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A B S T R A C T 

EmileZola is remembered as the leader of French Naturalism, an opponent of prejudice, an enemy of the Church, a 
friend of the working-class and even of women. Through his aesthetic principles based on Science, Truth and 
Experimentation he claimed to strive for objectivity and proposed his fiction as a faithful reflection of the reality of 
his time. Yet, an analysis of his thirty-one novels shows that Zola, in fact, devised a new myth of woman, crowding his 
fiction with mythologized creatures, and creating a "new" idol strangely resembling the Virgin Mary. 

T h e s t u d y of E m i l e Z o l a ' s p o r t r a y a l of f e m a l e 
characters i s of p a r t i c u l a r interest to f e m i n i s t s as 
i t q u e s t i o n s the m a j o r t r a d i t i o n a l a s s u m p t i o n s 
a b o u t h i s w o r k s . 

F i r s t l y , Z o l a ' s c l a i m to o b j e c t i v i t y i n h i s r e n d 
e r i n g o f r e a l i t y as a N a t u r a l i s t w r i t e r , h i s esthetic 
p r i n c i p l e s based o n Sc ience , T r u t h a n d E x p e r i 
m e n t a t i o n , h i s c a u t i o n i n c a r e f u l l y g a t h e r i n g 
i n f o r m a t i o n a n d d o c u m e n t a t i o n o n the subject 
he w a s d e a l i n g w i t h , a l l seem to m a k e h i m 
i m m u n e to the e x t r a v a g a n t extremes g e n e r a l l y 
a t t r i b u t e d to the R o m a n t i c s i n the i r d e l i n e a t i o n 
o f f e m a l e characters . Indeed , Z o l a was a f ierce 
d e n o u n c e r of the R o m a n t i c s a n d o f ten at tacked 
the " r a m b l i n g s " o f the i r i m a g i n a t i o n s . I n the 
prec ise case of h i s n o v e l Nana, for i n s t a n c e , he 
c l a i m e d to be o f f e r i n g a t r u t h f u l p i c t u r e of the 
p r o s t i t u t e o f h i s t i m e , i n o p p o s i t i o n to her g l o r i 
f i c a t i o n by s u c h a u t h o r s as H u g o , D u m a s o r 
M u r g e r , o r her v i l i f i c a t i o n by others s u c h as 
Barrere , T h i b o u s t a n d A u g i e r . 1 

S e c o n d l y , Z o l a is u s u a l l y perce ived as a n 
e m b o d i m e n t o f j u s t i c e a n d e q u i t y to a p o i n t 
w h e r e he w a s d e s c r i b e d b y A n a t o l e F r a n c e as " a 
m o m e n t i n the h i s t o r y o f h u m a n c o n s c i e n c e . " 

T h i s has to d o i n par t w i t h the s t a n d he t o o k i n 
the f a m o u s D r e y f u s case. F u r t h e r m o r e , Z o l a is 
seen as a f r i e n d of the w o r k i n g class w h o s e 
o p p r e s s i o n he exposes i n h i s w o r k s , a n d even as a 
defender o f w o m e n . O n e o n l y need c o n j u r e u p 
i m a g e s o f the c o u r a g e o u s a n d e x p l o i t e d G e r v a i s e 
of L'Assommoir, L a M a h e u d e a n d C a t h e r i n e of 
Germinal o r F r a n c o i s e of La Terre to become 
i m m e d i a t e l y aware of Z o l a ' s sens i t iv i ty to the 
p l i g h t o f l o w e r class w o m e n . I n Au Bonheur des 
Dames he even a n a l y s e d w i t h a great dea l of 
accuracy a n d fores ight the systematic e x p l o i t a 
t i o n of b o t h female c l iente le a n d the s a l e s w o m e n 
b y the d e p a r t m e n t stores w h i c h h a d j u s t b e g u n 
to emerge . I n t u r n i n g to h i s n e w s p a p e r ar t ic les , 
i t is c learer yet that, o n the c o n s c i o u s l eve l , Z o l a 
w a n t e d to h e l p i n t r o d u c e re forms i n w o m e n ' s 
f a v o u r . I n the area of e d u c a t i o n , f o r e x a m p l e , he 
pers i s tent ly d e n o u n c e d w h a t he perce ived to be 
the negat ive i n f l u e n c e of the C h u r c h o n g i r l s a n d 
w o m e n a n d expressed the desire to see t h e m l i b 
erated f r o m the t y r a n n y of r e l i g i o n by the a c q u i s -
t i o n of basic s k i l l s , w h i c h e m p h a s i z e d sc ient i f i c 
d i s c i p l i n e s i n the lay p u b l i c s c h o o l . 2 H e a l s o 
p r o p o s e d spec i f i c w o r k l e g i s l a t i o n for the p r o 
tec t ion of s a l e s w o m e n a n d s o c i a l l e g i s l a t i o n for 
that of s i n g l e m o t h e r s . 3 



T h u s , w i t h i n the context o f the b o u r g e o i s 
society o f h i s t ime , Z o l a seemed to s tand a l m o s t 
as a c h a m p i o n of w o m e n ' s r i g h t s a n d m a n y h a v e 
c o n s i d e r e d h i m as s u c h . 4 O n e w o u l d therefore 
expect h i s f e m a l e characters to be revealed i n a 
perspect ive that s h o w s the a d m i t t e d desires a n d 
a m b i t i o n s o f the i r n a t u r a l i s t i c a n d s o c i a l l y c o m 
m i t t e d creator. I n spite of h i s a v o w e d theoret ica l 
p r i n c i p l e s , h o w e v e r , Z o l a ' s f i c t i o n is c r o w d e d 
w i t h s u c h m y t h o l o g i z e d f igures as w i t c h e s , m a r 
tyred s a i n t l y v i r g i n s , a n d s u f f e r i n g h o l y m o t h e r s . 
H o w c a n o n e d e a l w i t h this o b v i o u s c o n t r a d i c 
t i o n between these t w o o p p o s i t e v iews of w o m e n ? 
It w i l l h e l p resolve this c o n t r a d i c t i o n i f we l o o k 
at Z o l a ' s w r i t i n g as a deep-seated s u b c o n s c i o u s , 
o r even u n c o n s c i o u s , necessity, a n d analyse the 
f u n c t i o n a n d m e a n i n g of h i s female characters 
w i t h i n the system of h i s f i c t i o n ra ther t h a n as 
ref lec t ions o f rea l i ty . F r o m this n e w perspect ive , 
f e m a l e characters w i l l be c o n s i d e r e d m o s t l y i n 
their r e l a t i o n s h i p to m e n , a n d perce ived i n their 
s p e c i f i c i t y , i .e. , as s i g n i f y i n g Sex a n d the O t h e r 
a c c o r d i n g to the theory d e v e l o p e d by S i m o n e de 
B e a u v o i r i n The Second Sex. A s the O t h e r , 
w o m e n characters o f ten e m b o d y a r i v a l c o n 
science a n d c o n s t i t u t e a p a r t i c u l a r d a n g e r . A s 
s i g n i f i e r s of Sex, they become the p l a c e a r o u n d 
w h i c h a l l m a l e fantasms crys ta l l i se n o mat ter 
h o w c o n t r a d i c t o r y . 

A s a n a p p a r e n t l y rather p u r i t a n i c a l p r o d u c t of 
the V i c t o r i a n era, Z o l a seems to have h a r b o u r e d a 
c a t a s t r o p h i c v i e w of s e x u a l i t y . L o v e is never 
a p p r o a c h e d i n h is novels w i t h o u t t ragic conse
quences . A s to s e x u a l r e l a t i o n s , the l i t t l e p l e a 
sure they seem to b r i n g is but a m i n i s c u l e c o m 
p e n s a t i o n for the s u f f e r i n g they cause. H e n c e 
Z o l a r i c h l y invested h i s female characters w i t h 
l i b i d o , a n d pro jec ted f r i g h t f u l a n g u i s h o n t o 
t h e m . I n fact, w h e t h e r they refuse the i r m a l e 
c o m p a n i o n s , revol t aga ins t the i r l a w or , o n the 
c o n t r a r y , express desire for t h e m , Z o l a ' s female 
characters are i n e v i t a b l y l i n k e d w i t h e v i l a n d 
d e a t h . I n d e e d , they o f ten represent the very p r i n 
c i p l e of e v i l . 

T h e A m a z o n takes her p l a c e a l o n g s i d e shrews 
a n d w i t c h e s a m o n g the u n t a m e d w o m e n to be 
f o u n d i n Z o l a ' s f i c t i o n , a n d represents b u t o n e o f 
the m a n y aspects of the femme fatale. She is the 
a b s o l u t e O t h e r i n a s m u c h as, n o t h a v i n g been 
' k n o w n ' by m a n , the dangers w h i c h l u r k w i t h i n 
her have h a d n o c h a n c e to be n e u t r a l i s e d . F l o r a , 
a h e r o i n e o f La Bete Humaine, is the best e x a m 
p l e of this type o f w o m a n i n Z o l a ' s w o r k . T h i s 
w o r k i n g - c l a s s B r u n e h i l d e is a s t r o n g , h e a l t h y 
a n d p r o u d y o u n g w o m a n ; yet she a l w a y s appears 
a w e - i n s p i r i n g to the h e r o , J a c q u e s L a n t i e r . H i s 
f e a r f u l p r e m o n i t i o n is r i g h t , as her l o v e for h i m 
arouses her m u r d e r o u s j ea lousy . S i n g l e - h a n d e d l y , 
she stops a s ix -horse cart o n the r a i l r o a d tracks, 
thus c a u s i n g the d e r a i l m e n t of a t r a i n she 
t h o u g h t was c a r r y i n g J a c q u e s ' mistress . H e r act 
p r o v o k e s the " h a t r e d , " the " h o r r o r " ( R M I V , 
1269), the " t e r r i f i e d r e p u l s i o n o n e feels for a 
m o n s t e r " (1271) i n J a c q u e s , w h o h i m s e l f is 
m e a n t to be the n e u r o t i c assassin i n the n o v e l . 

U s u a l l y o l d e r t h a n the a m a z o n s , shrews a n d 
w i t c h e s carry the i r revol t a g a i n s t m a l e supre
m a c y o n e step fur ther , d e s p i s i n g m a l e love , jeer
i n g at m e n ' s p o w e r s , f l o u t i n g the p a t r i a r c h a l 
order . A h a r p y w h o s e e n o r m o u s b o d y terrifies 
b o t h h u s b a n d a n d h o u s e h o l d , M m e . J o s s e r a n d 
of Pot-Bouille is Z o l a ' s p r o t o t y p e of the s h r e w . 
I n a d d i t i o n to the i r c u s t o m a r y c o n j u g a l tor
m e n t i n g these characters u s u a l l y s h o w a h a u g h t y , 
i cy a t t i t u d e t o w a r d the i r mates . I n Pot-Bouille, 
a l l the w i v e s i n the b o u r g e o i s r e s i d e n t i a l b u i l d 
i n g w h i c h is the center o f the a c t i o n , w h e t h e r 
f a i t h f u l o r a d u l t e r o u s , are f r i g i d , a f a u l t w h i c h is 
m a d e to a p p e a r as a n i n s u l t to the v i r i l i t y of the i r 
h u s b a n d s or lovers . 

It is the o l d e r characters , n o l o n g e r c o n s i d e r e d 
p o s s i b l e love par tners , w h o are m o s t n e g a t i v e l y 
presented. T h e m o t h e r i n Therese Raquin a n d 
M m e . C h a n t e a u i n La Joie de Vivre expect to 
r e g u l a t e a n d j u d g e the charac ter of the i r sons . 
M a r t i n e a n d F e l i c i t e o f Le Docteur Pascal, 
respect ively the hero 's too c r e d u l o u s servant a n d 
h i s s c h e m i n g m o t h e r , a i m at n o t h i n g less t h a n 



d e s t r o y i n g h i s p r e s t i g i o u s s c i e n t i f i c w o r k i n a n 
a t t e m p t to " k i l l h i s g e n i u s . " I n o n e scene they 
are d e s c r i b e d as " w i t c h e s a c t i v a t i n g a d i a b o l i c a l 
f i re , f o r s o m e a b o m i n a t i o n , the m a r t y r d o m of a 
s a i n t " ( R M V , 1203). T h e y are a n o t h e r i n c a r n a 
t i o n o f the c a s t r a t i n g m o t h e r . T h i s f i g u r e is best 
represented i n Z o l a ' s w o r k by L a B r u l e o f Ger
minal, b o t h because of her u n u s u a l l y n i g h t m a r 
i s h d i m e n s i o n s , a n d the e x p l i c i t n a t u r e of her 
act . D u r i n g the f a m o u s s t r ike scene, she p l a y s 
leader to a " g r o u p of g a l l o p i n g f u r i e s " ( R M III, 
1454), w h o , " t e e t h a n d n a i l s o u t l i k e b i t c h e s " 
(1443) castrate the s h o p k e e p e r ' s b o d y a n d p a r a d e 
the shreds o f h i s m u t i l a t e d f lesh i n a g r o t e s q u e 
p r o c e s s i o n . F r o m F l o r e to L a B r u l e , f r o m y o u t h 
to o l d age, a n increase i n v i c i o u s n e s s is eas i ly 
d i s c e r n a b l e ; yet the same resistance to m a s c u l i n e 
h e g e m o n y is e v i d e n t , m a k i n g of these characters 
c a t h a r t i c i m a g e s o f femmes fatales. 

E v e n w h e n they are n o t s p e c i f i c a l l y r e b e l l i n g 
a g a i n s t m e n ' s ru les , the female characters i n 
Z o l a ' s n o v e l s m o s t o f t e n e m b o d y f e r t i l i t y a n d are 
therefore j u d g e d n e g a t i v e l y , for the i r contac t is 
p e r c e i v e d as a s o r d i d e n t r a p m e n t i n m a t e r i a l i t y , 
w h i c h p r o v o k e s uneas iness , r e p u l s i o n , a n x i e t y 
o r o u t r i g h t f l i g h t i n the m a l e characters . T h e 
p a i n t e r i n L'Oeuvre, C l a u d e , refuses to see h i s 
a u n t L i s a for the o d d reason that " h e r h e a l t h was 
t o o g o o d " ( R M I V , 43). Indeed, u n d e r n e a t h her 
q u i e t a p p e a r a n c e l u r k s w h a t Z o l a descr ibed i n 
h i s p r e p a r a t o r y Dossiers to Le Ventre de Paris as 
" a b a d a n g e l , w i l t i n g a n d d i s s o l v i n g a l l she 
t o u c h e s " ( R M I, 336). T h e t h i n , ascetic i n t e l l e c 
t u a l , F l o r e n t of Le Ventre de Paris s tands for the 
s p i r i t u a l p r i n c i p l e . H e is contras ted w i t h h i s 
meat -se l ler a u n t , a charcutiere " w i t h the b e a u t i 
f u l l y p e a c e f u l face of a sacred c o w " (695), a n d 
a l s o w i t h the w h o l e t r o o p of fat m a r k e t w o m e n , 
w h o a s s i d u o u s l y p u r s u e h i m w i t h the i r g i g a n t i c 
" c h a r m s " i n a gro tesque pageant , f o r c i n g h i m to 
" p u s h back h i s p o i n t e d e l b o w s , h i s n a r r o w 
s h o u l d e r s , f e a r f u l he m i g h t s i n k i n t o the i r f l e s h " 
(738). T h e s e w o m e n , r e p r e s e n t i n g the m a t e r i a l 
p r i n c i p l e , w i l l of course get the better of h i m by 
b e t r a y i n g h i m to the p o l i c e of the S e c o n d E m 

p i r e . F l o r e n t ' s n i g h t m a r e s of b e i n g e n g u l f e d i n 
w o m a n l y f l e sh e c h o the w r i t i n g s of S c h o p e n 
h a u e r o n w o m e n as nature ' s t rap , a n d fore
s h a d o w F r e u d ' s d e s c r i p t i o n of the fear of castra
t i o n . 

T o be a w o m a n is a l so to be i l l , m e n t a l l y or 
p h y s i c a l l y , i n Z o l a ' s f i c t i o n , for c r i t e r i a of h e a l t h 
are i m p l i c i t l y m a l e a n d not to be m a l e is not to be 
w e l l . T h e source of a l l the miser ies suffered by 
the R o u g o n a n d M a c q u a r t f a m i l i e s is the i r 
ancestor , A d e l a i d e F o u q u e , w h o was l o c k e d u p 
i n a n i n s a n e a s y l u m for her s e x u a l a b e r r a t i o n ; 
the " f a u l t " 5 has been passed o n by her f e m a l e 
descendants to her ent i re l ineage . M o r e o v e r , 
Z o l a ' s w o m e n seem p r e d i s p o s e d to u n d e f i n e d 
diseases of n o spec i f i c o r i g i n w h i c h are perce ived 
as ' t y p i c a l l y f e m i n i n e . ' 6 T h u s , a l l the f e m a l e 
i n h a b i t a n t s of the Pot Bouille h o u s e suffer f r o m 
v a g u e a n d v a r i e d ' f e m i n i n e ' a i l m e n t s as n e u r o 
sis, c h l o r o s i s , i m b e c i l i t y , n e u r a s t h e n i a , a n a e m i a , 
etc. W h a t is m o r e s u p r i s i n g is that the o n l y rea l ly 
h e a l t h y character i n the w h o l e h o u s e h o l d is the 
sole representative of the d o o m e d R o u g o n - M a c -
q u a r t f a m i l y , Octave M o u r e t . 

It is prec ise ly at p u b e r t y that g i r l s start e x h i b i t 
i n g s y m p t o m s of n e r v o u s i l l n e s s . J e a n n e G r a n d -
jean 's n e u r o s i s i n Une Page d'amour d e v e l o p s at 
that t i m e , as does A n g e g l i q u e ' s m y s t i c a l v i s i o n s 
i n Le Reve. H y s t e r i a , taken here i n its s tr ict 
e t y m o l o g i c a l sense, is seen as a p u r e l y female 
disease, a n d , i n Z o l a ' s f i c t i o n , it seems to c o i n 
c i d e w i t h the onset of w o m a n h o o d . H e n c e , there 
is n o d o u b t that these ' t y p i c a l l y f e m i n i n e ' a i l 
m e n t s c o n s t i t u t e a d e v i a t i o n , o r even a n expres
s i o n of female s e x u a l i t y . T h e i r m a n i f e s t a t i o n s 
c a n be diverse a n d r a n g e f r o m madness p u r e a n d 
s i m p l e (as i n the case of A d e l a i d e F o u q u e ) , to 
l o v e ( H e l e n e G r a n d j e a n i n Une Page d'amour) 
e x t r e m e p i o u s n e s s ( M a r t h a M o u r e t i n La Con-
quete de Plassans o r A n g e l i q u e i n Le Reve),-, or 
finally to an inextinguishable urge for specula
tion or the acquisition of goods, as is the case 
with La Sandorff (L'Argent) o r the c o n s u m e r s of 
A u Bonheur des Dames. I n h i s p r e p a r a t o r y Doss-



iers, Z o l a d e f i n e d the m a n i a for b u y i n g of the 
d e p a r t m e n t store c l i e n t s as " a n e w f e m i n i n e n e u 
r o s i s " , a " r a g e for f r i l l s a n d f u r b e l o w s " c o n s t i t u 
t i n g " a m o d e r n s u b l i m a t i o n of o ther a p p e t i t e s " 
( R M III , 1676). C o n v e r s e l y , it is r e m a r k a b l e that 
w h a t c o u l d be c a l l e d the s tore -owner ' s m a n i a for 
s e l l i n g is presented n o t o n l y as n o r m a l , b u t as a n 
i m p o r t a n t source of s o c i a l progress a n d genera l 
w e l f a r e . O n l y the female desire to a c q u i r e is 
b r a n d e d as h y s t e r i c a l . W h a t e v e r its express ions , 
w h e t h e r d e v i a n t o r s u b l i m a t e d , w o m e n ' s desire 
is perce ived as essent ia l ly h y s t e r i c a l , a b n o r m a l 
a n d p a t h o l o g i c a l . 

S o far, f e m a l e desire has been seen o n l y as 
v e i l e d o r d i s tor ted . W h e n , h o w e v e r , it s h o w s 
itself i n its true c o l o u r s , w h e n a c t u a l s e x u a l re la
t i o n s h i p s be tween m e n a n d w o m e n are deal t 
w i t h o p e n l y , there seem to be n o b o u n d s to the 
r e p u l s i o n a n d fears e x p e r i e n c e d by the m a l e 
characters . 

T h e m a s c u l i n e c h a r a c t e r — a n d Z o l a it w o u l d 
s e e m — l i k e the h e r o of La Confession de Claude 
( O C I, 84) feel " f u l l of d i sgus t a n d f r i g h t before 
the savage beast w h i c h [he] h a d j u s t felt a w a k e 
[...] w i t h i n h i m s e l f . " T h e y t h e n project these 
fee l ings o n t o w o m e n , w h o m they see as d e v o u r 
i n g l u s t f u l monsters . T h u s , p r o b a b l y i n a n effort 
to abso lve a deep-seated g u i l t , Z o l a s h o w s h i s 
f e m a l e characters as t e m p t o r s a n d i n i t i a t o r s i n 
matters o f sex or love , even w h e n they are y o u n g 
a n d " i n n o c e n t , " l i k e C a r o l i n e w i t h M a r j o l i n i n 
Le Venire de Paris, M i e t t e w i t h S i lvere i n La 
Fortune des Rougon, A l b i n e w i t h Serge i n La 
Faute de I'abbe Mouret, P a u l i n e w i t h Lazare i n 
La Jote de Vivre. A l l of t h e m a p p e a r to re-enact 
the t e m p t a t i o n of A d a m by E v e . 

A s a n i m a g e of " sex m a d e g o d " ( R M II, 1674), 
N a n a not o n l y s u m m a r i z e s a l l " T h e loret tes , " 
prost i tutes a n d c o u r t i s a n s of Z o l a ' s f i c t i o n , but 
even a l l w o m e n w h o d i s p l a y a n y s e x u a l i t y . I n 
the n o v e l Nana there are n u m e r o u s a n i m a l met
a p h o r s q u a l i f y i n g the h e r o i n e , as w e l l as i m a g e s 
of d i r t iness , s t i f l i n g n a r r o w n e s s a n d s u f f o c a t i n g 

a n d f o u l - s m e l l i n g heat w h i c h s t i g m a t i z e the p l a 
ces assoc ia ted w i t h her , s u c h as her b e d , h e r 
b e d - c h a m b e r , her d r e s s i n g r o o m , etc. T h e reac
t i o n s o f fear a n d fasc ina ted r e p u l s i o n w i t h 
r e g a r d to f e m i n i n i t y are thus m a d e e v i d e n t . 
Femmes fatales w h o d e v o u r b o t h m e n a n d t h e i r 
w e a l t h a n d w h o are best represented b y N a n a , 
c r o w d a l l of Z o l a ' s t h i r t y - o n e n o v e l s . A m o n g the 
best k n o w n are M a d e l e i n e Ferat, Therese R a q u i n , 
R e n e e S a c c a r d (La Curee), Christine (L'Oeuvre) 
a n d L a C o g n e t t e (La Terre). T h e s e i n f a m o u s 
n y m p h o m a n i a c s exercise the m o s t p e r n i c i o u s 
i n f l u e n c e o n m e n , as d o the i r s i m p l y h y s t e r i c a l 
sisters. Perver ted to the m a r r o w of the i r bones , 
they s o i l , debase, r u i n , destroy a n d k i l l every
t h i n g a r o u n d t h e m , l e a v i n g i n the i r w a k e ashes 
a n d d e a t h . N a n a , needless to say is the m o s t 
e f f i c i ent o f a l l these s h e - d e m o n s , a n d the eas i ly 
i d e n t i f i a b l e i m a g e r y o f g l u t t o n y is used to d e l i 
neate her b e h a v i o u r . I n a k i n d o f s e x u a l c a n n i 
b a l i s m , she massacres her lovers o r causes the i r 
d e a t h i n d i r e c t l y . 8 H e r s e l f a " s u p e r n a t u r a l 
s c o u r g e , " a m o n s t r o u s a n d e n o r m o u s force of 
d e s t r u c t i o n , she resembles 

those a n t i c monsters w h o s e feared terr i to
ries were l i t t e red w i t h bones [...]. S h e 
s t e p p e d o n s k u l l s [...] w h i l e i n a h a l o of 
g l o r y her sex rose a n d s h o n e a b o v e its o u t 
stretched v i c t i m s l i k e a r i s i n g s u n l i g h t i n g 
u p a f i e l d of carnage ( R M II, 1470). 

I n d u e t i m e , the h o r r i b l e , ear ly p u t r e f a c t i o n of 
the cour tesan ' s b o d y succeeds i n e x o r c i s i n g the 
m e n a c e she represents for the m a l e i m a g i n a t i o n . 
T h e s e female characters m u s t i n d e e d be p u n 
i s h e d for the m a l e order to be preserved. 

W h i l e ' i d e a l ' f e m a l e characters s u c h as P a u 
l i n e of La Joie de Vivre, C a r o l i n e of L'Argent 
a n d M a r i a n n e of Fecondite seem to en joy a l o n g 
l i f e , o ther hero ines , l i k e N a n a , are d e e m e d m o r e 
d a n g e r o u s a n d are p u n i s h e d for t h e i r ' c r i m e ' b y 
a n ear ly d e a t h . T h e r e s e R a q u i n a n d M a d e l e i n e 
Ferat c o m m i t s u i c i d e , h a u n t e d as they are by 
remorse . Renee fa l l s prey to m e n i n g i t i s caused 



b y g u i l t over her i n c e s t u o u s r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h 
her s o n - i n - l a w (La Curee). L e f t a l o n e i n a s q u a 
l i d garret , G e r v a i s e dies of s t a r v a t i o n , as i f to 
e x p i a t e her i m p u r e l i f e (L'Assommoir). F i n a l l y , 
S e v e r i n e of La Bete Humaine a n d F r a n c h i s e of 
La Terre are k i l l e d by the very m e n w i t h w h o m 
they h a d ' s i n n e d . ' 

E v e n w h e n they are n o t e x p l i c i t l y e n g a g e d i n 
s e x u a l ac t iv i t i es , w o m e n characters g e n e r a l l y 
e m b o d y the p a r t i c u l a r e v i l w h i c h each v o l u m e 
p u r p o r t s to d e n o u n c e , o r they are the m e a n s by 
w h i c h e v i l enters the n o v e l . N a n a s y m b o l i z e s , a l l 
by herself , the c o r r u p t i o n of the S e c o n d E m p i r e , 
the p e r i o d i n w h i c h she l ives . M a r t h e ' s e m o 
t i o n a l i n s t a b i l i t y i n La Conquete de Plassans 
enables the A b b e F a u j a s to carry o u t h i s s o r d i d 
p o l i t i c a l s c h e m i n g . C h r i s t i n e of L'Oeuvre effec
t ive ly k i l l s C l a u d e by f o r c i n g h i m to r e n o u n c e 
h i s p a i n t i n g f o r her , t h u s she incarnates a l l the 
n e g a t i v e forces o f m a t t e r w h i c h h i n d e r the f l i g h t 
of the ar t i s t i c s p i r i t . T h r o u g h o u t the Rougon-
Macquart Z o l a chooses to castigate p o w e r s t r u g 
gles a n d p o l i t i c a l i n t r i g u i n g w i t h i n g o v e r n m e n t 
c i rc les . T h e m e n E u g e n e R o u g o n a n d A r i s t i d e 
S a c c a r d exercise rea l p o w e r , a n d the i r g e n i u s a n d 
g e n e r o s i t y excuse o r j u s t i f y the i r a c t i o n . Y e t , i t is 
the i r m o t h e r , F e l i c i t e R o u g o n w h o e x h i b i t s a 
l a c k o f scruples a n d a fierce desire to p u s h her 
f a m i l y ' s w a y u p the s o c i a l l adder . S i m i l a r l y , it is 
t w o w o m e n , L a S a n d o r f f a n d L a M e c h a i n , w h o 
are u n v e i l e d as d e m o n s o f the S t o c k E x c h a n g e , 
ra ther t h a n the rea l s p e c u l a t o r s oiL'Argent, Sac-
c a r d a n d G u n d e r m a n . 9 W i t h i n the l o w e r b o u r 
g e o i s i e L i s a Q u e n u (Le Ventre de Paris) a n d 
M m e . J o s s e r a n d (Pot-Bouille) p e r s o n i f y the 
greedy, h y p o c r i t i c a l se l f - r ighteousness o f the i r 
class, w h i l e the i r d o m i n a t e d o r m a r t y r e d h u s 
b a n d s a p p e a r as d o c i l e , h a r m l e s s c h i l d r e n . E v e n 
i n the novels d e a l i n g w i t h the l o w e r classes, 
w o m e n seem to be r e s p o n s i b l e for a l l the i l l s o f 
society. T h e o d i o u s a n d r e p u l s i v e M m e . H e n n e -
beau of Germinal a n d F e r n a n d e of Travail, t w o 
m i n e m a n a g e r s ' w i v e s , are s h o w n as the e x p l o i t 
ers of the w o r k i n g class, w h i l e their t o r m e n t e d 
h u s b a n d s a n d lovers are presented as secretly 

s y m p a t h e t i c to the cause of the w o r k e r s . A t least 
they suffer as m u c h as the w o r k e r s d o , i f o n l y 
f r o m p s y c h o l o g i c a l p a n g s , caused by w o m e n , of 
course . A s for the lower-c lass w o m e n themselves, 
they are u s u a l l y m o r e v i o l e n t , m o r e b r u t a l a n d 
m o r e u n c o n t r o l l a b l e t h a n the i r m a l e c o u n t e r 
parts a n d are de l ibera te ly s h o w n to be that w a y . 
I n Germinal i t is they w h o f irst at tack the t roops , 
they w h o seize a n d mal t rea t the r i c h . I n the 
e x e m p l a r y M a h e u c o u p l e , he is the m o r e reaso
nab le , m o r e just , m o r e e q u i t a b l e , less h a r d e n e d , 
whereas she, r u t h l e s s l y p u n i s h e s her e x h a u s t e d 
c h i l d r e n ( R M III, 1293). E v e n the d o w n t r o d d e n 
G e r v a i s e of L'Assommoir d i s p l a y s a 'characteris
t i c a l l y f e m i n i n e ' weakness for love , tenderness 
a n d g o o d f o o d , w h i c h w i l l e v e n t u a l l y cause her 
d o w n f a l l . I n short , i n every o n e of Z o l a ' s nove ls , 
w h e n l o o k i n g for the character t y p i f y i n g every 
k i n d of ' f a u l t , ' a c c o r d i n g to the a u t h o r ' s v a l u e 
system, one c o u l d easi ly say: Cherchez la femmel10 

T h e r e is h o w e v e r , a c h r o n o l o g i c a l d e v e l o p 
m e n t i n Z o l a ' s nove l s t o w a r d s a g r a d u a l l i b e r a 
t i o n f r o m this n i g h t m a r e of the f lesh , w h i c h 
s h o u l d — a t least o n e w o u l d h o p e so—increase 
the acceptance of the female character w i t h i n h i s 
f i c t i o n . F o r , as J e a n B o r i e has s h o w n , 1 1 w h i l e 
Z o l a ' s ear ly nove l s are steeped i n a n a t m o s p h e r e 
o f d o o m a n d decay, later w o r k s tend to u n d e r g o a 
s l o w a n d a n g u i s h e d m e t a m o r p h o s i s , e n d i n g 
f i n a l l y i n the last, m e s s i a n i c texts, i n a v i s i o n of 
paradise r e g a i n e d . Z o l a appears , therefore, to 
have m a d e a cons tant , i f n o t c o n s c i o u s , a t t e m p t 
to free h i m s e l f f r o m the n o t i o n s of s i n a n d 
d a m n a t i o n . 

T h i s e n d e a v o u r takes the shape of a revol t 
a g a i n s t a n d a de par ture f r o m the g u i l t - a r o u s i n g 
i n f l u e n c e of the C h u r c h w h i c h Z o l a c o n s i d e r e d 
to be a b a s t i o n of s e x u a l p u r i t a n i s m a n d of m i s 
o g y n y . I n order to subst i tute f o r the o l d r e l i g i o u s 
l a w a n e w e th ic he w o u l d devise, Z o l a felt that 
w o m e n m u s t first be t o r n a w a y f r o m the C a t h o l i c 
C h u r c h a n d f r o m the c o n t r o l i t exercised over 
t h e m by me ans of its " e d u c a t i o n a l " system a n d 
i ts p r a c t i c e of c o n f e s s i o n . H e h e l d that " o n l y a 



l ibera ted w o m a n [i.e., l iberated f r o m r e l i g i o u s 
i n f l u e n c e ] , c a n , i n t u r n , free m a n " (Verite, OC 
VIII, 1373). T h i s resulted i n Z o l a ' s v i g o u r o u s 
c a m p a i g n b o t h i n n e w s p a p e r ar t ic les , a n d , i n a 
m o r e s u b d u e d f o r m , i n s o m e of h i s n o v e l s , 
a g a i n s t w h a t he perce ived as the n e f a r i o u s effects 
of r e l i g i o n o n w o m e n . H e n c e the g e n e r a l l y 
serene a t h e i s m of h i s most ' i d e a l ' hero ines , P a u 
l i n e (La Joie de Vivre), C a r o l i n e (L'Argent), a n d 
M a r i e (Paris). O n c e this first task is a c h i e v e d , 
m a n m u s t be m a d e to conver t to the " n e w r e l i 
g i o n " of w o m a n a n d l i f e . Z o l a ' s u n d e r l y i n g 
a s s u m p t i o n , of course , was that the C h u r c h , by 
s e i z i n g u p o n w o m e n , h a d success ful ly separated 
t h e m f r o m m e n , the better to i m p o s e her o w n 
t y r a n n y . T h e a d o p t i o n of Z o l a ' s " n e w r e l i g i o n " 
is a t tempted i n the Rougon-Macquart, by O c t a v e 
M o u r e t i n Au Bonheur des Dames, S a n d o z i n 
L'Oeuvre a n d P a s c a l i n the last n o v e l , w h i c h 
bears h i s n a m e . H o w e v e r , it is best expressed i n 
Verite a n d i n the series Les Trois Villes, w h i c h 
relate a y o u n g priest 's efforts to t h r o w off the 
yoke of r e l i g i o n . T h i s he f i n a l l y a c c o m p l i s h e s i n 
the last of the three nove ls , Paris, by m a r r y i n g 
M a r i e a n d bege t t ing a s o n — w h a t else? Indeed, 
Z o l a ' s r e j e c t i o n of r e l i g i o n a n d the C a t h o l i c 
C h u r c h c u r i o u s l y results i n a p a g a n g l o r i f i c a 
t i o n of h u m a n fe r t i l i ty , a ' n e w ' v a l u e w h i c h is 
s y m b o l i z e d by the character of the fert i le m o t h e r 
" w h o s e c h i l d sancti f ies h e r " (Travail, O C V I I I ) , 
a n d w h i c h comes to supercede the " o l d " " p u r i 
t a n i c a l " m o r a l i t y of the C h u r c h . 

Indeed , h u m a n fer t i l i ty appears i n the last s i x 
n o v e l s o f Z o l a as a means of r e c o n c i l i a t i o n , for i t 
jus t i f ies s e x u a l i t y a n d const i tutes a v i c t o r y over 
d e a t h , the u s u a l e n e m y . T h i s , i n par t , e x p l a i n s 
the f r e q u e n t l y noted o p t i m i s m of Z o l a ' s last 
texts. T h e e x a l t a t i o n o f the fert i le m o t h e r , occurs 
i n c o m i c , d r a m a t i c o r p a r o d y f o r m i n repeated 
scenes o f c h i l d b i r t h i n the Rougon-Mac quart}"1 

Yet , it is o n l y i n the last v o l u m e of th i s series, Le 
Docteur Pascal, that the praise of m a t e r n i t y 
becomes r i t u a l i s e d a n d the f i g u r e of the m o t h e r 
sacred. S u b s e q u e n t l y b i o l o g i c a l m o t h e r s s u c h as 
C l o t i l d e (Le Docteur Pascal), M a r i e (Paris), a n d 

M a r i a n n e (Fecondite), c a n a c t u a l l y be presented 
as ' i d e a l , ' h a p p y h e r o i n e s , a n a c h i e v e m e n t w h i c h 
h a d p r o v e d i m p o s s i b l e i n p r e v i o u s nove l s . 

O n e c o u l d therefore a s s u m e that , f r o m t h e n 
o n , w o m e n c o u l d f i n a l l y have been accepted 
w i t h i n Z o l a ' s f i c t i o n . N o t so! W h i l e it is o n l y 
t h r o u g h the subter fuge of m o t h e r h o o d that they 
are at a l l accepted (after Le Docteur Pascal) the 
steri le w o m a n of the same last nove ls emerges as 
the n e w female scapegoat c a r r y i n g the r e s i d u a l 
g u i l t l i n k e d to s e x u a l i t y . She is the p r o o f that 
m a n i c h e i s m never d i s a p p e a r e d f r o m Z o l a ' s f i c 
t i o n . T h e i r o n i c a l l y n a m e d Seraf ine of Fecondite 
is descr ibed as a " s h e w o l f " ( O C V I I I , 47) a n 
" o g r e s s " (249), a " m a g n i f i c e n t a n d a t r o c i o u s 
m a g i c i a n " (46) w h o i n d u l g e s i n " a b o m i n a b l y 
steri le s e x u a l p l e a s u r e s " (50), w h i c h she w i l l , 
n a t u r a l l y , have to e x p i a t e . I n her re fusa l to bear 
c h i l d r e n she u n d e r g o e s a hysterectomy w h i c h 
results i n her s u d d e n l y l o s i n g her f a m e d beauty 
a n d b e c o m i n g s e x u a l l y i n s a t i a b l e . I n order to 
avenge herself , she a n d other w o m e n i n her 
s i t u a t i o n are s h o w n , i n a h a l l u c i n a t o r y scene, to 
have assassinated a n d castrated the g u i l t y sur
g e o n . A n y m p h o m a n i a c , a c a s t r a t i n g w o m a n , a 
k i l l e r of m e n a n d a w i t c h , Seraf ine is i n d e e d a 
n e w v e r s i o n of the femme fatale b o r n a g a i n of 
the ashes of the d e a d N a n a . 

W h i l e I have e m p l o y e d the e x p r e s s i o n ' i d e a l 
w o m a n ' several t imes , it is q u e s t i o n a b l e w h e t h e r 
w o m e n c a n ever r e a l l y be seen as idea l i n Z o l a ' s 
f i c t i o n , o r presented as p o s i t i v e characters . T h e 
nove l i s t ' s praise a n d r e p e t i t i o n of the theme of 
chas t i ty s h o w s to w h a t extent the f e m i n i n e p r i n 
c i p l e is never r e a l l y accepted i n h i s f i c t i o n . I n 
order to bear c h i l d r e n , it is a l m o s t preferable , as 
the A b b e M o u r e t w i s h e d it were, " t o achieve the 
t r i u m p h of l i f e [...] w i t h o u t the a b o m i n a b l e 
necessity of s e x " (LaFaute de iAbbe Mouret R M 
I, 1313). 

It has o f ten been n o t e d that Z o l a ' s very y o u n g 
' i d e a l ' w o m e n d i e at the d a w n of the i r l ives , as i f 
to preserve the i r p r e c a r i o u s state of real o r s y m -



b o l i c v i r g i n i t y a n d to m a k e themselves w o r t h y of 
t h e i r lay s a i n t h o o d . F u r t h e r m o r e , the r e m a i n i n g 
f e w ' i d e a l ' characters w h o a p p e a r i n the n o v e l s 
p r e c e d i n g Le Docteur Pascal are a l s o prec ise ly 
those w h o s e s e x u a l i t y has been m i n i m i z e d , some
t imes to the p o i n t of b e i n g c o m p l e t e l y o b l i t e r 
a ted. T h e y m a y be w i d o w s , l i k e M m e . F r a n c o i s 
o f Le Ventre de Paris o r M m e . H u g o n of Nana, 
o r they m a y be m a r r i e d , l i k e M m e . H u b e r o f Le 
Reve a n d M m e . W e i s s of La Debacle. B u t , i n this 
latter case, the i r c o n j u g a l r e l a t i o n s are c u r i o u s l y 
d e s c r i b e d as " c h a s t e " o r s i m p l y never a l l u d e d to. 

W i t h H e n r i e t t e W e i s s - L e v a s s e u r , w h o is to 
b e c o m e a w i d o w d u r i n g the c o u r s e o f the n o v e l , 
b e g i n s the series o f h o l y w o m e n w h o , l i k e 
Soeurette a n d S u z a n n e of Travail, a n d , to a lesser 
extent C a r o l i n e of L'Argent, seem to have t a k e n 
v o w s of chast i ty , p o v e r t y a n d c h a r i t y a n d have 
entered i n t o r e l i g i o n , so to speak, i n the service of 
a m a n . T h u s , the i r e x e m p l a r y l ives h e l p redeem 
the i r sex a n d m a k e of t h e m h a p p y sacrif ices to 
m a n ' s g o o d consc ience . I n shor t , w o m e n charac 
ters m a y o n l y a p p e a r as p o s i t i v e i f they are g o o d 
m o t h e r s , v i r g i n s o r d e m u r e l y d e v o t e d to a m a n 
a n d even m a r t y r e d by h i m o r h i s c h i l d r e n , the 
p o s s e s s i o n of a l l those q u a l i t i e s b e i n g , of course , 
m o s t des i rable . 

T h i s is w h y a l l the i d e a l m o t h e r s of Z o l a ' s 
n o v e l s p r e c e d i n g Le Docteur Pascal are u s u a l l y 
a d o p t i v e m o t h e r s , m o s t o f ten v i r g i n s . L a l i e 
(L'Assommoir), D e n i s e (Au Bonheur des Dames), 
A l z i r e a n d H e n r i e t t e (La Debacle) are subst i tute 
m o t h e r s for their y o u n g e r brothers . C a r o l i n e 
(L'Argent) m o t h e r s V i c t o r , the s o n of her lover . 
T h e retarded Desiree (La Faute de I'Abbe Mouret) 
acts as " t h e l i t t l e m o t h e r " of a l l the f a r m a n i m a l s 
w h o recognize her as s u c h . F i n a l l y , P a u l i n e of 
La Joie de Vivre a t ta ins the status o f sacred v i r 
g i n m o t h e r . S h e h e l p s g i v e b i r t h to the bare ly 
l i v i n g i n f a n t o f L o u i s e a n d L a z a r e , the m a n she 
loves , by b r e a t h i n g l i f e i n t o the baby 's s i c k l y 
l u n g s , thus s u c c e e d i n g i n r e s u s c i t a t i n g h i m ( R M 
III , 1102). H e is u l t i m a t e l y n a m e d P a u l , is o f f i 
c i a l l y g i v e n to P a u l i n e by h i s father (1129) a n d 

she donates her f o r t u n e to h i m before d e v o t i n g 
the rest of her l i fe to r a i s i n g h i m . It seems, there
fore , that w o m e n c a n o n l y be accepted as i d e a l o r 
p o s i t i v e characters i n Z o l a ' s f i c t i o n , i f they have 
been s o m e h o w d e p r i v e d of their s e x u a l i t y , m a d e 
i n t o " f e m a l e e u n u c h s " a c c o r d i n g to G e r m a i n e 
Greer ' s f a m o u s e x p r e s s i o n . 

It is i r o n i c that Z o l a , w h o is w e l l k n o w n for h is 
v i o l e n t v i t u p e r a t i o n s a g a i n s t the C a t h o l i c 
C h u r c h , s h o u l d h a v e i n s c r i b e d i n h i s o w n f i c 
t i o n the very values p r e a c h e d by the C h u r c h 
c o n c e r n i n g w o m e n : chas t i ty a n d v i r g i n i t y , res ig
n a t i o n to the s e x u a l act o n l y for the p u r p o s e of 
p r o c r e a t i o n . H e f i n a l l y creates a n e w i d o l , a 
v i r g i n - m o t h e r w h o m it is s o m e t i m e s d i f f i c u l t 
n o t to confuse w i t h her sister, the H o l y V i r g i n 
M a r y . Indeed, one c o u l d easi ly a r g u e that the 
p r o g r a m m e of the C h u r c h vis-a-vis w o m e n , as i t 
is expressed by Z o l a i n Verite i n order to jeer at 
the priests , is i n fact recreated i n a d v e r t e n t l y i n 
Z o l a ' s o w n f i c t i o n . T h e n a r r a t o r of Verite asserts 
that the C h u r c h : 

w a n t e d to s u b d u e w o m e n i n their sex, the 
i d e a l w o m a n b e i n g d e p r i v e d of her sex, the 
V i r g i n r e i g n i n g as Q u e e n of the H e a v e n s , 
t h a n k s to the i d i o t i c m i r a c l e of h a v i n g be
g o t t e n a c h i l d w i t h o u t h a v i n g ceased to be a 
v i r g i n ( O C V I I I 1196). 

C l e a r l y , h i s o w n p o r t r a y a l of w o m e n of ten rea l 
ized this same i d e a l . 

If Z o l a shared w i t h the C a t h o l i c C h u r c h so 
m a n y of its beliefs c o n c e r n i n g w o m e n a n d sexu
a l i t y , w h y then h is w e l l - k n o w n aggressiveness 
a g a i n s t r e l i g i o n ? Besides those p h i l o s o p h i c a l 
reasons w h i c h d o n o t p e r t a i n to the present 
s t u d y , 1 3 some accusa t ions m a d e by Z o l a a g a i n s t 
r e l i g i o n are w o r t h y o f o u r a t t e n t i o n . La Con
quete de Plassans, Le Docteur Pascal a n d Verite 
a l l r e p r o a c h priests w i t h s e p a r a t i n g c o u p l e s , 
u s i n g w o m e n as i n s t r u m e n t s of r e l i g i o u s i m p e 
r i a l i s m . I n fact, it is the ro le of M e s s i a h w h i c h 
seems to be at stake; a n d Z o l a ' s s t ruggle w i t h the 



C h u r c h is o n e of r i v a l r y over the d o m i n a t i o n of 
w o m e n . 

I n o r d e r to become G o d , m a n m u s t f irst 
a t t e m p t the m i r a c l e w h i c h , as the h e r o of La 
Confession de Claude a c k n o w l e d g e s , " Jesus 
a l o n e w a s able to w o r k " ( O C I, 43), that is to say 
he m u s t f irst redeem w o m a n , w h o is u s u a l l y 
g u i l t y o f s e x u a l d e p r a v i t y . T h e theme of the 
r e d e m p t i o n o f the f a l l e n w o m a n is present 
t h r o u g h o u t Z o l a ' s f i c t i o n . It f irst appears i n h i s 
earl iest n o v e l , La Confession de Claude, a n d 
const i tutes the m a i n p l o t of f o u r of the f ive early 
novels . I n the Rougon-Macquart cycle the theme 
is less o b v i o u s , b u t i t is i m p l i c i t l y present , n o n 
etheless. T o be c o n v i n c e d of it one need o n l y 
evoke i m a g e s of S i lvere of La Fortune des Rou-
gon, w h o h a d t a k e n u p o n h i m s e l f to a c c o m p l i s h 
" a h o l y m i s s i o n , the r e d e m p t i o n , the s a l v a t i o n of 
the c o n v i c t ' s d a u g h t e r " M i e t t e ( R M I, 205), o r of 
G o u j e t o f L'Assommoir w h o does n o t succeed i n 
h is a t t e m p t to save G e r v a i s e , o r else of E t i e n n e 
L a n t i e r o f Germinal, w h o is C a t h e r i n e ' s w o u l d -
be s a v i o u r , as w e l l as that of the w o r k i n g classes 
she represents. T h e greatest of the Rougon-
Macquart s a v i o u r s is D o c t e u r P a s c a l w h o s e 
C h r i s t i a n n a m e p o i n t s to h i s r e d e e m i n g a n d 
s a c r i f i c i a l m i s s i o n . H e has succeeded i n redeem
i n g h i m s e l f a n d h i s niece C l o t i l d e , i n l i f t i n g 
s o m e h o w the heredi tary curse w h i c h w e i g h s 
u p o n h i s f a m i l y . T h e Quatre Evangiles n a t u 
r a l l y c o n t a i n the best a n d m o s t a c c o m p l i s h e d 
e x a m p l e s of sav iours . M a r c F r o m e n t o f Verite 
w i t h d r a w s h i s w i f e , a n d w i t h her a l l her female 
descendants , present a n d fu ture , f r o m the nega
tive i n f l u e n c e of the C h u r c h . L u c F r o m e n t of 
Travail s toops to m a r r y a f a l l e n w o m a n , raises 
her to the r a n k of l e g i t i m a t e w i f e a n d ex to l s her 
as M o t h e r - o f - H i s - C h i l d r e n , h a v i n g s y m b o l i c a l l y 
saved i n her p e r s o n " t h e m i s e r y - s t r i c k e n p r o l e t a 
r i a t " she e m b o d i e s ( O C V I I I , 938). A close e x a m 
i n a t i o n reveals that i n these e x a m p l e s w o m e n 
characters are but a n excuse for the r e d e m p t i o n , 
the i r i n i t i a l g u i l t a n d p o v e r t y c o n s t i t u t i n g the 
necessary p r e r e q u i s i t e for the g l o r i f i c a t i o n of the 
t r i u m p h a n t hero-redeemer. S o m e , l i k e Pasca l a n d 

L u c , are a d o r e d by the ir f o l l o w e r s d u r i n g the 
course o f t h e i r l i v e s , w h i c h are b u t a p a r o d y of 
C h r i s t ' s des t iny , f r o m p a s s i o n to i m m o r t a l i t y . 

O n c e p r o m o t e d to the r a n k of a l l - p o w e r f u l 
M e s s i a h , m a n is n o w able to a t tempt the t a m i n g 
of the w o m a n h e has jus t saved. T h e c u l t of 
m o t h e r h o o d has a p p e a r e d i n Z o l a ' s w o r k as a 
m e a n s to decrease the e v i l effects of f e m a l e s e x u 
a l i t y , a n d at the same t i m e to f i g h t a v i c t o r i o u s 
batt le over d e a t h . I n the same w a y the m e n a c e 
represented by the O t h e r c a n be l i m i t e d , the 
d e m o n i c w o r k i n g s o f female s e x u a l i t y c a n be 
s t i f l e d , by f o u n d i n g a n e w Utopian society, o n e 
of the a i m s o f w h i c h is to n e u t r a l i z e o r ' p a c i f y ' 
w o m e n . C l o t i l d e of Le Docteur Pascal is the f irst 
i n a l i n e o f m o d e l w i v e s : a per fec t ly d o c i l e a n d 
devoted y o u n g w o m a n m a r r i e d to, o r the c o m 
p a n i o n of, a m u c h o l d e r m a n — i n th is case her 
u n c l e P a s c a l — w h o m she w o r s h i p s " l i k e a g o d " 
a n d serves " l i k e a n i d o l " (Travail, O C V I I I , 666). 
A f t e r her c o m e L a N u - p i e d s a n d J o s i a n e of Tra
vail, a n o v e l w h i c h p r o v i d e s a perfect e x a m p l e of 
this p s e u d o - s o c i a l i s t i c , p a t r i a r c h a l a n d p a t e r n a l 
ist ic society f a v o r i n g a n ever i n c r e a s i n g bir th-rate . 

Ye t , o n e w o m a n eschews the genera l i n d o c t r i 
n a t i o n a n d p a c i f i c a t i o n of the female gender . 
F e r n a n d e of Travail is a rebel i n every respect. 
A d u l t e r o u s , steri le , b o r n i n the l o w e r classes, 
e x p l o i t i n g m e n shameless ly , she reaches h e i g h t s 
of e v i l n o t yet seen i n Z o l a ' s f i c t i o n , b o t h t h r o u g h 
the m o n s t r o u s acuteness of the pleasures she 
savours , a n d t h r o u g h the d a m a g e she causes. I n a 
very e x p l i c i t scene, she mates w i t h the d e v i l h i m 
self i n the p e r s o n of a g o o d - f o r - n o t h i n g w o r k e r , 
R a g u ( O C V I I I , 811, 783). N a t u r a l l y , F e r n a n d e 
w i l l have to d i e ; she perishes w i t h her h u s b a n d 
i n the f ire of the i r h o u s e w h i c h he h i m s e l f has 
i g n i t e d a n d w h e r e he forces her to r e m a i n . O n l y 
the p u r i f y i n g effect of f ire c o u l d o v e r c o m e this 
l e w d m o n s t e r w h o was m e n a c i n g society. H e r 
d e s t r u c t i o n by f i re , w h i c h precedes the m e s s i a n i c 
c h a p t e r s o n the Utopian p r o s p e r i t y of the n e w 
c i t y of B e a u c l a i r , represents the last e x o r c i s m of 
d e m o n s before the advent of a n e w era. 





T h e c r e a t i o n of a n ' i d e a l ' w o m a n of h i s o w n 
a p p e a r s to be Z o l a ' s a n s w e r to the rise of s u c h 
rebels as F e r n a n d e . T h i s is the m e a n i n g , i t seems 
to me, of the P y g m a l i o n theme w h i c h is repres
ented i n Z o l a ' s f i c t i o n t h r o u g h the theory of 
" i m p r e g n a t i o n , " a n d the character of the f e m a l e 
o r p h a n . 

S i g n i f i c a n t l y , m o s t ' i d e a l ' w o m e n of Z o l a ' s 
f i c t i o n are p o o r o r p h a n s . Indeed, for the e x p e r i 
m e n t a l nove l i s t , this is a perfect excuse to w i t h 
d r a w a character f r o m its o r i g i n a l m i l i e u a n d 
h a v e i t u n d e r g o a n e v o l u t i o n w h i c h o n l y its 
heredi ty m i g h t moderate , a c c o r d i n g to the o r t h o 
d o x y of h i s ' s c i e n t i f i c ' m e t h o d o l o g y . B u t there is 
a l s o i n this p l o y a means to create a masterpiece 
of some sort, w i t h o u t b e i n g h i n d e r e d by f o r e i g n 
e lements , a w a y to b u i l d ex nihilo a creature w h o 
w o u l d reflect a perfect ly i d e a l i z e d p i c t u r e of its 
M a k e r . M i e t t e (La Fortune des Rougon), D e n i s e 
(Au Bonheur des Dames), C a r o l i n e (L'Argent), 
H e n r i e t t e (La Debacle) a n d C l o t i l d e (Le Docteur 
Pascal) are a l l o r p h a n s , a n d t h o r o u g h l y i d e a l , 
' p a c i f i e d ' w o m e n , w e l l in tegrated i n t o p a t r i a r 
c h a l society. T h e s c u l p t o r A n t o i n e F r o m e n t of 
Paris is the best P y g m a l i o n type o f Z o l a ' s w o r k s . 
A descendant of P r i n c e C h a r m i n g a n d a fore
r u n n e r of the pas tor i n G i d e ' s Symphonie pasto
rale, he n o t o n l y raises a n o r p h a n to p e r f e c t i o n , 
b u t he a c t u a l l y achieves a m i r a c l e of c r e a t i n g a 
l i v i n g w o m a n . I n love w i t h L i s e , a y o u n g , 
a p p a r e n t l y re tarded, p a r a l y s e d w o m a n , he takes 
it u p o n h i m s e l f to a w a k e n her l ifeless m i n d a n d 
b o d y . T h e n a r r a t o r c o m m e n t s u p o n h i s e x p l o i t 
i n these terms: 

H e h a d taken the s l e e p i n g w o m a n , d e p r i v e d 
of m o v e m e n t a n d t h o u g h t , a n d he h a d 
a w a k e n e d her, h a d created her, h a d l o v e d 
her i n order to be l o v e d by her . A n d she was 
h is w o r k ; she was he ( O C V I I , 1530). 

I n this m o t i f , the i d e a l w o m a n becomes, of 
necessity, a n o n - b e i n g , the absence of the O t h e r 
w h o s e space the m a l e ego has f i l l e d w i t h h i s o w n 
i m a g i n a r y p r o j e c t i o n . T h e d o u b l e menace of the 

O t h e r a n d of Sex has t h u s been a b o l i s h e d 
t h r o u g h the d i s a p p e a r a n c e of the w o m a n a n d 
the g l o r i f i c a t i o n of the m a l e ego. 

W h a t a b o u t the f a m e d i m p a r t i a l i t y of N a t u 
r a l i s m ? W a s it , i n rea l i ty , b u t a s u b c o n s c i o u s 
g u i l e d e s i g n e d , t h r o u g h i ts p r o c l a i m e d t o o l s of 
Sc ience , T r u t h a n d E x p e r i m e n t a t i o n , a n d its 
a v o w e d esthetics of m i m e t i s m , the m o r e e f f i 
c i e n t l y to cover the m y t h o l o g i z i n g na ture o f its 
d i scourse? O r else, w a s i t a d i f fe rent k i n d of 
' N a t u r a l i s m ' w h i c h m e r e l y reflected the f a n -
tasms, taboos, ideals , a n d even the very s t ructure 
of the society w h i c h p r o d u c e d it , a n d w h i c h , for 
the m o s t par t , are s t i l l w i t h u s today? T o be sure , 
these bel iefs , fears a n d anx ie t i es c o n c e r n i n g 
w o m e n a n d f e m i n i n i t y are n o t Z o l a ' s a l o n e . 
T h e y are those of h i s t i m e a n d , to a lesser degree, 
of o u r o w n era. O n e is s u r p r i s e d , h o w e v e r , a n d 
p e r h a p s even n a i v e l y d i s a p p o i n t e d , that the ' l i b 
era l ' Z o l a , the m a n of p r i n c i p l e s , t h e o p p o n e n t o f 
p r e j u d i c e , the ' f r i e n d of w o m e n ' even, s h o u l d 
have been so d e e p l y c o n v i n c e d of their m a l i c e , so 
f e a r f u l of the i r e v i l i n f l u e n c e , so u n a b l e to divest 
h i m s e l f o f h i s p r e c o n c e i v e d ideas a g a i n s t t h e m , 
that w h e n c r e a t i n g h i s 'perfect , ' Utopian society 
he s h o u l d have felt compelled to ' p u t t h e m to 
d e a t h . ' T r u e , i t is a metaphorical dea th , b u t a n 
ef f ic ient o n e nonetheless . T h u s w i t h Z o l a , the 
u n d i s p u t e d leader o f the N a t u r a l i s t s , w o m e n fare 
n o better t h a n w i t h m o s t o ther wr i ters . 

N O T E S 

1. In " L a f i l l e a u theatre" (Une Campagne, Oeuvres Completes, 
L e B l o n d editor, Bernouard , 50 vols . , Par is , v o l . 46, p p 115-116) 
a n d fragments of a n art ic le i n Le Voltaire where Nana was 
a p p e a r i n g as a serial , as ci ted by H e n r i M i l t e r a n d i n his notes 
to the novel ( R M II, 1686). 

2. A m o n g his novels , La Conquete de Plassans, La Cureeand Le 
Docteur Pascal, as w e l l as Lourdes a n d Verite deal w i t h the 
q u e s t i o n of the e v i l i n f l u e n c e exerted by the c h u r c h o n g i r l s 
a n d w o m e n , w h i c h he a lso exposed a n d debated i n short 
stories a n d newspaper articles. Fur thermore , eleven novels (Le 
Voeu d'une Morle, Madeleine Ferat, La Curee, L'Assommoir, 
Pot-Bouille, La Joie de Vivre, L'oeuvre, Le Docteur Pascal, 
Paris, Travailand Verite)and n u m e r o u s articles denounce the 
p r e v a i l i n g systems of educat ion for g i r l s and/or present his 
ideas o n the subject. C a m i l l e See's l a w , passed i n 1881, was to 
create "lycees" for g i r l s a n d N o r m a l Schools for y o u n g w o m e n 
i n France. 



3. I n p a r t i c u l a r i n Au Bonheur des Dames a n d Fecondite a n d i n 
articles c o n c e r n i n g them. 

4. T h i s is the way Z o l a is viewed by A n n a K r a k o w s k i - F a y g e n b a u m 
i n her w o r k La Condition de la femme dans Voeuvre de Emile 
Zola (Paris : Nizet , 1974). 

5. Z o l a cal ls it "la felure." 
6. A s a y o u n g m a n E m i l e Z o l a was very m u c h in f luenced by 

Mich£let , p a r t i c u l a r l y by the his tor ian 's w r i t i n g s o n , and fas
c i n a t i o n w i t h , w o m e n a n d his concept of w o m a n as "malade." 

7. Z o l a was o n l y s h a r i n g i n a general belief of h is t ime. T h e 
G o n e o u r i Brothers ' Madame Gervaisais, A l p h o n s e Daudet 's 
L'Evangeliste testify to the same c o n v i c t i o n that r e l i g i o n is a 
s u b l i m a t i o n of w o m e n ' s sexual appetite a n d extreme piety a 
t y p i c a l l y f e m i n i n e characteristic . As to the quest ion of hyste
r i a , C h a r c o t a n d F r e u d bear witness to the fact that it was 
most ly considered a w o m a n ' s disease. 

8. M a r i o Praz's book o n the femme fatale i n nineteenth-century 
l i terature, The Romantic Agony ( L o n d o n : O x f o r d Univers i ty 
Press, 1933) does not discuss any of Zola 's novels. 

9. H e n r i M i t t e r a n d notes i n his art ic le " L ' i d e o l o g i e d u m y the 
dans Germinal" (La Pensee, A p r i l 1971, no . 156) a certain 
displacement of both e x p l o i t e d a n d explo i ter i n Zola 's f i c t i o n 
a n d a tendency to attr ibute the i l l s of society to " n a t u r a l " 
rather than h is tor ica l causes. 

10. W o m e n are not the o n l y incarnat ions of ev i l to be f o u n d i n 
Zola ' s w o r k s . T h e " b a d " workers ( L a n t i e r i n L'Assommoir, 
C h a v a l i n Germinal, R a g u i n Travail) serve the same purpose, 
as d o the " b a d " priests ( A r c h a n g i a s i n La Faute de I'Abbee 
Mouret, Faujas i n La Conquete de Plassans a n d G o r g i a s i n 
Verite). 
H o w e v e r , w h i l e the " b a d " worker or the " b a d " priest can 
symbol ize the O t h e r respectively for the bourgeois conscious
ness or the ant i c l e r i ca l in te l lec tua l , w o m a n is a m u c h more 
general stereotype of ev i l t h r o u g h o u t Zola 's f i c t i o n . 

11. In h is w o r k , Zola et les mythesou De la nauseeau Salut, Par is , 
S e u i l , 1971. 

12. In L'Assommoir ( R M II, 467). Pot-Bouille ( R M III, 368-371), 
La Jote de Vivre ( R M III. 1082) and La Terre ( R M I V , 587). 

13. T h e inf luence of posit ivist t h i n k i n g o n Z o l a is w e l l k n o w n . 
14. T h i s theory, borrowed by Z o l a f r o m D r . L u c a s , a contempor

ary scientist, c l a i m s that w o m e n w i l l forever b e l o n g to the m a n 
w i t h w h o m they first had sexual intercourse a n d that c h i l d r e n 
b o r n of other m e n w i l l a lways resemble the first lover. T h i s 
theme is most ly present i n early works (Madeleine Ferat, Les 
Mysteres de Marseille); but it also appears i n later novels 
(L'Assommoir a n d Le Docteur Pascal). 

•For a more detai led analysis of this w h o l e ques t ion , see m y book, 
L'Eros et la femme chezZola$s51 (Paris: Klincksieck, 1977). 
The following abbreviations have been used; 
OC - Emile Zola, Oeuvres Completes, Cercle d u L i v r e Prec ieux, 15 
vols. , Par is , 1966-1969. 
R M - E m i l e Z o l a , Les Rougon-Mac quart, B i b l r o t h e q u e de la P l e i -
ade, 5 vols . , Par is , 1960-1967. 
V o l u m e a n d page references are f r o m these edi t ions , unless other
wise stated, a n d they appear i n parentheses i n the text. T r a n s l a t i o n s 
are m i n e . For the convenience of the reader I a m p r o v i d i n g a chrono
log ica l list of E m i l e Zola ' s novels: 

T h e First Novels : 

1865 La Confession de Claude; 1866 Le Voeu d'une morte; 1867 Les 
Mysteres de Marseille and Therese Raquin; 1868 Madeleine Ferat. 

Les Rougon-Macquart (His to i re naturel le et sociale d u n e f a m i l l e 
sous le Second E m p i r e ) 

1871 La Fortune des Rougon; 1872 La Curee; 1873 Le Ventre de 
Paris; 1874 La Conquete de Plassans; 1875 La Faute de VAbbe 
Mouret; 1876 Son Excellence Eugene Rougon; 1877 L'assommoir; 
1878- Vne Page d'amour; 1880 Nana; 1882 Pot-Bouille; 1883 Au 
Bonheur des Dames; 1884 La Joie de vivre; 1885 Germinal; 1886 
L'Oeuvre; 1887 La Terre; mSLeReve; 1890 La Bete humaine; 1891 
L Argent; 1892 La Debacle; 1893 Le Docteur Pascal. 

The Last Novels 

Les Trots Villes: 1894 Lourdes; 1896 Rome; 1898 Paris. Les Quatres 
Evangtles: 1899 Fecondite; 1901 Travail; 1903 Verite. Z o l a d i e d i n 
1902, not h a v i n g wri t ten the projected, last " g o s p e l , " " Jus t i ce . " 


