monster, whose internal fire he could ever hear growling, whilst overhead it escaped in murky smoke rolling away under the tragic sky.

A gust of wind passed, and a few rain-drops flew by in the moaning wind. Luc had remained on the bridge, looking towards Beauclair and trying to take his bearings by the last gleams of light that fell athwart the sooty clouds. On his right was the Abyss, with its buildings bordering the Brias road; beneath him rolled the Mionne, whilst higher up, along an embankment on the left, passed the railway line from Brias to Magnolles. These filled the depths of the gorge, between the last spurs of the Bleuse Mountains, at the spot where they parted to disclose the great plain of La Roumagne. And in a kind of estuary, at the spot where the ravine debouched into the plain, Beauclair reared its houses: a wretched collection of working-class dwellings, prolonged over the flat by a little middle-class town, in which were the sub-prefecture, the town-hall, the law-courts, and the prison, whilst the ancient church, whose walls threatened to fall, stood part in new and part in old Beauclair. This town, the chief one of an arrondissement,[2] numbered barely six thousand souls, five thousand of them being poor humble souls in suffering bodies, warped, ground to death by iniquitous hard toil. And Luc took in everything fully when, above the Abyss, half-way up the promontory of the Bleuse Mountains, he distinguished the dark silhouette of the blast furnace of La Crêcherie. Labour! labour! ah! who would redeem and reorganise it according to the natural law of truth and equity so as to restore to it its position as the most noble, all-regulating, all-powerful force of the world, and so as to ensure a just division of the world's riches, thereby at last bringing the happiness which is rightly due to every man!

Although the rain had again ceased Luc also ended by going down towards Beauclair. Workmen were still leaving the Abyss, and he walked among them as they tramped on, thinking of that rageful resumption of work after all the disasters of the strike. Such infinite sadness born of rebellion and powerlessness pervaded the young man that he would have gone away that evening, indeed that moment, had he not feared to inconvenience his friend Jordan. The latter—the master of La Crêcherie—had been placed in a position of great embarrassment by the sudden death of the old engineer who had managed his smeltery, and he had written to Luc, asking him to come, inquire into things, and give him some good advice. Then, the young man, on hastening to Beauclair in an affectionate spirit, had found another letter awaiting him, a letter in which Jordan announced a family catastrophe, the sudden, tragical death of a cousin at Cannes, which obliged him to leave at once and remain absent with his sister for three days. He begged Luc to wait for them until Monday evening, and to instal himself meanwhile in a pavilion which he placed at his disposal, and where he might make himself fully at home. Thus Luc still had another two days to waste, and for lack of other occupation, cast as he was in that little town which he scarcely knew, he had gone that evening for a ramble, telling the servant who waited on him that he should not even return to dinner. Passionately interested as he was in popular manners and customs, fond of observing and learning, he felt that he could get something to eat in any tavern of the town.

New thoughts came upon him, whilst under the wild tempestuous sky he walked on through the black mud amidst the heavy tramping of the harassed, silent workmen. He felt ashamed of his previous sentimental weakness. Why should he go off, when here again he once more found, so poignant and so keen, the problem by which he was ever haunted? He must not flee the fight, he must gather facts together, and, perhaps, amidst the dim confusion in which he was still seeking a solution, he might at last discover the safe, sure path that led to it. A son of Pierre and Marie Froment, he had learnt, like his brothers Mathieu, Marc and Jean, a manual calling apart from the special study which he had made of engineering. He was a stone-cutter, a house-builder, and having a taste for that avocation, fond of working at times in the great Paris building-yards, he was familiar with the tragedies of the present-day labour-world, and dreamt, in a fraternal spirit, of helping on the peaceful triumph of the labour-world of to-morrow. But what could he do, in which direction should he make an effort, by what reform should he begin, how was he to bring forth the solution which he felt to be vaguely palpitating within him? Taller and stronger than his brother Mathieu, with the open face of a man of action, a towering brow, a lofty mind ever in travail, he had hitherto embraced but the void with those big arms of his which were so impatient to create and build. But again a sudden gust of wind sped by, a hurricane blast, which made him quiver as with awe. Was it in some Messiah-like capacity that an unknown force had cast him into that woeful region to fulfil the long-dreamt-of mission of deliverance and happiness?

When Luc, raising his head, freed himself of those vague reflections, he perceived that he had come back to Beauclair again. Four large streets, meeting at a central square, the Place de la Mairie, divide the town into four more or less equal portions; and each of these streets bears the name of some neighbouring town towards which it leads. On the north is the Rue de Brias, on the west the Rue de Saint-Cron, on the east the Rue de Magnolles, and on the south the Rue de Formerie. The most popular, the most bustling of all—with its many shops stocked to overflowing—is the Rue de Brias, in which Luc at present found himself. For in that direction lie all the factories, from which a dark stream of toilers pours whenever leaving-off time comes round. Just as Luc arrived, the great door of the Gourier boot-works, belonging to the Mayor of Beauclair, opened, and away rushed its five hundred hands, amongst whom were numbered more than two hundred women and children. Then, in some of the neighbouring streets, were Chodorge's works, where only nails were made; Hausser's works, which turned out more than a hundred thousand scythes and sickles every year, and Mirande's works, which more particularly supplied agricultural machinery.

They had all suffered from the strike at the Abyss, where they supplied themselves with raw material, iron and steel. Distress and hunger had passed over every one of them, the wan, thin workers who poured from them on to the muddy paving-stones had rancour in their eyes and mute revolt upon their lips, although they showed the seeming resignation of a hurrying, tramping flock. Under the few lamps, whose yellow flames flickered in the wind, the street was black with toilers homeward bound. And the block in the circulation was increased by a number of housewives who, having at last secured a few coppers to spend, were hastening to one or another shop to treat themselves to a big loaf or a little meat.

It seemed to Luc as if he were in some town, the siege of which had been raised that very evening. Hither and thither among the crowd walked gendarmes, quite a number of armed men, who kept a close watch on the inhabitants, as if from fear of a resumption of hostilities, some sudden fury arising from galling sufferings, whence might come the sack of the town in a supreme impulse of destructive exasperation. No doubt the masters, the bourgeois[7] authorities, had overcome the wage-earners, but the overpowered slaves still remained so threatening in their passive silence that the atmosphere reeked of bitterness, and one felt a dread of vengeance, of the possibility of some great massacre, sweeping by. A vague growl came from that beaten, powerless flock, filing along the street; and the glitter of a weapon, the silver braid of a uniform shining here and there among the groups, testified to the unacknowledged fear of the employers, who, despite their victory, were bursting into perspiration behind the thick, carefully drawn curtains of their pleasure houses; whilst the black crowd of starveling toilers still and ever went by with lowered heads, hustling one another in silence.

Whilst continuing his ramble Luc mingled with the groups, paused, listened, and studied things. In this wise he halted before a large butcher's shop open on the street, where several gas-jets were flaring amidst ruddy meat. Dacheux, the master butcher, a fat apoplectical man, with big goggle eyes set in a short red face, stood on the threshold keeping watch over his viands, evincing the while much politeness towards the servants of well-to-do customers, and becoming extremely suspicious directly any poor housewife came in. For the last few minutes he had kept his eyes upon a tall slim blonde, pale, sickly, and wretched, whose youthful good looks had already faded, and who, whilst dragging with her a fine child between four and five years old, carried upon one arm a heavy basket, whence protruded the necks of four quart-bottles of wine. In this woman Dacheux had recognised La Fauchard, whose constant appeals for little credits he was tired of discouraging. And as she made up her mind to go in, he all but barred the way.

'What do you want again, you?' he asked.

'Monsieur Dacheux,' stammered Natalie, 'if you would only be so kind—my husband has gone back to the works you know, and will receive something on account to-morrow. And so Monsieur Caffiaux was good enough to advance me the four quarts I have here, and would you be so kind, Monsieur Dacheux, as to advance me a little meat, just a little bit of meat?'

At this the butcher became furious, his blood rushed to his face, and he bellowed: 'No, I've told you no before! That strike of yours nearly ruined me! How can you think me fool enough to be on your side? There will always be enough lazy workmen to prevent honest folk from doing business. When people don't work enough to eat meat, they go without it!'

He busied himself with politics, and like a narrow-minded hot-tempered man, one who was greatly feared, he was on the side of the rich and powerful. On his lips the word 'meat' assumed aristocratic importance: meat was sacred, it was a luxury reserved to the happy ones of the earth, when it ought to have belonged to all.

'You owe me four francs from last summer,' he resumed; 'I have to pay people, I have!'

At this Natalie almost collapsed, then she again strove to touch him, pleading in a low prayerful voice. But an incident which occurred just then completed her discomfiture. Madame Dacheux, an ugly, dark, insignificant-looking little woman, who none the less contrived to make her husband the talk of the town, stepped forward with her little daughter Julienne, a child of four, plump, healthy, fair, and full of gaiety. And the two children having caught sight of one another, little Louis Fauchard, despite all his wretchedness, began to laugh, whilst the buxom Julienne, feeling amused, and doubtless as yet unconscious of social inequalities, drew near and took hold of his hands. In such wise that there was sudden play, fraught with childish delight, as at the prospect of some future reconciliation of the classes.

'The little nuisance!' cried Dacheux, who had quite lost his temper. 'She's always getting between my legs. Go and sit down at once!'

Then, turning his wrath upon his wife, he roughly sent her back to the cash desk, saying that the best thing she could do was to keep an eye on the till, so that she might not be robbed again, as she had been robbed only two days previously. And, haunted as he was by that theft, of which he had never ceased to complain with the greatest indignation during the last forty-eight hours, he went on, addressing himself to all the people in the shop: 'Yes, indeed, some kind of beggar woman crept in and took five francs out of the till whilst Madame Dacheux was looking to see if the flies laughed. She wasn't able to deny it, she still had the money in her hand. Oh! I had her taken into custody at once. She's at the gaol. It is frightful, frightful; we shall be utterly robbed and plundered soon if we don't keep our eyes open.'

Then with suspicious glances he again watched his meat to make sure that no starving wretches, no workwomen out of work, should carry any pieces away from the show outside, even as they might carry away precious gold, divine gold, from the bowls in the windows of the money-changers' shops.

Luc saw La Fauchard grow alarmed and retire; she feared, no doubt, that the butcher might summon a gendarme. For a moment she and her little Louis remained motionless in the middle of the street, amidst all the jostling, their faces turned the while towards a fine baker's shop, decorated with mirrors and gaily lighted up, which faced the butcher's establishment. In one of its windows, which was open, numerous cakes and large loaves with a crust of a golden hue were freely displayed under the noses of the passers-by. Before those loaves and cakes lingered the mother and the child, deep in contemplation. And Luc, forgetting them, became interested in what
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