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			Émile Zola

			French writer and journalist

			
					Born in Paris in 1840.

					Died in Paris in 1902.

					Notable works:	Nana (1880), novel

	The Ladies’ Paradise (1883), novel
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			Émile Zola was born in 1840 and is one of the most celebrated novelists of 19th century France. He died in 1902, and is renowned as the leading figure of naturalism, a literary movement which aimed to incorporate the latest scientific innovations of the era. In his novels, Zola introduces a hypothesis formed following real-life observation and then tests it through experimentation. This aesthetic is exemplified by the Rougon-Macquart cycle of novels. This series of 20 books was Zola’s most significant literary output, and was hugely successful despite its many detractors.

			Zola is also famous for the political stances he took, which often led to reprisals against him. The best-known of these incidents was his condemnation of the Dreyfus affair, when Zola wrote a public letter entitled J’accuse…! (“I accuse”, 1898) which made a significant contribution to the resolution of the affair and Captain Dreyfus being cleared of the charges levelled against him.

		


		
			The Earth

			Unconditional love for the land

			
					Genre: novel

					Reference edition: Zola, É. (2016) Earth. Trans. Nelson, B. and Rose, J. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

					1st edition: 1887

					Themes: countryside, peasantry, crime, violence, depravity

			

			The Earth, the fifteenth novel in the Rougon-Macquart cycle, was published in French in 1887 and first translated into English in 1888. The novel is set in the rural area of the Beauce, and Zola paints an unflinchingly brutal picture of that world, depicting men and women who have been consumed by such devotion to the land that it drives them to crime. The main character is Jean Macquart, a former soldier who moves to the region after leaving the army. He lives among the locals, and bears witness as they tear each other apart.

			The novel caused a great deal of scandal upon its publication, particularly due to the extreme violence it portrays and the almost animalistic behaviour of its protagonists.

		


		
			Summary

			Part One

			Jean Macquart, a 29-year-old man, has been living in the village of Rognes in the centre of the Beauce for several years. He moved there upon his return from war after the campaign in Italy in 1859. A former carpenter, he is now employed as a farm worker.

			While sowing a field, he meets Françoise, a 14-year-old girl, who is taking her cow to the local stud. Françoise and her sister Lise, who is carrying their cousin Buteau’s child, live with their father. The two sisters are very close. Lise’s pregnancy is making the family uneasy, because Buteau seems to have no intention of marrying his cousin.

			Buteau’s parents, the Fouans, smallholders who are too old to continue working, have decided to divide their property among their three children: Hyacinthe, nicknamed “Jesus Christ”, a layabout who never works and who makes a living from petty theft and poaching along with his daughter, nicknamed La Trouille; Fanny, who is married to Delhomme and leads an orderly, hard-working life; and Buteau, who is 27 years old. They gather at the notary’s office to split the property, but it does not go smoothly. As it turns out, the children are required to provide their parents with a pension for them to live on, but they do not accept this condition willingly. In the end, the division is carried out by drawing lots and Buteau, who feels that he has been cheated, is enraged and refuses his share.

			Part Two

			Several months pass, and Lise, whom Buteau has not married, gives birth to a son whom she names Jules.

			One day, Jean comes across Mouche, Lise and Françoise’s father, collapsed and unconscious in his cart and takes him to his home. This causes a stir among his neighbours, who all attempt to have the invalid brought to their own home. By the time someone sends for the doctor, it is too late, and Mouche dies before he arrives.

			The two girls continue living in the family home, and Fouan becomes Françoise’s guardian. Jean, who feels attached to the two girls after being with their father during his final hours, visits them often. However, rumours soon start to spread about their friendship, which convinces Jean to propose to Lise. She does not give him an answer, because she wants to ask Buteau about his intentions before starting a relationship with someone else.

			Two years go by, and Buteau still has not made a commitment. Meanwhile, Jean has realised that he is not in love with Lise, but with Françoise. Although he says nothing, he regrets his proposal to her elder sister. Fortunately, one day when they are all at the market, Buteau declares that he will marry Lise.

			Part Three

			Buteau has finally accepted his share of his inheritance and is feeling smug about it because, along with his wife’s lands, he now owns a large plot of land. However, things do not all go smoothly. Françoise, who is still living with her sister and her brother-in-law, nurses a burning hatred towards Buteau, and feels as though she has been robbed, as Lise has taken possession of all the land left to them by their father. As her guardian, Fouan asks for the property to be divided equally, but Buteau refuses. The atmosphere turns hostile and the two sisters no longer feel the same affection for each other as they used to.

			Meanwhile, the payment of Fouan’s pension is causing numerous disputes. Hyacinthe has never made a single payment, but always goes to beg for money right after the Delhommes and the Buteaus have paid their shares. One day, Buteau flies into a rage and has a bitter argument with his parents about it. He gives his mother such a violent shove that she falls and then dies a few days later. Fouan is left alone, and gradually grows weaker. He therefore decides to sell his house and go to live with the Delhommes, to the Buteaus’ great displeasure. In fact, everyone is convinced that the old man has hidden savings which he is intending to leave to whoever looks after him until he dies.

			As for Jean, he is becoming increasingly obsessed with Françoise, who is being harassed by Buteau, who makes constant advances towards her despite her sister’s presence. The young girl leads a difficult life, and eventually gives in to Jean, but Buteau discovers them and is enraged.

			Part Four

			Jean decides to marry Françoise and asks permission from her guardian Fouan, who is unhappy with life in his daughter’s house, as she constantly monitors him and his other children have stopped paying him his pension. He therefore decides to move in with the Buteaus instead, and so as not to anger them, he decides that the marriage can go ahead if Françoise is pregnant, which is not the case.

			His life with the Buteaus is no better than it was with the Delhommes: they ration his food, make him sleep in an old, freezing cold shed, and chide him for interfering in matters which do not concern him. Having witnessed Buteau harassing Françoise on multiple occasions, he tells Lise everything, but she makes light of it. Old Fouan’s life soon becomes such a living hell that he decides to go to live with his other son, Jesus Christ.

			One day, when Buteau goes to the tax collector to pay his taxes, he has an unexpected encounter with his father. The old man is withdrawing money, meaning that he does in fact have hidden savings! The Buteaus are determined to get their hands on the money, and so they ask Fouan to come back to live with them again. The old man is not fooled, but does not know what else to do: Jesus Christ keeps rifling through his things in search of money to steal.

			One July morning, a terrible scene unfolds at the Buteau residence: Buteau has attempted to rape Françoise yet again, and this time Lise has got involved, accusing her sister of provocative behaviour. The young girl, who will come of age in two weeks, decides to leave immediately, and her marriage to Jean is hastily arranged. She does not love him, but she finds him kind and he represents her only means of escaping her sister and her brother-in-law. She immediately demands that the inheritance from their father be divided, and that she receive the family home, where she then makes a home with Jean. The Buteaus are forced to move, and swear revenge. As for old Fouan, he comes back to live with the Buteaus again, as he fears for his life at Jesus Christ’s house.

			Part Five

			One day, Lise discovers her father-in-law’s savings while tidying his things. She steals and hides them. Buteau openly admits everything to his father, and declares that they will not give him anything back.

			Life is sweet for the newlyweds. Jean and Françoise live in harmony, even though Françoise does not feel any passion towards her husband. She is five months pregnant, which worries the Buteaus. As things stand, the money, the land and the house would return to them if Françoise were to die, since she has not made a will mentioning Jean, but if she were to have a child it would inherit her property.

			This leads to a violent encounter between Françoise and her sister and brother-in-law in the fields. Buteau takes advantage of her weakness and rapes her, which is followed by an argument between Lise and Françoise. Lise shoves her sister, who falls hard on a scythe. The Buteaus flee the scene and Jean arrives to find his wife mortally wounded. She dies soon afterwards, leaving her husband distraught and the Buteaus triumphant, as they can now retake possession of the house and lands, and send Jean packing. However, old Fouan witnessed the incident in the field and therefore knows of his son and daughter-in-law’s guilt. Buteau overhears him as he attempts to confide this information to Jean, alerting Buteau to the fact that he must get rid of his father to keep his deeds secret. The following night, he kills his father in his sleep with the help of his wife.

			Jean renounces his claim to the property and decides to leave the region and join the army, due to the increasingly insistent rumours of war on the horizon.

		


		
			Character study

			Jean Macquart

			Jean Macquart is 29 at the start of the novel. Although he has lived in Rognes for several years, he is always implicitly shunned for having been born outside of the Beauce. In fact, he comes from Plassans, in the south of France. He settled down in Rognes after leaving the army, more by chance than by any real desire to live there.

			He has abandoned his trade as a carpenter to become a farm worker. He is hard-working and always ready to lend a hand, and develops a friendship with Lise and Françoise after their father’s death. He proposes to the elder sister despite not really loving her, but soon realises that he has fallen in love with the younger.

			Unlike the region’s inhabitants, he is not obsessed with the land: he farms it, but he does not bear any obsessive love for it. After the death of Françoise, whom he had eventually married, he decides to leave everything behind to rejoin the army.

			Françoise

			Françoise is 14 at the start of the novel. She has a very tanned, weather-beaten complexion, and is a hard-working, honest and straightforward person. She bears great affection for her sister Lise, although this affection withers when Lise marries Buteau. She feels strongly about property, and makes several demands for her father’s inheritance to be shared out.

			She is subjected to physical attacks by her brother-in-law, who attempts to rape her on several occasions. She marries Jean in order to escape him, but she is eventually killed by her sister and her brother-in-law, who covet her inheritance.

			The Buteaus

			This couple is made up of Buteau, the youngest son of the Fouan family, and Lise, Françoise’s sister and his cousin (Lise and Françoise are the daughters of one of old Fouan’s brothers).

			Stubborn and violent, Buteau hesitates for several years before marrying Lise, even though he has had a child with her. He is obsessed with owning land and prepared to resort to any means necessary to achieve his goals, even crime: he does not hesitate to murder Françoise, and then his own father. He is also responsible for his mother’s death.

			Beside him, Lise pales in comparison. She seems to accept all of her husband’s actions, even his attempted infidelities with Françoise. Moreover, she has no qualms about getting involved in murderous schemes, as she is complicit in the murders of both Fouan and Françoise.

			The Fouan family

			This family consists of the Fouan parents, their eldest son Hyacinthe, nicknamed Jesus Christ, their daughter Fanny, who is married to Delhomme, and Buteau.

			The Fouans are elderly peasants who have worked hard all their life, and who wish to share out the fruit of their labour among their children. This triggers a great deal of drama, because the division of the property causes myriad problems and family conflicts. After his wife’s death, old Fouan finds himself passed around from one house to another, moving in with
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