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Emile Zola

INTRODUCTION

To say that the novel is dead or dying is to
utter a cliche. The evidence is strikingly abundant. Yet, para-
doxically, never before have so many been written so well.
Libraries have been ransacked and techniques have been
anatomized ad nauseam. The how of writing a novel has been
mastered. But the why of a novel’s very being—its significant
content—is sadly wanting. And it is this fatal error, this al-
most exclusive obsession with style and technique, that has
alienated the novelist from his potential audience.

Zola was a Naturalist: a reflector of life rather than an in-
terpreter. He had a story to tell, and his means of telling it
was always secondary to the story itself. One may often groan
under the weight of his cumbersome sentences (shades of
Flaubert!), excessive detail, and quaint moralizing, butin-
terest never flags. The man’s energy and vigor is larva-like.
You are pushei shoved, and carried along—a willing cap-

tive. For in his hands the dazzling Second Empire comes
alive in all its tinsel glamour and decadence.

- Zola’s approach to his material was quasi-scientific, almost
clinical. He had a case to prove. (And not an existential onel)
Man was a victim of his heredity and environment, and no
matter how he writhed or struggled in his chains, there was
no escape. Society was the arch-villain from whom there was
no reprieve. Thus, Zola was never concerned with the sub-
tleties of individual psychology. Man in the mass was his
sole quarry—man and his institutions built on corruption,
hypocrisy, and vice.

The publication of Nana (1880) created a storm of pro-
test. (It was banned in England, but that was to be ex-
'gzcted.) And it sold exceedingly well. It was excoriated as

~ being a dirty book, written by a monster and designed to cor-

rupt the morals of both young and old. (Years later, a similar
fate befell many of the works of that arch-seducer, Theodore

Dreiser.) Strangely enough, however, the book’s advent did

- not noticeably- increase the battalion of streetwalkers. Poor
. Nana dies much too horrible a death. And her brief period
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4 : Introduction ‘
of splendor hardly compensates for the hideous price she has'
to . '
_ 'Epﬁg truth is that Zola was an impassioned moralist. He
used Nana—ithe slum-child—as a weapon to flay the shams
and pretensions of a profligate society. But in thé process,
Nana, the very epitome of the femme fatale, becomes the
most pitiful victim. of them all. She is a unique creature: all
sex and no brains. She wrecks men by the score and dances

iumphantly on their gaves. She is also stupid, sentimental,
and idiotically maternal. She devours and is devoured. And
it is to Zola’s everlasting credit that he made this extraordi-
nary woman entirely credible. Perhaps he could not have
done otherwise. In Nana, Zola may have created his own
CGalatea. How else explain the loving, perfervid, excessive
‘detail with which he delineated his wanton’s indubitable
charms? Ah, well, Freud may have been right after all. Con-
. sciously, however, Zola meant Nana to symbolize the aven
—the destroyer—sent by the denizens of slumland to rain
ven;eance on the upper classes. Her weapon is her body.
And this she uses with devastating effect.
For Zola to have given us his superb portrait of Nana

. would have been triuth enough. But his intent and pur-

pose was so much morel Nana, after all, was a mere witless
pawn, spawned by a corrupt society whose licentiousness was
equaled only by its gross materialism. It fed on sensation and
thrived on injustice. And it is this society that Zola pilloried
with all his matchless weapons. What were they? First and
foremost, an intimate knowledge of his subject matter. (His
correspondence testifies to his indefatigable research. He may
never have known the world of the demimonde, but there
were so many friends more than willing and able to inform
him. Everything he described—be it a mere carriage or the
windows of the Grand Hotel—had to be absolutely correct.)
Secondly, his unparalleled descriptive powers. Actually, Zola
does more than merely describe. He literally makes you taste
and smell. You are seated at Nana’s Nero-like banquets. You
are in Nana’s intoxicating dressing room. You are a participant
in the mass frenzy at the races. And finally, you are present
—in the very room—at Nana’s death. Everything is painted
in livid colors—all the swirl, the ebb and ll':{e flow, tge pul-
sating excitement of a society hell-bent on destroying itself.
Lastly, Zola’s outraged moral sense, which gives added weight

to his scathing indictment. (His defense of Dreyfus was en-

tirely predictable.)
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_ A veritable legion of characters fill out the cast, characters
who are caught and transfixed in one bold stroke of the brush.
(The painter Hieronymus Bosch comes instantly to mind.)
There is Muffat, chamberlain at the Imperial Court, abject
-slave to Nana’s every whim. (His degradation and ruin is in-
evitable.) Zizi—the innocent youth—who inspires something.
akin to pity in Nana’s foolish heart. Fontan—actor and char-
latan—who answers Nana’s need for brutality. Satin, Steiner,
Rose, Fauchery—and so many more. All pictures in the gal-
lery. All designed to flesh the canvas against which Nana is
indelibly etched. This is her world. A world she never made,
But a world from which she can never escape. Zola under- |
lined his thesis again and again. (The twenty volumes of his
Rougon-Macquart series attest to it.) Determinism was his
philosophic credo. And he almost proved it. | '
Zola’s influence has been considerable. In England, such
writers as George Moore and George Gissing enlisted under
his banner. In America, Dreiser, Frank Norris, and James T.
Farrell followed in his path. It is an honorable road, a road
that destroys only to create; a road that hopefully leads to a
more just and equitable society. |
' N. R. Teitel
New York University
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.Chapter- 1

At nine o'clock in the evening the body of the house at the
Théatre des Variétés was still all but empty. A few individu-
als, it is true, were sitting quietly waiting in the balcony and
stalls, but these were lost, as it were, among the ranges of
seats whose coverings of cardinal velvet loomed in the sub-
dued light of the dimly burning lustre, A shadow enveloped
the great red splash of the curtain, and not a sound came
from the stage, the unlit footlights, the scattered desks of the
orchestra, It was only high overhead, in the third gallery,
round the domed ceiling, where nude females and children
flew in heavens which had turned green in the gas-li%l]lt, that
calls and laughter were audible above a continuous hubbub
of voices, and heads in women’s and workmen’s caps were .
ranged, row above row, under the wide-vaulted bays with
their gilt-surrounding adormments, Every few seconds an at-
tendant would make her appearance, bustling along with
tickets in her hand, and piloting in front of her a gentleman
and a lady, who took their seats, he in his evening dress, she
sitting slim and undulant beside him whilst her eyes wan-
dered slowly round the house.

Two young men appeared in the stalls; they kept standing,

~.and looked about them. | '

“Didn’t I say so, Hector?” cried the elder of the two, a tall
fellow with little black moustaches, “we’re too earlyl You
might quite well have allowed me to finish my cigar.”

An attendant was passing. .

“Oh, Monsieur Fauchery,” she said, familiarly, “it won't
begin for half an hour yet!” :

~ “Then why do thzmad\ggrtisg&r nine o'clock?” muttered
Hector, whose long thin face assumed an expression of vexa-
‘tion. “ this moming, Clarisse, who's in the piece, swore
that they’g begin at nine o’'cloek punctually.”

~ For a moment they remained silent, and looking upwards
. scanned the shadowy boxes. But the green paper with which
- these were hung rendered them more shagowy still, Down
~ below, under the dress circle, the lower boxes were buried in
utter night. In those on the second tier there was only one
stout lady, who was stranded, as it were, on the velvet-covered

T balustrati’e in front of her. On the right hand and on the left,

/
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between lofty pilasters, the stage-boxes, .bedrapeﬂ with loiig.i; |

fringed scalloped hangings, remained untenanted. The house
with its white and gold, relieved by soft green tones, lay only
half disclosed to view, as though full of a fine dust shed from
the little jets of flame in the great glass lustre. |
~ “Did you get your stage-box for Lucy?” asked Hector.
“Yes,” replied his companion, “but I had some trouble to
get it. Oh, there’s no danger of Lucy coming too earlyl” He
stifled a slight yawn; then, after a pause, “You're in luck’s
way, you are, since you haven’t been at a first night before.
The Blonde Venus will be the event of the year. People have
been talking about it for six months. Oh, such music, my dear
boy! Such a sly dog, Bordenavel He knows his business, and
has kept this for the Exhibition season.” - ‘
Hector was religiously attentive. He asked a question.
“And Nana, the new star, who’s going to play Venus, d’you
know her?” ' | ,
“There you are, youre beginning again!” cried Fauchery,
casting up his arms. “Ever since this morning people have
been dreeing me with Nana. I've met more than twenty peo-
ple, and it’s Nana here and Nana there! What do I know? Am
I acquainted with all the light ladies in ParisP Nana is an in-
vention of Bordenave’s! It must be a fine onel”
~ He calmed himself, but the emptiness of the house, the

L

dim light of the lustre, the churchlike sense of self-absorption -

- which the place inspired, full as it was of whispering voices
- and the sound of doors banging—all these got on his nerves.
“No, by Jove,” said he, all of a sudden, “one’s hair turns

grey here. I—I'm going out. Perhaps we shall find Bordenave

ownstairs. He'll give us information about things.”

~_ Downstairs, in the great marble-paved entrance-hall, where
the box office was, the public were beginning to show them-

selves. Through the three open gates might have been ob-

served, passing in, the ardent life of the boulevards, which

were all astir and aflare under the fine April night. The sound

of carriage wheels kept stopping suddp

groups, taki g their stand before the ticket bureau, and
climbing the double flight of stairs at the end of the hall, up
which the women loitered with swaying hips. Under the
crude gas-light, round the pale, naked walls of\the entrance-
hall, which with its scanty First Empire decorations sug-

enly, carriage doors
were noisily shut again, and people began entering in small

gested the peristyle of a toy temple, there was a flaring dis-

play of lofty yellow posters, bearing the name of “Nana” in
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eat black letters. Gentlemen, who seemed to be glued to

e entry, were reading them; others, standing about, were
engaged in talk, barring the doors of thie house in so doing, -
while, hard by the box office, a thick-set man with an exten-

sive, close-shaven visage was giving rough answers to such as

pressed to engage seats.
“There’s Bordenave;” said Fauchery, as he came down the

stairs. But the manager had already seen him. :
- “Ah, ah! you’re a nice fellow!” he shouted at him from a
- distance. “That’s the way you give me 2 notice is it? Why, I

opened my Figaro this moming-~never a word|” '

“Wait a bit,” replied Fauchery. “I certair!ly must make the
acquaintance of your Nana before talking about her. Besides,
I've made no promises.”

Then, to put an end to the discussion, he introduced his
cousin, M. Hector de la Faloise, a young man who had come
to finish his education in Paris. The manager took the young
man’s measure at a glance. But Hector retumed his scrutiny
with deep interest. This, then, was that Bordenave, that
showman of the sex, who treated women like a convict-
overseer, that clever fellow who was always at full steam over
some advertising dodge, that shouting, spitting, thigh-
slapping fellow, that cynic with the soul of a policeman! Hec-
tor was under the impression that he ought to discover some
amiable observation for the occasion.

“Your theatre——" he began, in dulcet tones.

Bordenave interrupted him with a savage phrase, as be-
comes a man who dotes on frank situations.

“Call it my brothell” _

At this Fauchery laughed approvingly, while la Faloise
stopped with his pretty speech strangled in his throat, feeling

much shocked, and striving to appear as though he en-
joyed the phrase. The manager had dashed off to shake hands
with a dramatic critic, whose column had considerable in-
fluence. When he returned, la Faloise was recovering, He was
afraid of being treated as a provincial if he showed himself
too much nonplussed. |
- “I bave been told,” he began again, longing, positively, to
find something to say, “that Nana has a delicious voice.”

“Nanal” cried the manager, shrugging his shoulders, “the

voice of a squirt!”
~+  The young man made haste 10 add, “Besides being a first-
- rate comedian!”
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“Shel Why she’s a lump! She has no notion what to do with
her hands and feet.” | !
La Faloise blushed a little. He had lost his bearings. He
stammered, “I wouldn’t have missed this first representation
tonight for the world. I was aware that your theatre——"
“Call it my brothel,” Bordenave a;fain interpolated, with
~ the frigid obstinacy of a man convinced. |
Meanwhile, Fauchery, with extreme calmness, was looking
at the women as they came in. He went to his cousin’s rescue

|
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_when he saw him all at sea, and doubtful whether to laugh or

to be angry. ,

“Do be pleasant to Bordenave—call his theatre what he
wishes you to, since it amuses him. And you, my dear fellow,
don’t keep us waiting about for nothing. If your Nana neither
sings nor acts, you'll find you’ve made a blunder, that’s all.
It’s what I'm afraid of, if the truth be told.”

“A blunder! A blunder!” shouted the manager, and his face
grew purple. “Must a woman know how to act and sing? Oh,
my chicken, you're too stoopid: Nana has other good points,
by Heavenl—something which is as good as all the other

things put together. I've smelt it out; it's deuced pronounced

with her, or I've got the scent of an idiot. You'll see, you'll
seel She’s only got to come on, and all the house will be gap-
- ing at her.”

e had held up his big hands which were trembling under

the influence of his eager enthusiasm, and now, having re-

lieved his feelings, he lowered his voice and grumbled to

himself, “Yes, she’ll go farl Oh yes, s’elp me, shell go farl A
skin, oh what a skin sie’s gotl”

Then, as Fauchery began questioning him, he consented to
- enter into a detailed explanation, couched in phraseology so

crude that Hector de la Faloise felt slightly disgusted. He had -

been thick with Nana, and he was anxious to start her on the
- stage. Well, just about that time, he was in search of a Venus.
He—he never let a woman encumber him for any length of
time; he preferred to let the public enjoy the benefit of her
forthwith, But there was a deuce of a row going on in his
shop, which bad been turned topsy-turvy by that big damsel’s
advent. Rose Mignon, his star, a comic actress of much sub-
tlety and an adorable singer, was daily threatening to leave
him in the lurch, for she was furious, and guessed the pres-
ence of a rival. And as for the bill, good God! what a noise
there had been about it alll It had ended by his deciding to
print the names of the two actresses in the same sized type.

\
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But it wouldn’t do to bother him. Whenever any of his little
women, as he called them—Simone or Clarisee, for instance
—wouldn’t go the way he wanted her to, he just up with his
foot and caught her one in the rear. Otherwise, life was im-
possible. Oh yes, he sold ’em; he knew what they fetched, the
wenches!

“Tut!” he cried, breaking off short; “Mignon and Steiner.
Always together. You knmow Steiner’s™getting sick of Rose;
that’s why the husband dogs his steps now for fear of his slip-
ping away.”

On the pavement outside, the row of gas-jets, flaring on the
cornice oiP the theatre, cast a patch of brilliant light. Two
small trees, violently green, stood sharply out against it, and
a column gleamed in such vivid illumination that one could
read the notices thereon at a distance, as though in broad
daylight, while the dense night of the boulevard beyond was
dottes with lights above the vague outline of an ever-moving
crowd. Many men did not enter the theatre at once, but
stayed outside to talk while finishing their cigars under the
rays of the line of gas-jets, which shed a sallow pallor on their
faces and silhouetted their short black shadows on the as-
phalt. Mignon, a very tall, very broad fellow, with the
square-shaped head of a strong man at a fair, was forcing a
passiﬁe through the midst of the groups and dragging on his
arm the banker Steiner, an exceedingly small man with a cor-
poration already in evidence, and a round face framed in a
setting of beard which was already growing grey.

“Well,” said Bordenave to the banker, “you met her yester-
day in my office.”

Ahl it was she, was it?” ejaculated Steiner. “I suspected as
much. Only I was coming out as she was going in, and I
scarcely caught a glimpse of her.”

Mignon was listening with half-closed eyes, and nervously
twisting a great. diamond ring round his finger. He had quite
understood that Nana was in question. Then as Bordenave
was drawing a portrait of his new star which lit a flame in the
eyes of the banker, he ended by joining in the conversation. ’

“Oh let her alone, my dear fellow: she’s a low lot! The

ublic will show her the door in quick time. Steiner, my lad-
ie, you know that my wife is waiting for you in her box.

He wanted to take possession of him again. But Steiner
would not quit Bordenave. In front of them, a stream of peo-
ple was crowding and crushing against the ticket office, and
there was a din of voices, in the midst of which the name of
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Nana sounded with all the melodious vivacity of its two sylla-
bles. The men who stood planted in front of the notices kept
spelling it out loudly; others, in an interrogative tone, uttered
it as they passed; while the women, at once restless and smil-
ing, repeated it softly with an air of surprise. Nobody knew
Nana, Whence had Nana fallen? And stories and jokes, whis-
pered from ear to ear, went the round of the crowd. The
name was a caress in itself; it was a pet name, the very famil-
iarity of which suited every lip. Merely through enunciating
it thus, the throng worked itself into a state of gaiety and be-
came highl goog-natured. A fever of curiosity urged it for-
ward, that kind of Parisian curiosity which is as violent as an
access of positive unreason. Everybody wanted to see Nana.
41: lady had the flounce of her dress torn off; a man lost his
at.
- “Oh, you're asking me too many questions about it!” cried
Bordenave, whom a score of men were besieging with their
queries. “You're going to see her, and I'm off; they want me.”

He disappeared, enchanted at having fired his public. Mi-
gnon shrugged his shoulders, reminding Steiner that Rose was
awaiting him, in order to show him the costume she was
about to wear in the first act. .

“By jovel there’s Lucy out there, getting down from her
carriage,” said la Faloise to Fauchery. ,

It was in fact Lucy Stewart, a plain little woman, some
forty years old, with a disproportionately long neck, a thin
drawn face, a heavy mouth, but withal of such brightness,
such graciousness of manner, that she was really very charm-
ing. She was bringing with her Caroline Héquet and her
mother—Caroline, a woman of a cold type of beauty, the
mother a person of a most worthy demeanour, who looked as
if she were stuffed with straw.

“You're coming with us? I've kept a place for you,” said
she to Fauchery. ~

“Oh, decidedly notl to see nothing!” he made answer. “T've
a stall; I prefer being in the stalls.”

Lucy grew nettled.- Did he not dare show himself in her
company? Then suddenly restraining herself, and skipping to
another topic, “Why havent you told me that you knew
Nana?” .

“Nanal I've never set eyes on her.”

“Honour bright? I've been told that you've been to bed
with her.”

But Mignon, coming in front of them, his finger to his lips,
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made them a sign to be silent. And, when Lucy questioned
him, he Pointed out a young man who was passing, and mur-
mured, “Nana’s fancy man.” |

Everybody looked at him. He was a pretty fellow, Fau-
chery recognized him; it was Daguenet, a young man who
~ had run through three hundred thousand francs in the pursuit
of women, and who now was dabbling in stocks, in order
from time to time to treat them to bouquets and dinners.
Lucy made the discovery that he had fine eyes.

“Ah, there’s Blanchel” she cried. “It’s she who told me that
you had been to bed with Nana.”

- Blanche de Sivry, a great fair girl, whose good-looking face
showed signs of growing fat, made her appearance in the
company of a spare, sedulously well-groomed, and extremely
distinguished man. '

“The Count Xavier de Vandeuvres,” Fauchery whispered
in his companion’s ear.

The Count and the journalist shook hands, while Blanche |
and Lucy entered into a brisk mutual explanation. One of
them in blue, the other in rose-pink, they stood blocking the
way with their deeply flounced skirts, and Nana’s name kept
repeating itself so shrilly in their conversation that people
began to listen to them. The Count de Vandeuvres carried
Blanche off. But by this time Nana’s name was echoing more
loudly than ever round the four walls of the entrance-hall
amid yearnings sharpened by delay. Why didnit the play
begin? The men pulled out their watches, fs:te-comers sprang
from their conveyances before these had fairly drawn up, the

ps left the sidewalk, where the passers-by were crossing

e now vacant space of gas-lit pavement, craning their necks -
as they did so in order to get a peep into the theatre. A
street-boy came up whistling and planted himself before a
notice at the door, then criedg out, “Woa, Nanal” in the voice
of a tipsy man, and hied on his way with a rolling gait and a
S,huﬂing of his old boots. A laugh ﬁad arisen at s'lis. Gentle-
men of unimpeachable appearance repeated, “Nana, woa:
Nanal” People were crushing, a dispute arose at the ticket
office, and there was a growing clamour caused by the hum of
voices calling on Nana, demanding Nana in one of those ac-
cesses of silly facetiousness and sheer animalism which pass
over mobs. -

But above all the din, the bell that precedes the rise of the
curtain became audible. “They’'ve rung, they’ve rung!” The
rumour reached the boulevard; and thereupon followed a



A ‘- ,Eu_-. .; ‘~_ .:J-n, :-""-5"?““‘..' ,-:r,'- - — i i e _‘_._(., % '_":-, - - -_' Rl - r 1 l. -1‘ | ' : I r _..‘" r“ Ry '\_‘?EI,.'.\_-! ',!-‘)';rﬂ&z'ﬂ_u'ﬂzi -
[} [ P -4 b

[
14 . Nana ; _
stampede, everyone wanting to pass in, while the servants of
the theatre increased their forces. Mignon, with an anxious
air, at last got hold of Steiner again, the latter not havin]‘%
been to see Rose’s costume. At the very first tinkle of the bell,
la Faloise had cloven a way through B;e crowd, pulling Fan-
chery with him, so as not to miss the opening scene. But all
this eagerness on the part of the public irritated Lucy Stew-
art. What brutes were these people to be pushing women like
that! She stayed in the rear of them all, with Caroline Héq{;:t
and her mother. The entrance-hall was now empty, while be-
'yonécli it was still heard the long-drawn rumble of the boule-
vard.

“As though they were always funny, those pieces of theirs!™
Lucy kept repeating as she climbed the stair.

In the house, Fauchery and la Faloise, in front of their
stalls, were gazing about them anew. By this time the house
was resplendent. High jets of gas illumined the great glass
chandelier with a rustling of yellow and rosy flames, which
rained down a stream of brilliant light from dome to floor.
~ The cardinal velvets of the seats were shot with hues of lake,
while all the gilding shone again, the soft green decorations
chastening its effect beneath the too-decided paintings of the
ceiling. The footlights were turned up, and with a vivid flood
+ of brilliance lit up the curtain, the heavy purple drapery of
which had all the richness befitting a palace in a fairy tale,
and contrasted with thé meanness of the proscenium, where
cracks showed the plaster under the gilding. The place was
already warm. At their music-stands the orchestra were tun-
ing their instruments amid a delicate trilling of flutes, a stifled
< tooting of homns, a singing of violin notes, which floated’forth
amid the increasing uproar of voices. All the spectators were
. talking, jostling, settling themselves in a general assault upon
seats; and the hustling rush in the side-passages was now so
violent that every door into the house was laboriously admit-
ting an inexhaustible flood of people. There were signals,
rustlings of fabrics, a continual march-past of skirts and
head-dresses, accentuated by the black hue of a dress-coat or
a surtout. Notwithstanding this, the rows of seats were little
by little getting filled up, while here and there a light toilette
stood out from its swrroundings, a head with a delicate profile
bent forward under its chignon, where flashed the lightning of
a jewel. In one of the boxes the tip of a bare shou%der glim-
mered like snowy silk. Other ladies, sitting at ease, languidly -
fanned themselves, following with their gaze the pushing



