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    Émile Zola was one of the most celebrated novelists of 19th century France, and is renowned as the leading figure of naturalism, a literary movement which aimed to incorporate the latest scientific innovations of the era into works of fiction. 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 the eventual exoneration of Captain Dreyfus (1859-1935).
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    The Kill is the second novel in the Rougon-Macquart cycle, and was first published in 1871. The novel’s original French title, La Curée, refers to the specific moment during a hunt when the prey’s entrails are thrown to the dogs for them to fight over. This metaphor echoes the way the novel’s protagonist Aristide Saccard and his associates in the property speculation business fight over Paris and eventually tear it apart, using their scams and tricks to sow misery and misfortune wherever they go.


    The novel focuses on the character of Aristide Saccard, who has recently moved to Paris from the countryside. In the capital, he has adopted a lifestyle characterised by luxury, a never-ending cycle of parties and all the glamour of high society. However, his wife Renée is beset by tragedy: in a bid to give her life meaning, she embarks on an affair with her stepson Maxime, echoing the plot of the play Phèdre (1677) by Jean Racine (French playwright, 1639-1699). Their bliss is short-lived, and Renée eventually spirals into solitude, neurosis and ruin.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    CHAPTERI


    Renée, an upper-middle-class Parisian woman, is attending a party in the Bois de Boulogne with Maxime, her husband’s son from his first marriage. She confides in him that she finds her life incredibly dreary, but he cannot understand why she feels that way: “Wherever you go, to the Tuileries, to the houses of ministers, to the houses of mere millionaires, high or low, you’re treated like a queen. There isn’t a pleasure you haven’t tasted” (p.10). Indeed, Renée spends exorbitant amounts of money on clothes and jewellery, lives in a luxurious apartment and has servants to cater to her every whim. Nevertheless, she is starting to find her daily routine unbearable, and finds herself longing for something more – some kind of rare, unknown pleasure:


    “[S]he was thinking of those fleeting delights, of those entertainments that had faded so quickly, and of which she was now so weary; she pictured her past life, the instantaneous satisfaction of her appetites, the sickening luxury, the appalling monotony of the same loves and the same betrayals.” (p.13)


    Shortly afterwards, her husband Aristide Saccard hosts a party of his own, during which the conversation turns to Emperor NapoleonIII’s (1808-1873) decision to annex the suburbs of Paris, and the urban renovations (1852-1870) that are being spearheaded by Baron Haussmann (French politician and urban planner, 1809-1891) as a result. All of the guests see these renovations as an opportunity to turn a profit. However, Renée remains utterly bored, and looks on enviously as Maxime flirts with his fiancée Louise.


    CHAPTERII


    The narrative then jumps back in time to 1852, just after the Second French Empire was proclaimed. Aristide and his first wife Angèle arrive in Paris, where they are hoping to make their fortune. They have brought their daughter Clotilde with them, but their son Maxime is still at boarding school in their hometown, Plassans. Aristide’s brother, Eugène, who has become an influential figure, pulls some strings to get him a position as an assistant surveying-clerk at the Hôtel de Ville. Aristide quickly adapts to urban life and becomes a model employee, which allows him to rise rapidly through the administrative ranks.


    During his time in Paris, he pays a visit to his sister Madame Sidonie, who relies on her wits and cunning schemes in order to survive. She is always on the lookout for new opportunities, and the entire neighbourhood comes to her with their complaints, which she never fails to turn to her own advantage.


    Angèle contracts an inflammation of the chest which leaves her bedridden, and even though Sidonie visits her every evening to give her tinctures and herbal teas, her condition only worsens. When it becomes clear that Angèle will not recover from her illness – though long before she has reached death’s door – Sidonie suggests that Aristide should remarry, and tells him about a young girl named Renée whose reputation has been ruined due to the fact that she is three months pregnant, and whose aunt is therefore prepared to offer 100000 francs as a dowry to any honest man who agrees to marry her. Saccard also takes advantage of the situation to send his daughter away and leave her in the custody of his brother Pascal. After the wedding, Renée has a miscarriage.


    Saccard then hatches a plan to use his new wife’s dowry to purchase buildings which have been marked for demolition as part of the plan to renovate Paris, which allows him to make a huge profit thanks to the compensation the French government is offering to the owners of these buildings. He makes another 500000 francs in addition to these initial profits by raising rent, bringing in false tenants and working with Sidonie. Saccard begins investing inordinate sums of money in property speculation, while Renée lives off her husband’s newfound wealth.


    CHAPTERIII


    Saccard decides to summon his son Maxime to Paris, and the boy begins spending a great deal of time with Renée and her circle of friends. When he is 17, he gets one of the servants pregnant, and she is forced to retire quietly to the countryside.


    Aristide and his friends from the Hôtel de Ville continue to pour ever-larger sums of money into their property speculation ventures: “The city was being slashed with sabre-cuts, and he had played a part in every gash. He owned demolished houses in every neighbourhood” (p.94). He becomes a shareholder in a great number of companies, gets involved in every type of trafficking he can think of, enthusiastically continues to aid with the building efforts and secretly pockets every penny of profit.


    As Maxime grows up, he gets into the habit of regaling Renée with his seemingly inexhaustible supply of gossip and scandal. He knows everything about everyone, and keeps his stepmother well-apprised of everyone’s private affairs. He also has a close relationship with his father, and frequently bumps into him in various salons around the city. They sometimes even pursue the same women, and strut around the city arm in arm like the best of friends.


    CHAPTERIV


    Maxime takes Renée to dinner at the Café Riche, which is a charming venue despite its dubious reputation. They spend the entire evening in the café’s little lounge, trying one dish after another and keeping the wine flowing constantly. In what is made to seem like the inevitable conclusion to the evening, Maxime eventually kisses Renée, who does not push him away.


    Meanwhile, Saccard’s business interests hit a rough patch: he wants to acquire the Charonne lands, which were part of Renée’s dowry. However, Renée has promised to never sell them off so that she will be able to bequeath them to any future children she may have. Nevertheless, Saccard wears her down until she is almost convinced to give him the land in service of his future speculations, at which point Saccard begins working on “a colossal piece of trickery, of which the City, the State, his wife […] [a]re to be the victims” (p.141).


    Following a ball held at the ministry, Renée and Maxime end up locked in another passionate embrace, and consummate their relationship. To Renée, it seems like the moment she has been awaiting for so long, as the inner emptiness she feels finally dissipates.


    CHAPTERV


    Renée seems utterly revitalised: she has never felt so beautiful or so young, and her spending reaches new heights of extravagance. However, Maxime’s apathy towards the world at large remains undiminished no matter how much time he spends discovering the new faces of Paris with his stepmother, who cannot refuse her new lover anything.


    Unfortunately, Renée’s joy does not last: her husband decides to start sleeping with her again in order to persuade her to give up the land, and sharing her bed with both father and son leads her to start hating herself. She starts musing about morality and sometimes finds herself with unexpected tears in her eyes, as madness starts to take hold of her.


    While Maxime is visiting a courtesan, he overhears a conversation between his father and his former colleague Larsonneau during which they discuss their plan to trick Renée, as well as the fact that Saccard has rekindled his relationship with her. The revelation that she is being “unfaithful” to him leaves him feeling jealous and humiliated, and he visits her later that evening with the intention of ending their relationship. He also tells her that his wedding to Louise will take place sooner than expected, because she has contracted pulmonary tuberculosis and does not have long to live, so Maxime is anxious to get his hands on her dowry before she dies. Maxime also reproaches her for sleeping with her husband again, to which Renée responds that Saccard has been uncharacteristically affectionate towards her of late and it has endeared him to her. This infuriates Maxime, who cannot resist telling her all about the conversation he overheard in which his father discussed his plans to dupe her. As a result, Renée refuses to sign the document that Saccard presents her with the next day, which would have transferred all her property to him. Renée’s sudden about-face makes Saccard wonder if she is acting on the advice of a lover, and he orders Sidonie to look into the matter.


    CHAPTERVI


    At Maxime’s wedding, Renée demands that he run away with her to England, where they would be able to live off the money she will gain by selling her land to Larsonneau via the document Saccard gave her, which she has now signed. Sidonie tips Saccard off, and he finds his wife and son in a compromising position. However, when he spots the signed document, he simply takes it and orders Maxime to come downstairs and bid the guests farewell, as though nothing were amiss.


    CHAPTERVII


    Three months later, Aristide successfully pulls off yet another scheme to avoid being crushed by debt, although his fortune is no longer stable. Meanwhile, Renée’s boredom has become suffocating once again, and she continues to spend enormous sums of money, especially through gambling. Maxime’s wife Louise has died in Italy, and he is using her dowry to finance a comfortable life for himself in a hotel. Renée dies from acute meningitis the following winter, forcing her father to pay off her debts, which come to a total of 257000 francs.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    ARISTIDE ROUGON/SACCARD


    Aristide Saccard is the main character of The Kill, and the entire plot revolves around him: he controls the direction of Renée and Maxime’s lives, and all of the novel’s subplots echo his story or are influenced by him in some way.


    As a property speculator, he represents the greed that blighted French society during the Second Empire. Saccard is able to earn a fortune overnight and then spend it all the next day through sheer decadence. He also finds himself in constant debt, which he deftly juggles by using all his wiles and cunning to find every possible way of turning any situation to his advantage. His primary goal in life is to amass an enormous fortune, and he is determined not to let any obstacle or moral decency stand in his way.


    The name “Saccard” is interesting: Aristide chooses it himself, saying “Eh! there’s money in that name” (p.46), and its two sharp syllables are certainly harsh on the ear. This change of name is at the behest of his brother Eugène, who suggests that Aristide should take his wife’s name, Sicardot. However, Aristide associates this name with bankruptcy and idiocy, and it reminds him of his past, which he wants to escape for a number of reasons: he chose the losing side during the coup d’état in 1851, and he associates his childhood in Plassans with poverty.


    His brother also acts as a foil for Aristide: whereas Eugène is relatively
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