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ABSTRACT 

An examination i s made* in this dissertation, of the art criticism 

of Zola and Huysmans. Chapter One provides a biographical framework; 

this i s based mainly on correspondence between Zola and Huysmans. 

Chapter Two contains an expose of Zola's li t e r a r y theory, with 

especial reference to Le Roman experimental, and includes a discussion 

of realism and Naturalism making reference to the writings of Balzac, 

Flaubert and Goneourt. The particular characteristics of Zola's 

li t e r a r y theory are pointed out: his insistence upon truth and the 

author's individuality; this i s paralleled in his art criticism, as 

Chapter Four i l l u s t r a t e s . 

Chapter Three examines Huysmans' lit e r a r y theory with reference 

to his novels and the differences between Huysmans' Naturalism and 

Zola's. The increasing importance of the spiritual element, yet 

continued adherence to Naturalist practice i s illustrated. 

Chapter Four begins with a description of the world of the arts 

i n Paris when Zola wrote his "Salons". This i s followed by an account 

of Zola's relationships with Independent painters of his time. Finally 

an examination of Zola's writings on art i s made, and the formula by 

which he expressed his art theory i s discussed: "Une ceuvre d'art est 

un coin de l a creation vu a. travers un temperament.n The qualities 

Zola admired i n a painter (and which reflected characteristics of his 

own writing) are observed: the vigour and solidity of Courbet, the 

sincerity of Manet and the Impressionists. I t i s further observed 

that the avant-garde r e a l i s t painters appealed to a democratic sense 

in Zola, although his views on the technique of painting, essentially 

conservative, could not fully embrace the Impressionists' avant-garde 

technique. 



Chapter Five follows a similar pattern to the previous chapter 

and contains a discussion of Huysmans1 writings on a r t , commenting 

on his acumen and objectivity as c r i t i c i n appreciating the work of 

Impressionists, Cezanne, Gauguin and others. The increasing 

subjectivity, however, and preoccupation with spiritual rather than 

a r t i s t i c matters parallels the development i n his novel-writing, as 

illustrated i n Chapter Three. 

In conclusion, an assessment i s attempted of the c r i t i c a l 

writings on a r t of Zola and Huysmans. 
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ETORODUCTIQN 

I I y a plus de veritable critique dans 1* appreciation inspiree d'un 
artiste &.u d'un poete que dans toutes les combinaisons systematiques 
des professeurs et des erudits. ( l ) 

The most perceptive art c r i t i c of mid-nineteenth century France 

was, without doubt, Baudelaire. (2) His writings on art bear out the 

thought expressed above by Moreau. Zola and Huysmans both owed much 

to Baudelaire. Like Baudelaire, they gave their opinions, as li t e r a r y 

men, on the a r t i s t s of their period. In their individual ways, each 

contributed to the changing a r t i s t i c attitudes of the second half of 

the century; and,remarkably, each had the g i f t of appreciating the 
i. 

qualities of contemporary a r t i s t s whose names are s t i l l respected 

today - Manet, Degas, Redon and others. 

I t i s proposed, in this dissertation, to examine the art 

criticism of Zola and Huysmans, and to evaluate i t s importance. 

Chapter One i s concerned with the biographical relationship between the 

two authors. Since i t has been found desirable to take into account 

the literary theories of Zola and Huysmans-, which, in both cases, 

have a direct relationship to their art theory, Chapters Two and Three 

deal with the literary attitudes of Zola and Huysmans respectively. 

Chapter Four contains an analysis of Zola's writings on art and a r t i s t s , 

Chapter Five an examination of Huysmans• art criticism. In conclusion, 

an attempt i s made to assess the significance of the two authors' 

opinions. The implications and further possible lines of thought 

developing from these are also discussed. 

The period when the two novelists were formulating their c r i t i c a l 

views (approximately 1865 to 1890) was one of change and renewal in the 

(1) Moreau : Cahiers, vol. 2, p.55. 
(2) Baudelaire : 0^., vols. L'Art romantique and Curiosites esthetiques 



? 

fields of art and literature. The work of Realist painters shook the 

roots of the established school of painting, while Zola's Naturalist 

novels created both controversy- and the inspiration for a new group 

of writers - the "groupe de Medan" as they became known - of which 

Huysmans was an enthusiastic member. Zola's writings on &rt played 

a leading part in defending Manet during the scandal raised by the 

painter's work. Huysmans' c r i t i c a l writings span the work of Manet 

and the Impressionists and also of painters who reacted against the 

Realist movement of the f i f t i e s and sixti e s . In some ways, Huysmans' 

later art criticism forms the opposite partner to Zola's, the contrast 

being between Symbolism (or dream-painting) and Naturalism, ( l ) 

However, the two c r i t i c s do not f a l l comfortably into these simple 

categories. There are elements of the idealist and of the r e a l i s t i n 

both. Their criticism i s enlightening from two points of view: 

f i r s t l y , i t widens our appreciation of the a r t i s t s discussed and, 

secondly, i t gives insight into their own particular a r t i s t i c beliefs 

and tastes. 

( l ) These two terms w i l l be defined during the course of the dissertation* 
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• i-

CHAPTER ONE 

RELATIONS BETWEEN ZOLA AND HUYSMANS 

This Chapter contains a brief account of the relationship 

shared by Zola and Huysmans in social, l i t e r a r y and a r t i s t i c affairs. 

The evidence cited i s mainly that found in letters exchanged by the 

two men. ( l ) Huysmans, eight years younger than Zola, became f i r s t 

an admirer, then a l i t e r a r y collaborator with the l a t t e r and an 

ardent exponent of Naturalism (as Chapter Three w i l l i l l u s t r a t e ) . 

However, the association between the two literary figures was to 

diminish i n later years after the publication of A Rebours, the novel 

in which Huysmans betrayed his anti-Naturalist tendencies. (2) The 

contents of this Chapter are largely factual, the intention being to 

give a biographical basis to the li t e r a r y and a r t i s t i c views of Zola 

and Huysmans contained i n the following Chapters. 

Huysmans met Zola i n 1876, when Henry Ceard accompanied him to ., 

Zola's house in the Rue St. Georges. (3) A letter of the 13th. 

December 1976 from Zola complimented Huysmans on the novel he had 

brought with him on that occasion: Marthe. Zola expressed reservations . 

about Huysmans' rather over-done style: ! 

... je crois que le l i v r e gagnerait, a etre ecrit d'une facon plus j }' 
bonhomme. Vous avez un style assess riche pour ne pas abuser du style. (4).jj ;! 

(1) Zola: O.C., 14 (Correspondence); Huysmans: Lettres inedites a Emile Zola. 
(2) Huysmans: O.C., 7. !| 
(3J Baldick: The Life of J . K. Huysmans. p. 36. 
(4) Zola: O.C., 14. p. 13S0 (letter to Huysmans dated 13th December 1876). 11 
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Zola's attitude i n the letter i s one of encouragement and 

friendly advice. Huysmans became a regular v i s i t o r to Zola's Thursday 

"soirees", which were also attended by Alexis, Hennique and Maupassant, 

and where Zola was happy to be the presiding figure. This group of 

friends gave Zola their support during the controversy provoked by 

L'Assommoir. The novel was serialised partly i n Le Bien public and 

partly i n La Republique des Lettres after the editor of the f i r s t 

paper had bowed to public opinion and discontinued publication of 

L'Assommoir in seri a l form, ( l ) A l e t t e r from Huysmans praised the 

novel for i t s beauty, poignancy and power. (2) Huysmans*s sympathy 

with Zola's naturalistic aims i s shown i n a letter from him to Zola 

dated " f i n j u i l l e t 1877" i n which he quotes the opinion of a woman 

of the working class about L1Assommoir : 

...c'est trop vrai, moi je n'aime pas 9a, je le vois trop tous les 
jours! - Cet avis venant d'une ouvriere qui declare que c'est 
absolument vrai, et qui a pleure comme une madeleine, dit-elle, a l a 
mort de Lalie, me semble precieux; d'autant que cette femme a 
frequente des ouvriers toute sa vie. (3) 

The 16th April 1877 has been taken as the date of the launching 

of the Naturalist school. (4) I t was then that the much-publicised 

"diner Trapp" was held, attended by Octave Mirbeau, Huysmans, Paul 

Alexis, Leon Hennique, Henry Ceard and others, along with the writers 

admired by these men; Zola, Flaubert and E. de Goncourt. (5) 

Huysmans continued to associate with such literary figures, v i s i t i n g 

Flaubert's Sunday gatherings where Bdmond de Goncourt and Zola were 

usually present. (6) Zola saw in Huysmans a potentially powerful 

(1) Hemmings: Emile Zola, p.134, describes the uproar caused by L'Assommbir, 
and the charges of immorality i t provoked. 

(2) Huysmans : Lettres inedites sL Emile Zola, letter dated c. 7*1*1877 i 
(3) Ibid., letter dated "fin j u i l l e t 1877". 
(4) Hemmings : ffimile Zola, p.l66. 
(5) v. Ceard's art i c l e in La Revue hendomadaire, 21:11:1908. 
(6) Baldick : The l i f e of J . K. Huysmans, p.39 
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combatant i n the cause of Naturalism, the movement which, under Zola's 

leadership, would carry realism i n the novel to i t s ultimate expression, 

by describing the l i f e of the working classes of Paris accurately and 

frankly, ( l ) Zola thus urged Ceard to encourage Huysmans to continue 

writing his novel Les Soeurs Vatard : 

Que me dites-vous? Huysmans a lache son roman sur les brocheuses! 
Qu'est-ce done? Un simple acces de paresse, n*est-ce pas? une 
faineantise causee par l a chaleur? Mais i l faut qu'il travaille, 
dites-le-lui bien. I I est notre espoir, i l n'a pas-le droit de 
lacher son roman, quand le groupe a besoin d'eeuvres. (2) 

The novel was eventually completed by Huysmans and dedicated 

to Zola, who reviewed i t i n Le Voltaire on the 4th March 1879: 

Je voudrais bien que l e s faiseurs de romans et de melodrames 
ineptes sur le peuple eussent 1'idee de l i r e Les Soeurs Vatard de 
M. J . K. Huysmans. I l s - y verraient l e peuple dans sa verite. (3) 

The highly-detailed descriptions of Parisian scenes contained i n 

Les Soeurs Vatard were i n the Naturalist s p i r i t , akin- with descriptions 

by Zola and by the Goncourt brothers. (4) Huysmans showed his 

enthusiasm for Naturalism when he wrote to Zola in September 1878, 

at the time when Nana was in the process of publication: "Ca va 

faire un f i e r argument pour l e naturaliste, ce l i v r e - l a ! les bons 

hugolistes n'ont qu'a, se tenir." (5). 

( l ) Naturalism w i l l always be spelt With a capital when i t i s used to refer 
to the literary movement, developing from the realism of Balzac and 
Flaubert, associated with Zola and his c i r c l e and with the Goncourt 
brothers, which, i n a broad definition, sought to depict everyday l i f e , 
including that of the working classes, i n as truthful a manner as 
possible. The different emphases present i n the Naturalism of Zola 
and of Huysmans are examined i n Chapters 2 and 3. 

2) Zola : OjC., 14, p. 1396, letter to Ceard dated 16:7:1877. 
3) Zola : 0^C.t 10, p.1307. The text i s that of Zola's Le Voltaire articl0 

which was reprinted under the t i t l e "Trois debuts", " i i M.J.K.Huysmahs!'. 
(4) Examples of Huysmans1 Naturalist style are contained i n Chapter 3. 
(5) Huysmans : Lettres inedites a Emile Zola, letter dated c. 10:9:1878. 



The series of articles concerning the Salon of 1879 which 

Huysmans wrote for Le Voltaire further demonstrates his closeness to 

Zola's attitudes, ( l ) I t was Zola who recommended to the editor of 

the newspaper, Laffitte, that Huysmans should undertake the Salon 

reports. Collaboration between the two writers continued with the 

publication of the volume entitled Les Soirees de. Medan, the 

collection of short stories (based on the invasion of 1870 and 

subsequent events) written by Zola, Huysmans, Ceard,, Hennique, Alexis 

and Maupassant. (2) Huysmans was encouraged by Zola's favourable 

review of his prose-poem "Le Gousset" (included i n Croquis Parisiens 

published in 1880). "Le Gousseti, being a discussion of feminine 

armpits, had earned Huysmans a reputation with the c r i t i c s , as he 

told Zola in a l e t t e r at the time: "L'on commence a me considerer 

comme un erotomane qui aurait fort besoin de douches et de potions 

camphrees. (3). 

The year 1880 saw the conception and collapse of a project to 

publish a Naturalist newspaper to be called La Comedie humaine. 

Huysmans was to have been the editor. (4) The financial d i f f i c u l t i e s 

caused by the intended publisher, Derveaux, have been clearly recorded 

by Pierre Lambert i n his notes to the edition of Huysmans1 letters to 

Zola already cited. (5) I t i s sufficient here to say that the project 

never got under way through lack of funds. Huysmans, disappointed, 

considered Zola's suggestion that they should issue a four-page 

edition, then finall y resigned as editor. I t i s interesting, however 

(1) These are discussed in Chapter 5. 
(2) v. Deffoux and Zavie 1 Le Groupe de Medan, pp.10,11. 
(3) Huysmans: Lettres inedites a Emile Zola, p.38 (l e t t e r xv). 
(4) v. Hemmings: Emile Zola, p.l67 for further details. 
(5) Huysmans: Lettres inedites a Emile Zola, pp.54 et seq. 



to note some of'lbhe intended contents of the "premier numerd": 

"Lettre-Manifeste" de Zola 
"La politique et l e nihilisme d&Herzen" par J.K.Huysmans. 
"Sensations inedites" par Edmond de Goncourt. 
"Croquis Parisien; Pantin" par J.K.Huysmans. 
"Psychologie des Jesuites" (ou une tres courte nouvelle) 

par Guyyde Maupassant. 

Zola's manifesto was very much i n the fighting s p i r i t , 

proclaiming the newspaper contributors' ambition to speak the truth; 
Ainsi, vous etes resolus a lancer l e journal de combat, dont nous 
avons parle souvent. Allez done, puisque le besoin et 1'ambition du 
vrai vous emportent! ( l ) 
He revelled in the thought of the insults which he anticipated the 

newspaper would provoke: 

Mais je vous plains autant que je vous encourage, car les 
verites se paient cherement en injures, et i l est s i aise de vivre 
prudemment a. 1'ecart, qii'il faut avoir l a passion du sacrifice pour 
rever de se mettre en travers de l a betise humaine. Croyez-en un 
homme qui a bientot vingt annees de huees et de boue, sur les epaules.(2) 

After the non-publication of La Comedie humaine, Huysmans turned 

to his novel En Menage. (3) Zola involved himself in.writing Pot-Bouille^ 

aided by Huysmans among others i n the gathering of documentation. 
i 

Letters from Huysmans to Zola of June l88l contain diverse information 

about architects, copyists and the houses of the rue St. Hoch 

inhabited by the clergy. (4). Thus, Zola did not hesitate to 'use* his 

friend in his search for authentic background material. There i s no 

evidence in his letters to Zola that Huysmans found this i r r i t a t i n g ; 

his opinion of the finished novel paid tribute to i t s Naturalism 

( i . e . i t s accuracy i n conveying the impression of everyday l i f e ) : 

(1) Ibid. 
(2) Ibid. 
(3) published Feb. 1881. 
(4) Huysmans: op. c i t . , letters xxvi to xxix. 



Ce que ca tapage! Ce que ca sent l'evier et l e graillon des cuisines... 
...c'est l a vie,-elle-meme, rendue avec un grand accent, ( l ) . 

A parallel may be drawn here between the Naturalist novel and 

Impressionist painting. The description of Zola's Naturalism by 

Huysmans holds much of the essence of the Impressionist aim - to capture 

the feel of a scene, the immediate whole. The realism of Impressionism 

w i l l be discussed i n Chapters Four and Five. I t may simply be remarked, 

in passing, that " l a vie, elle-meme, rendue avec un grand accent" i s 

an apt description of Zola's writing, but might equally be applied to 

the Repasseuses of Degas or the Moulin, de l a Galette by Renoir. 

Returning, however, to Huysmans1 letter of the sixteenth of April, 

i t i s noticeable that he was not, by this time, afraid of c r i t i c i s i n g 

certain points i n Pot-3ouille - the lack of realism i n the language 

of Zola's female bourgeois characters, for example. Their speech, he 

observed should be "plus jesuite que cela et plus faussement 

distingue". (2). Since April 1879 Huysmans has dropped the more 

humble opening"BoiESPber maitre" and prefers to begin his letters 

"Cher Zola", apparently feeling himself to be more of an equal to Zola 

than a disciple. Zola's encouragement of Huysmans in his career as 

novelist continued. He published a favourable review of Huysmans* 

work En Menage. (3) In 1882, following the publication by Huysmans | 

of A Van l'Eau, Zola wrote to his friend saying "Vous avez une 

original!te qui s'affirme". (4). The tone of Zola's l e t t e r i s 

somewhat patronising - i t i s evident that Zola s t i l l considered himself : 

as the leader of the Naturalist group, urging on a less-experienced 

author. 

(1) Ibid., letter dated 16:4:1882. 
(2) Ibid. 
(3) i n Le Figaro. 11:4:1881. 
(4) Zola: Ô C., 14, p.1415 (letter to Huysmans dated 27:111882). 



The publication of Huysmans1 L'Art Moderne in 1883 provoked a 

lett e r in which Zola showed himself to be aware of the difference i n 

their tastes, especially as far as Courbet and Degas were concerned: 

Je n'en suis pas a jeter Courbet aux demolitions et a, proclamer Degas 
le plus grand artiste moderne. 
... de connais beaucoup Degas, et depuis longtemps. CSein'est qu'un 
constipe du plus j o l i talent, ( l ) . 

Since Huysmans, as w i l l be illustrated i n Chapter Five, held Degas 

in high regard, here was obviously a divergence of opinion. As for 

the rest of Zola's comments on L'Art Moderne, he was on safer ground 

in praising Huysmans' hatred of "le faux et le bete." (2). This was 

the same academic, mediocre painting Zola himself had campaigned 

against in his own Salon reviews. (3)* 

I t was with the publication of Huysmans' novel A Rebours that 

the differences i n taste between the two authors were finally made 

clear. Huysmans had broached the subject of his anti-naturalistic 

novel i n a letter written to Zola i n 1882: 

...je me suis remis au travail - plonge dans une sorte de roman-
fantaisie bizarre, une folie nerveuse qui sera, crois, assez neuve, 
mais qui fera demander mon immediat intemement a Charenton... (4). 

He excused himself, jokingly, i n a le t t e r of the following year, by . 

insulting his own creation: "Je suis toujours,, pour ma part, attele 

dans mon absurde bouguin..." (§). When the novel was finally 

published in 1884 Zola wrote a slightly aocusatory but tactful l e t t e r 

to his friend, giving his impression of A Rebours. He recognised the 

divergence of their ways: 

(1) Zola: O.C.. 14, p.1427 (letter to Huysmans dated 10:5:1883.) 
(2) Ibid. 
(3) v. infra chapter 4. 
(4) Huysmans: Lettres inedites a Emile Zola, letter dated c. 15:11:1882. 
(5) Ibid., letter dated 23:11:1883. 



Quant a nous autres ( i . e . Zola's N a t u r a l i s t school), a l a f i n , nous 
sommes la. un peu par complaisance de l'auteur n'est-ce pas? 
Des Esseintes communie tres drolement en Mall arme. Une curieuse 
d e f i n i t i o n de Baudelaire. La tortue exquise, surtout avec sa branche 
de pierrerie's, qui est d'un j o l i raffinement... De belles pages de 
c r i t i q u e a r t i s t i q u e sur les peintres aimes de Des Esseintes. 
Personnellement, j e n'ai que de l a c u r i o s i t e pour Gustave Moreau. ( l ) . 

He f u r t h e r made a wry comment on the decadent heroides Esseintes, of 

Huysmans* novel: 
Le mieux pour l u i s e r a i t de se l a i s s e r emporter par sa mal adie d'estomac, 
puisque l e monde ne l u i parait pas habitable. (2). 

Huysmans1 reply t o Zola was an attempt to persuade him that the ideas 

expressed by des Esseintes were c e r t a i n l y not his own - "des idees 

diametralement opposees aux miennes'.111 (3) However, the gap between the 

two authors' l i t e r a r y and a r t i s t i c views was now apparent to Zola. (4). 
I 

Not deceived by Huysmans' p r o p i t i a t o r y words, Zola realised that he no i 

longer had i n Huysmans a fellow-combatant f o r Naturalism. The preface 

which Huysmans wrote f o r the 1903 e d i t i o n of A Rebours t e l l s of Zola's 

reproach that the novel was a " t e r r i b l e blow" f o r Naturalism. (5) 

Relations between Zola and Huysmans were hence forward less 

closely linked although they continued to correspond. I f Zola had 

been offended by A Rebours, Huysmans' l e t t e r s a f t e r t h i s period s t i l l 

expressed admiration of Zola's novels - Germinal, La Terre, L'Argent.(6). ' 

Zola wrote a sympathetic l e t t e r t o Huysmans i n 1$89 when the l a t t e r had 

f a l l e n i l l . ( 7 ) Huysmans, i n 1892 and 1896 wrote f u r t h e r complimentary 

l e t t e r s on the publication by Zola of La Debacle and Rome. (8). 

(1) Zola: O.C.. 14, p. 1433 ( l e t t e r to Huysmans dated 20:5:1884). 
(2) I b i d . , p.1434. 
(3) Huysmans: Lettres inedites a Emile Zola, l e t t e r dated c. 25:5sl884. 
(4) An examination of t h i s point i s contained i n the following Chapters. 
(5) Huysmans: O.C., 7 i P« x x i i . 
(6) v. Huysmans: Lettres inedites a Emile Zola, l e t t e r s x l i v (5:1885), 

l i i (c. .2^6:1887) and l v i i i (26:3:1891) respectively. 
(7) Zola: O.C.. 14, p.1468, l e t t e r dated 6:3:1889. 
(8) Huysmans: op. c i t . , l e t t e r s l i x (6:1892) and l x (14:5:1896). 



Mien Zola died, i n 1902, Huysmans expressed his g r i e f i n a l e t t e r t o 

Ceard: 

Je ne suis pas a l l e , bien entendu, me meler a. cette cohue 
( i . e . at Zola's funeral) et a i prefere a l l e r p r i e r pour l e pauvre 
homme, en un coin... 
Ces morts remuent tout de mime de v i e i l l e s cendres, et j e me sens 
p r i s , lorsque j ' y songe, d'une immense tri s t e s s e et d'une horreur 
qui s'a'ccelere de jours en jours, de mon temps... ( l ) . 

From t h i s b r i e f resume of the relationship between Zola and 

Huysmans, we may go on to a consideration of the development of the 

l i t e r a r y theories of the two novelists. 

( l ) I b i d . , p.146 ( l e t t e r to Ceard dated 5:10:1902). 



CHAPTER TWO 

ZOLA'S LITERARY THEORY: 

NATURALISM AND LE ROMAN EXPERIMENTAL • j 

An examination i s made, i n t h i s Chapter, of the various elements 

of Zola's l i t e r a r y theory. The i n t e n t i o n i s not so much to prove the 

inadequacies of Zola's "roman experimental" idea or to point out the 

differences between his theory and his practice as n o v e l i s t , but to 

present Zola's l i t e r a r y views as a basis f o r comparison with his views 

on painting. There are s i m i l a r i t i e s , i n e v i t a b l y , between the two, 

and one complements the other i n an understanding of Zola's meaning. • 

The word Naturalism i s connected with Zola more than with any other •'• 
i, 

author and he, more than any other, imprinted the Nat u r a l i s t movement 

i n Prench l i t e r a t u r e w ith h i s own p a r t i c u l a r stamp, ( l ) 

NATURALISM: Influence of r e a l i s t n ovelists; the Goncourts and the 

"roman documentaire"; a d e f i n i t i o n of Naturalism. 

Zola's reputation as the founder of Naturalism was disputed by 
t * 

Edmond de Goncourt. An entry i n the Journal of 1891 i s a testimony 

to Goncourt's claim to be the o r i g i n a t o r of the genre. Not only was 

he the ori g i n a t o r , he claimed i n reply to Buret's questions, but he 

was the f i r s t one to extract himself from the genre once i t was exhausted. (2) 

Apart from being a revelation of Goncourt's character, the entry i s not 

p a r t i c u l a r l y s i g n i f i c a n t . Neither Zola nor Edmond de Goncourt invented 

Naturalism. The movement was a d i r e c t progression from the realism of 

(1) The Nat u r a l i s t movement i s taken as l a s t i n g , approximately, from the 
l a t e 1860s to the early 1890s. 

(2) Goncourt: Journal, 1.6.1891. Buret's Enquete sur I n v o l u t i o n l i t t e r a i r e 
was published i n 1891* . .. , 



Balzac and Flaubert. These were the w r i t e r s most admixed, by the 

Goncourts, Zola, Huysmans and t h e i r f r i e n d s . The " b i b l e " of 

Natural i s t novelists, as Huysmans acknowledged, was Flaubert's 

1'Education sentimentale. ( l ) The projected Natu r a l i s t newspaper 

of 1880 was to h ave been called La Comedie humaine, a t r i b u t e t o 

Balzac. (2) 

The ambition common to realism and to Naturalism was that of 

depicting r e a l contemporary society i n as impartial and accurate a 

manner as possible. Naturalist w r i t e r s followed the example of 

Balzac and Flaubert i n t h e i r scrupulous c o l l e c t i n g of relevant d e t a i l 

i n p r e p a r a t i o n f o r t h e i r novels. (3) Lionnet's d e f i n i t i o n of the 

" r e a l i s t novel" (examples of t h i s might be La Cousine Bette by Balzac 

or Flaubert's Madame Bov ary) might be applied equally to the 

Natu r a l i s t novel: 

La formule du roman r e a l i s t e e t a i t a peu pres c e l l e - c i : personnages 
ordinaires, evenements ordinaires, s t y l e impersonnel. (4; 

The Goncourt brothers frequently expressed a si m i l a r idea to the 

one which Balzac had put forward i n h i s foreword to the Comedie 

humaine: the conception of the novelist as "his t o r i a n of the present. 

I n the Preface to Germinie Lacerteux, f o r example, the brothers 

defined the novelist's task a s the w r i t i n g of " l ' h i s t o i r e morale 

contemporaihe." (5) This phrase i s reminiscent of Balzac's ambition 

(1) Huysmans: O.C., 7, p . v i i (Preface to A Rebours). 
(2) v. supra p.6. " 
(3) Martino: Le Naturalisms Francais, p. 15 describes Flaubert's 

s c i e n t i f i c method of c o l l e c t i n g information f o r h i s novels. 
(4) Lionnet: L'Evolution des idees chez quelques-uns de nos 

contemporains, p.207-
(5) Goncourt: Prefaces et Manifestes l i t t e r a i r e s , p.22. 
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to w r i t e " l ' h i s t o i r e des moeurs." ( l ) "La societe franeaise a l l a i t 

etre l ' h i s t o r i e n , j e ne devais etre que l e secretaire" might have been 

a c i t a t i o n from a Goncourt preface; i t was, of course, Balzac's 

expression.(2) Goncourt wrote: 

Les historiens sont des raconteurs du passe; les romanciers des 

raconteurs du present. (3) S i m i l a r i t i e s a r e thus evident between 

Balzac's theory and that of his r e a l i s t successors the Goncourts, who 

might be classed as the l a s t of theLnineteenth century r e a l i s t s or the 

f i r s t of the Na t u r a l i s t s . 

However, i t i s important to make the point that although Balzac 

and Flaubert might be referred to as r e a l i s t novelist's, they did not 

put the consideration of realism above a l l others. . Balzac had an 

ambition to organise h i s observations and cl a s s i f y the society he 

studied i n t o i t s various types ("Especes sociales"). (4) He wished, 

moreover, to formulate the l aws of human behaviour: 

En dressant l ' i n v e n t a i r e des vices et des vertus, en rassemblant les 
principaux f a i t s des passions, en peignant les caracteres, en choisissant 
les evenements principaux de l a Societe, en composant des types par l a 
reunion des t r a i t s de plusieurs caracteres homogehes, peut-etre pouvais-je 
a r r i v e r a ecrire l ' h i s t o i r e oubliee par tant d'historiens, c e l l e des 
moeurs. (5) 

Flaubert, i n h i s correspondence, made i t clear that he put the 

consideration of a r t above that of t r u t h (or realism). He wrote, i n 

(1) Balzac: O.C., 1, p. 7 ("Avant-propos" de l a Comedie humaine). 
(2) I b i d . 
(3) Goncourt: Journal, 24.lO.l864. 
(4) Balzac: 0.0.. 1, p. 4. 
(5) I b i d . , p.7. The s i m i l a r i t y between Balzac's ambition, as expressed 

i n his "Avant-pr6pos"and Zola's, as stated i n Le Roman experimental' : 
a r e f u r t h e r discussed i n the second section of t h i s Chapter. 

http://24.lO.l864


1856, f o r example: 

La morale de l ' A r t consiste dans sa beaute meme, et j'estime par-dessus 
tout d'abord l e s t y l e , et ensuite l e V r a i . ( l ) 

Both Balzac and Flaubert departed, i n practice, from r e a l i s t tenets. 

The Romantic aspect of Balzac's work i s apparent i n his novels and 

short stories concerned with the supernatural: wLes Deux Reves*', 

La Peau de Chagrin, "Seraphitatl 'ILes Proscrits". I n the works of 

Flaubert the realism of L'Education sentimentale and Madame Bovary 

i s counter-balanced by the Romantic Salammbo and La Tentation de Saint 

Antoine. 

There i s a gap, s i m i l a r l y , between Zola's theory and his novels, 

which often neglect the s c i e n t i f i c claims he made f o r the novelist. (2.) 

The Goncourts, however, and other Naturalist w r i t e r s such as 

Ceard, Alexis and Huysmans kept closer to realism. I n h i s work on 

Naturalism, M artino observes that the Goncourts had " s i completement 

realis e les aspirations r e a l i s t e s . " (3) The novel published i n 1865 

by the brothers, Germinie Lacerteux, was an example of t h e i r scrupulous 

att e n t i o n to the gathering of accurate facts from r e a l l i f e . The novel 

was based on a minutely-detailed study of the Goncourts * maid; i n the 

Preface the brothers gave a sample of the diary of events from which 

the novel was composed.(4) Subsequent novels by the Goncourts showed 

that they s t i l l adhered to the same scrupulous method: Manette Salomon, 

Madame Gervaisais. La F i l l e E l i s a , La Faustin - a l l are examples of 

precise documentations from d i f f e r e n t areas of society used as the basis 

f o r a novel.(5) 

(1) Flaubert: O.C.. 7, p.509, l e t t e r to Louis Bonenfant, 12.12.1856 
(2) v. i n f r a section 2 of t h i s Chapter. 
(3) Martino: Le Naturalisme francais, p..20. 
(4) Goncourt: Prefaces et Manifestes l i t t e r a i r e s , pp.23 et seq. 
(5) Published i n 1867, 1869, 1877, 1882 respectively. 
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The Goncourts* novel Germinie Lacerteux i s s i g n i f i c a n t i n a 

consideration of Zola's development since i t was the f i r s t of what 

might properly he termed the "Naturalist 1 1 novelB. Zola read, the novel and 

was prompted to w r i t e an a r t i c l e i n praise of i t . ( l ) Zola's own novel 

Therese Raquin. published i n 1867, gained the support of the Goncourt 

brothers. (2) Thus the Goncourts might indeed claim to be the 

originators of the Naturalist movement, i f not of Naturalism i t s e l f 

(which was essentially an exaggerated realism). 

I t i s necessary, however, to define what i s understood here by 

Naturalism. The Naturalism of the Goncourts d i f f e r e d i n certain 

respects from that of Zola. To the two brothers the main quality of 

t h e i r novels was t h e i r f i d e l i t y to r e a l i t y . Although Edmond de 

Goncourt claimed, i n 1891, that he was the r i g h t f u l founder.of 

Naturalism (the term,by that date, had found general acceptance) e a r l i e r 

he and Jules had disassociated themselves from the expression. The 

novel, as they envisaged i t , was essentially documentary: 

Le roman, depuis Balzac, h'a plus r i e n de commun avec ce que nos 
peres entendaient par roman. Le roman actuel se f a i t avec des 
documents, racontes ou releves d'apres n a t u r e , comme l ' h i s t o i r e se f a i t 
avec des documents ecrits.(3) 

The term used by Edmond, i n his Preface to La Faustin, was not "roman 

na t u r a l i s t e " , but "ecole du document humain": 

je veux f a i r e un roman qui sera simplement une etude psychologique 
et physiologique de jeune f i l l e , grandie et elevee dans l a serre chaude 
d'une capitale, un roman b a t i sur des documents humains. 
His footnote expanded the phrase "documents humains": 

Cette expression, tres blaguee dans l e moment, j'en reclame l a 
paternite, l a regardant, cette expression, comme l a formule definissant 
l e mieux et l e plus significativemerit Ie mode nouveau de t r a v a i l de 
1'ecole qui a succede* au romantisme: 1*ecole du document husiain.(4) 

(1) Printed i n Le Salut public. 24.2.1865, reprinted i n Mies Haines. 
(2) Hemmings: Emile Zola, p.162. 
(3) Goncourt: Journal, 24.lO.l864 u t t e r a j r e s . 
(4) Goncourt: Prefaces et Manifestes/, p.60 (Preface to La Faustin). 

http://24.lO.l864


The assessment of the French novel i n the 1870s made by 

P e l l i s s i e r , a contemporary of the Goncourts and Zola, sums up the 

Goncourt a t t i t u d e : 

Le roman conteEgoxain est une oeuvre essentiellement documentaire. 
I I r e d u i t l e plus possible l a part de l 1 i n v e n t i o n ; i l vent etre une 
copie de l a r e a l i t e . La premiere l o i des rea l i s t e s est d'etouffer en 
leu r "moi" tsute p r e d i l e c t i o n qui pburrait nuire a l ' a u t o r i t e de 
leur <E uvre." l i s ne nous montrent r i e n d'eux-memes, - que l a precision 
severe de leur analyse. Le roman est pour eux un instrument d'enquete: 
i l s font l ' h i s t o i r e de l e u r generation. 

Leur but est de dormer sur les hommes et les choses de le u r temps 
des renseignements impartiaux. ( l ) 

I n practice, Edmond de Goncourt prided himself on keeping closer to 

r e a l i t y than Zola did. The Journal contains an entry of 1884 i n which 

he c r i t i c i s e d Zola's characters f o r not being n a t u r a l i s t i c . Only Zola's 

"milieux", Goncourt commented, were drawn from nature, the people i n 

his novels were inventions, unlike the t r u e - t o - l i f e Goncourt heroines 

Renee Mauperin and Geminie Lacerteux.(2) 

Huysmans, also, c r i t i c i s e d Zola f o r not adhering to Naturalist 

principles and found f a u l t with certain unauthentic passages i n 

L'Assommoir. (3) 

Zola, however much he publicised and compaigned f o r Naturalism, 

was i n practice less careful about keeping s t r i c t l y to what he had 

observed i n real l i f e than were the Goncourts. 

Whatever Zola's a t t i t u d e to " a r t " i n his l i t e r a r y theory (and we s h a l l 

see that he neglected the consideration), i n his novels realism was 

frequently sa c r i f i c e d to a r t i s t i c t r u t h . Fsichari gives the example 

of E s telle i n Germinal. The f a c t that the g i r l , u n r e a l i s t i c a l l y , i s 

always seen to be crying i s not unreal w i t h i n the novel; i t serves to 

impress upon the reader the essential misery of the s i t u a t i o n . (4) 

(1) P e l l i s s i e r : Le Mouvement l i t t e r a i r e au XlXe. siecle, p. 268. 
(2) Goncourt: Journal, 11.2.1884. 
(3) v. i n f r a Chapter 3, section "Emile Zola et l'Assommoir" 
(4) Psichari: Anatomie d'un Chef-d'-ce uvre "Germinal", p 12. 
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Zola i s not f a i t h f u l to the "document" at the expense of expressiveness 
i n h i s novels. He was not hide-bound by r e a l i s t tenets. He i s quoted 
as saying to Ceard and Huysmans, f o r example, when they c r i t i c i s e d him 
f o r not showing enough respect f o r the "document v r a i " : "Be l a v i e 
vecue, croyez-vous cela s i necessaire?" ( l ) 

Naturalism then, i n the hands of the Goncourtsand of Zola's 

l i t e r a r y admirers of the seventies and eighties (the groupe de Me dan) , 

was realism exaggerated, elevated to prime importance and applied to 

every section of society including the working classes and underworld 

of Paris. They based t h e i r novels on a close examination of r e a l i t y , 

on "documentation". 

Martino observes: 

Cette expression de "roman documentaire" est done c e l l s qui convient 
mieux a d e f i n i r ce qu^a ete, en moyenne, l e roman r e a l i s t e et 
n a t u r a l i s t e de 1860 a 1890 . (2) 

I t i s t h i s d e f i n i t i o n which i s understood, i n t h i s d i s s e r t a t i o n , by 

the term Naturalist novel. 

The d e f i n i t i o n i s confused, however, by the association of the 

N a t u r a l i s t movement wit h Zola. Zola used the word when i t suited h i s 

purpose and was aware of i t s usefulness as a j o u r n a l i s t i c catchword. 

He was, furthermore, content to be thought of as the leader of the 

Natu r a l i s t group, but he was not a t y p i c a l member. The documentary 

novels of Alexis, Ceard, Hensiique and even Huysmans lacked the 

imaginative power and a r t i s t r y of Zola's great novels - L'Assommoir 

or Germinal, f o r example. Since Zola was the most i n f l u e n t i a l of the 

Na t u r a l i s t authors, the word Naturalism inevitably took on implications 

which were peculiar to Zola rather than to the basic d e f i n i t i o n we 

have given of Naturalism. The characteristics Zola introduced i n t o 

the theory of Naturalism are revealed i n his t h e o r e t i c a l work 
Le Roman experimental. 

(1) Martino: Le Naturalisme francais. p. 115. 
(2) I b i d . , p.~7oT 



LE ROMAN EXPERIMENTAL 

Le Roman experimental was f i r s t published i n 1879 to explain, 

as Zola states i n the introductory passage, what he meant by a 

" l i t t e r a t u r e determinee par l a science." ( l ) Zola's actual motivation 

i n w r i t i n g the a r t i c l e s c o n s t i t u t i n g Le Roman experimental may be 

questioned. Edmond de Goncourt made the shrewd observation i n 1877 

that Zola's a r t i c l e s earned him money, but that i t was by his novels 

he would wish to be judged. This i s always a fa c t o r to be taken i n t o 

account when Zola's j o u r n a l i s t i c work i s being discussed - Zola 

had no private means; his earnings a l l came from his work and h i s 

w r i t i n g s . Furthermore, his tale n t f o r expressing a concept i n 

v i v i d , readily-digestible form and his natural enthusiasm may have 

led him i n t o being less discriminating than he might otherwise have 

been. Was, therefore, Le Roman experimental a money-making, or 

publicity-seeking venture, or was i t an expression of views sincerely 

held by Zola? There are j u s t i f i c a t i o n s f o r both opinions. On the one 

hand, there i s Zola's natural j o u r n a l i s t i c f l a i r , the pressures of 

journalism, the earnings involved, on the other, Zola's natural 

s i n c e r i t y , the f a c t that he republished Le Roman experimental i n book 

form ( i . e . he did not seek to renounce the ideas i t contained) and the 

f a c t that the views he expressed i n the work were not e n t i r e l y unlike 

what he had w r i t t e n previously. 

The p r i n c i p l e idea of Le Roman experimental - that the ro l e of 

a Natur a l i s t novelist i s similar to tha t of s c i e n t i s t - i s one which 

Zola had expressed i n e a r l i e r c r i t i c a l a r t i c l e s i n h i s column 

"Ljvres d'aujourd' hui et de demain". (2) 

(1) Zola: OiC., 10, p. 1175. 
(2) I n L'Evenement. 



I n an a r t i c l e praising a book by Mine. Chainpseix - Un Divorce - Zola 

makes the i n t e r e s t i n g comment: 

Je ne suis pas un di s c i p l e de l ' a r t pour l ' a r t . Seulement, j'aime 
bien qu'un roman s o i t un roman. Je veux que l e romancier se dise 
avant tout q u ' i l est un physiologiste et un psychologue. ( l ) 

The concept of the novelist as "physiologist" and "psychologist 1 1 i s 

expanded i n Le Roman experimental. But t h i s work takes the idea 

f u r t h e r , equating the task of novelist with the task of an 

experimental s c i e n t i s t . Zola's preoccupation with t h i s idea may be 

a t t r i b u t e d to the profound impression made upon him by a work 

published i n 1865 : Introduction a, 1'etude de l a medecine experimentale 

by Claude Bernard. (2) Zola's enthusiasm i s apparent i n Le Roman 

experimental. I t i s debatable, as has already been suggested, whether 

t h i s enthusiasm stemmed from a sincere b e l i e f i n the p a r a l l e l he was 

making between the man of medicine and the novelist, or whether, with 

his j o u r n a l i s t ' s i n s t i n c t he saw the opportunity f o r a v i v i d analogy 

and, as Hemmings observes, "plunged i n t o p r i n t without giving himself 

time to consider where his audacious theorizing was taking him." (3) 

No doubt Zola was aware that p u b l i c i t y at t h i s time would be a l l to 

the good, since his Rougon-Macquart series was approximately half-way 

through publication. 

• Whatever i t s raison d'etre, however, Le Roman experimental 

contains the basic elements of Zola's attitudes towards l i t e r a t u r e and 

a r t , as an examination of the text proves. 

Le Roman experimental, Zola observes i n the introductory 

paragraph, i s a " t r a v a i l d'adaptation" from Bernard's Introduction a 

1'etude de l a medecine experimentale. The in t e n t i o n i s stated naively: 

(1) Zola: a r t i c l e i n L'Evenement, 9-4.1866. 
(2) Hemmings: Smile Zola, p.!56~evinces the view that Zola did not read 

t h i s work u n t i l a f t e r 1876, and that Le Roman experimental was "an 
unrefl e c t i n g reaction to a f i r s t reading of the book." 

(3) I b i d . 



to use Claude Bernard's theory l i t e r a l l y to explain the novelist's 

r o l e : 

Le plus souvent, i l me s u f f i r a de remplacer l e mot "medecin" par 
l e mot "romancier", pour rendre ma pensee c l a i r e et l u i apporter l a 
rigueur d'une v e r i t e s c i e n t i f i q u e . ( l ) 

The starting-point i s obviously suspect. The confusion between the 

role of s c i e n t i s t and the ro l e of a r t i s t continues: 

Je vais tacher de prouver a. mon tour que, s i l a methode experimentale 
conduit a l a connaissance de l a v i e passionnelle et i n t e l l e c t u e l l e , 
ce n'est la. qu'une question de degrls dans l a mime voie, de l a chimie 
a l a physiologie, puis de l a physiologie a 1*anthropologic et a l a 
sociologie. Le roman experimental est au bout. (2) 

His argument might be followed through from chemistry to sociology, 

but the leap i n l o g i c i s evident when Zola adds the experimental novel 

as the culminating point of the development. While the s c i e n t i s t 

observes and experiments on a World of people e x t e r i o r to himself, 

the novelist creates a world of f i c t i o n a l characters who can develop 

only according to the wishes of the author himself. Martina observes 

that Zola developed his analogy sans s'aviser que l e romancier 

ne trouvera jamais dans son "experimentation" que ce q u ' i l y aura 

prealablement i n t r o d u i t lui-meme". (3) 

Zola's analogy betrays a "parallelisme vraiment n a i f " i n the c r i t i c ' s 

opinion. (4) Beffoux and Zavie express the contradiction i n thought 

thus: 
i 

... l e romancier ne se trouve pas dans l a position du dshimiste operant 
sur des substances inanimeesi I I ne peut r i e n provoquer en f a i t 
d'experience.... • 

Le chimiste transforms, l e romancier reconstitue; et vous voyez 
l a difference capitale entre les deux operations. (5) 

(1) Zola: OX., 10, p. 1175-
(2) I b i d . 
(3) Martino: Le Naturalisme francais, p.37* 
(4) I b i d . , p.3~67 
(5) Deffoux and Zavie: Le Groupe de Medan, p.239* 
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They furthermore c i t e a l e t t e r w r i t t e n by Henry Ceard i n which he 

explained his reason f o r lending Zola Bernard's work: 

Quand j ' a i prete a Emile Zola, 1'Introduction a, l a medecine 
experimentale de Claude Bernard, j'esperais l u i montrer de quelle 
facon procedaient les savants e t , par l a , l e mettre en garde contre 
1'inconvenient, sinon l'erreur, quecommettrait un romancie* s i , en 
l i t t e r a t u r e , i l pretendait employer l e meme systeme.(l) 

Ceard's comment, made f o r t y years a f t e r Zola wrote Le Roman 

experimental, pin-points Zola's mistake. Zola had f a l l e n i n t o the 

trap Langer describes i n her Chapter: "Idols of the Laboratory", 

where she warns against the danger of using s c i e n t i f i c terms 

metaphorically. (2) The only time when the novelist and s c i e n t i s t 

are on an equal i s when the science concerned has not been proved 

but i s s t i l l at the hypothetical or imagined stage, a s Lionnet 

observes. (3) 

Zola, i n his ambition to play sociologist, ignores the a r t i s t i c 

side of the novelist's work. He does, however, bring the word " a r t " 

i n t o his argument when he claims, s o p h i s t i c a l l y , that his reason f o r 

basing Le Roman experimental on Bernard's text i s that medicine, to 

a great many people, i s an a r t , j u s t as the novel i s an a r t . (4) 

This thought.is r e i t e r a t e d i n "Chapter Four" of Le Roman experimental: 

Ce qui m'a f a i t c h o i s i r 1'Introduction'; j e l ' a i d i t , c'est que l a 
medecine-est encore regardie par beaucpup de-personnes-comme un a r t . 
....Puisque l a medecine, qui e t a i t un a r t , devient une science, 
pourquoi l a l i t t e r a t u r e elle-meme ne deviendrait-elle pas une science, 
grace a. l a methode experimentale? (5) 

I t i s only f a i r to Zola to bear i n mind that the d i v i s i o n which 

exists i n our thinking between "the a r t s " and "the sciences" was not 

so well-established i n the Nineteenth century. Claude Bernard's purpose 

(1) I b i d . , pp. 238-9 ( l e t t e r from Ceard to Maurice-Verne dated 22.7.1918.) 
(2) Langer: Mind: An Essay on Human Feeling, v o l . 1, p.46. , 
(3) Lionnet: L'Evolution des Idees chez quelques-uns de nos contemporains, 

p. 237. 
(4) Zola: O.C., 10, p.1175. 
(5) Ibid.,~pT 1191. 



i n I865, was to clear away any such confusion i n the sphere of 

medicine. The Theories of Darwin, Taine and Charles Letoumeau were 

fur t h e r contemporary examples of s c i e n t i f i c attempts to reduce problems 

to clear facts, ( l ) The de terminist climate of the 1870s and eighties 

might be put forward as a reason f o r Zola's analogy between medicine 

and l i t e r a t u r e , but not as an excuse. Bernard himself had made the 

d i s t i n c t i o n between the physical r e a l i t y of the doctor's world and 

the author's imaginary world. I t i s i r o n i c to read Bernard's 

d e f i n i t i o n of a l i t e r a r y work: "uhe creation spontanee de 1'esprit, 

qui n' a r i e n de commun avec l a constatation des phenomenes naturels.(2) 

Zola c r i t i c i s e s t h i s a t t i t u d e , apparently oblivious of the f a l s i t y 

of h i s assertion: 

Sans doute, i l (Bernard) songe a. l a poesie l y r i q u e , car i l n'aurait 
pas e c r i t l a phrase en pensant au roman experimental, aux aeuvres de 
Balzac et de Stendhal. (3) 

Zola then, unlike the s c i e n t i s t , i s determined to t r e a t novel-writing 

as an experimental science. He persists i n h i s use of phrases l i f t e d 

s t r a i g h t from Claude Bernard's t e x t : 

... l'experimentateur d o i t n'avoir aucune idee preconcue devant l a 
nature et garder toujours sa- l i b e r t e d*esprit. (4) 

This statement cannot possibly be applied to the n o v e l i s t , except at 

the stage where he i s c o l l e c t i n g information on which to base his 

novel - the documentation stage dear to the Goncourts. Zola was not 

aware that the determinism he assumed ran through the whole of human 

behaviour was essentially an a p r i o r i idea. The aim of the 

experimental method, as Zola cites Bernard, i s to establish relationships 

between phenomena, not to arrive at the f i n a l cause, to f i n d out the 

(1) Darwin: Origin of Species translated i n t o French 1862. ~ 
Taine: Hjstoire de l a L i t t e r a t u r e anglaise. 1863; Nouveaux Essais de 
c r i t i q u e et d ' h i s t o i r e , I865. 
Letburneau: Physiologie des passions, 1868, reviewed by Zola i n 
Le Globe. 23.1.1868. 

2) Zola: Ô C., 10, p.1201 cites Bernard* 
3J I b i d . 
4) I b i d . , p. 1176. 
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"comment" but not the "pourquoi". ( l ) I t i s not apparent to Zola 

that as novelist he i s more concerned with the "why"; he i s not an 

impersonal s c i e n t i s t t r y i n g to establish natural laws, but i s himself 

doing the determining. Zola abuses the p o s i t i v i s t tenets he c i t e s . 

He i s carried away by the idea of n o v e l i s t as seeker a f t e r discernible 

tru t h s about men; he goes on to envisage the r o l e of i n t e l l i g e n t man 

i n a future society: 

penetrer l e comment des choses, pour devenir superieur aux choses 
et les reduire a l ' e t a t de rouages obeissants...(2) 

However s c i e n t i f i c or p o s i t i v i s t i c Zola would l i k e to be, such f l i g h t s 

of the imagination prevent him. 

The "scientism" ( i . e . his b e l i e f i n the power of science) i n 

Zola's l i t e r a r y theory i s thus apparent. There i s an unhappy fusion 

between his desire to be objective and his Romantic v i s i o n of the novel 

and the society of the fut u r e . These two elements are i l l u s t r a t e d i n 

Zola's analysis of Balzac's La Cousine Bette: 

Le romancier part a. l a recherche d'une v e r i t e . Je prendrai comme 
exemple l a figure du baron Hulot, dans l a Cousine Bette, de Balzac. 
Le f a i t general observe par Balzac est l e ravage que l e temperament 
amoureux d'un homme amene chez l u i , dans sa fa m i l i e et dans l a societe. 
Dea q u ' i l a eu choisi son sujet, i l est p a r t i des f a i t s observes, puis 
i l a institute son experience en soumettant Hulot a.une serie d'epreuves, 
en l e faisant passer par certains milieux, pour montrer l e fonctionnement 
du mecanisme de sa passion. I I est done evident q u ' i l n'y a pas 
seulement l a observation, mais q u ' i l y a aussi experimentation, puisque 
Balzac ne s'en t i e n t pas strictement en photographe aux f a i t s r e c u e i l l i s 
par l u i , puisqu'il i n t e r v i e n t d'une facon directe pour placer son 
personnage dans des conditions dont i l reste l e maitre. Le probleme 
est de savoir ce que t e l l e passion, agissant dans t e l m i l i e u et dans 
t e l l e s circonstances, produira au point de vue de l ' i n d i v i d u et de l a 
societe; et un roman experimental, La Cousine Bette par exemple, est 
simplement l e proces-verbal de 1'experience, que l e romancier repete 
sous les yeux du public. En somme, toute 1'operation consiste a 
prendre les f a i t s dans l a nature, puis a etudier l e mecanisme des f a i t s , 
en agissant sur eux par les modifications des circonstances et des 
milieux, sans jamais s'ecarter des l o i s de l a nature. Au bout, i l y a 
l a connaissance de 1'homme, l a connaissance s c i e n t i f i q u e , dans son 
action i n d i v i d u e l l e et sociale. (3) 

(1) I b i d . 
(2) I b i d . , p. 1188. Martino: Le Haturalisme francais, p.37 comments on 

Zola's ambition to eventually improve society. 
(3) Zola: Ô C., 10, pp. 1178-79. 



The above passage demonstrates that the " t r u t h " sought by the n o v e l i s t , : 

i n Zola's opinion, i s not an a r t i s t i c , but a s c i e n t i f i c ( s p e c i f i c a l l y 

psychological and sociological) t r u t h . Balzac, i n his Preface to the 

Comedie humaine had w r i t t e n of his ambition to establish the laws of 

social behaviour.(i) Zola's v i s i o n takes the idea f u r t h e r : Zola 

envisages the novelist as discovering s c i e n t i f i c t r u t h s through his 

experimentation. 

Balzac and Zola had i n common not only t h e i r immense creative 

c a p a b i l i t y but a set of f i x e d p r i n c i p l e s on which each based h i s 

l i t e r a r y theory. Balzac, considering himself as an " i n s t i t u t e u r des 

hommes", stated: 

L'homme n'est n i bon n i mechant, i l n a i t avec des i n s t i n c t s et des 
aptitudes; l a Societe, l o i n de l a depraver, comme l ' a pretendu 
Rousseau, l e perfectionne, l e rend meilleur; mais l-'interet developpe 
aussi ses penchants mauvais. ( 2 ) . 

Zola, on the other hand, based his ideas of universal determinism on 

the "race, moment, m i l i e u " theory of Taine and Dr. Prosper Lucas' 

Traite philosophique de l'heredite n a t u r g l l e . (3) The Rougon-Macquartsseries 

was intended to show the development of two branches of a family through 

successive generations. The hereditary weakness present i n the.blood 

of certain members of the, family was the cause of t h e i r destruction or 

insan i t y - Jacques Lantier, f o r example, i n La Bete humaine, or Claude 

Lantier i n L'CEuvre. The principles upon which such an undertaking 

as the Rougon-Macquart series or Balzac's Comedie humaine i s based are 

very necessary since they give a coherent backing to the finished j : 

c o l l e c t i o n as well as ah o r i g i n a l plan from which the author may work. 

(1) v. supra p. 14. 
(2) Balzac: O.C., 1, p.8 ("Avant-propos" de l a Comedie humaine). 
(3) Martino: Le Natural!sme francais. pp. 39 et seq., 

LevinS* The Gates of Horn, p. 308 and 
Hemmings: Emile Zola, pp. 55 et seq. examine the sources of Zola's 
ideas. 
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This does not mean, however, that the p r inc ip les may not be broken. 

I t i s on th i s point tha t Zola d i f f e r s from his f e l l o w - N a t u r a l i s t s . 

His sympathies are f o r ce r ta in characters - the s t r i k i n g miners i n 

Germinal, f o r example, and against others - the middle-class mine-

owners i n the same novel . - Zola d id not intend to be u n s c i e n t i f i c i n 

t h i s way - Hammings c i t e s an aide-memoire i n which Zola stated: 

Je ne veux pas comme Balzac avoir une decision sur les a f f a i r e s des 
hommes, etre p o l i t i q u e , philosophe, mora l i s te . Je me contenterai 
d ' e t re savant, de d i r e ce qui est en cherchant les raisons i n t i m e s . ( l ) 

Such a professed aim i s incompatible w i t h the r e s u l t i n g novels of the 

Rougon-Macquart series - the part isanship of Germinal, the l y r i c i s m o f 

La Faute de l 'abbe Mouret (which Huysmans' hero o f A Rebours compared 

to a Hindu poem.(2) Zola 's imagination usually rescued h i s novels 

from being simple documentary accounts or s c i e n t i f i c s tudies. Indeed, 

he used the heredity f a c t o r a r t i s t i c a l l y , as Hemmings observes, as a 

"subst i tu te f o r old-faslaDned f a t e " . (3) This "nove l i s t ' s l icence", 

however, was not Zola 's professed i n t e n t i o n , i f we are to judge from 

the s c i e n t i f i c claims of Le Roman experimental. The great e f f o r t he put 

i n t o c o l l e c t i n g in format ion i n preparation f o r h i s novels was the e f f e c t 

o f a genuine desire to be s c i e n t i f i c . (4) As we have seen, he prevai led 

upon h i s f r i ends to help him i n t h i s task. (5) Here, then, i s the basic : 

dichotomy present i n Zola - on the one hand, he has s c i e n t i f i c , p o s i t i v i s t i. 

i n t en t ions , on the other , he has an in tensely imaginative creat ive a b i l i t y . 

This accounts f o r the cont rad ic t ion present throughout most o f Le Roman 

experimental. The metaphor of the nove l i s t as s c i e n t i s t i s so strong 

i n Zola 's mind that he begins to believe i n the l i t e r a l t r u t h of the idea . 

1) Hemmings: Emile Zola, p.55. 
2) Huysmans: O.C., 7, p . 272. 

(3) Hemmings: o p . c i t . , p . 57* 
(4) I b i d . , p . 108 describes Zola 's care i n gathering de t a i l s f o r La Faute, 

de l 'abbe Mouret. 
(5) v . supra p . 7. 
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An attempt i s made by Butor, i n h i s " In t roduct ion" to Le Roman 

experimental i n the Mit terand e d i t i o n , to j u s t i f y Zola 's claim that 

the novel i s an actual experiment. The tes t of the experiment i s , 

according to Butor whether the reader has been convinced by the 

s to ry : 

Le lac teur n ' a pas besoih de recommencer apres sa l ec tu re 1*experience 
qui l u i a ete dec r i t e , ce qui se ra i t necessaire, au moins idealement, 
s ' i l s ' agissa i t d'un ouvrage de physique ou de chimie; 1*experience a 
deja ete repetee. A l a f i n du l i v r e , l e lec teur a - t - i l c ru ou non? 
S ' i l est a r r ive jusqu' a l a f i n , en general, c 'es t q u ' i l a c ru . 
Et s i l e romancier a Men mene cet te experience qu' i l n* a pas 
seulement decr i te mais repetee sous nos yeux, a lo r s , dans un ce r t a in 
domaine, l e lec teur ne peut plus penser de certaines. faeons, ( l ) 

Butor has rendered Zola 's theory more p laus ib le , p r o f i t i n g to some 

extent on the ambiguity of the word "experience" ("experiment" or 

"experience"). However, i n so doing, Butor has a l t e red the emphasis 

from the pseudo-scient i f ic experiment, considered by Zola independently 

from the reader, to the question: "Has the movel inf luenced the 

reader's thoughts?" The point of app l ica t ion i s s h i f t e d by Butor from 

the novel to the reader. The "experimental novel" was, to Zola, a 

demonstration i n i t s e l f o f a t r u t h about man i n socie ty , as the passage 

c i t e d above shows("Le romancier par t a l a recherche d'une v e r i t e . . . " ) . 

I t was not , as Butor i n t e r p r e t s , merely a demonstration of a hypothesis 

which the reader might or might not v e r i f y . This i s an i n t e r e s t i ng 

twentieth-century version o f Zola 's theory, but i t omits Zola 's 

convic t ion of the s c i e n t i f i c power of the novel . (2) Zola sees the 

novel as an instrument f o r discovering t ru ths about the human s i t u a t i o n ; 

the nove l i s t i s an "experimental mora l i s t " : 

Nous sommes, en un mot, des moralistes experlmentateurs, montrant par 
1'experience de quelle facon se comporte une passion dans un m i l i e u 
s o c i a l . Le jou r ou nous tiendrons l e mecanisme de cet te passion, on 
pourra l a t r a i t e r et l a reduire , ou tou t au moins l a rendre l a plus 
i no f f ens ive possible. Et v o i l a ou se trouvent l ' u t i l i t e pratique et 
l a haute morale de nos oe uvres na tu ra l i s t e s , qui -experimentent sur 

(1) Zola: O.C., 10, p . 1147i The " In t roduct ion" by Butor. 
(2) I t i s i n t e r e s t i n g to note that Ceard had made a s i m i l a r suggestion to 

Zola - that the reader might act as v e r i f i e r v . Ceard: Let t res ined i tes 
a Emile Zola, pp. 107 e t seq. 



l'homme, qui demontent e t remontent piece a piece l a machine humaine, 
pour l a f a i r e fonct ionner sous 1' in f luence des mi l i eux . Quand les 
temps auront marche, quand on possedera les I b i s , i l n ' y aura plus 
qu1 a ag i r sur les ind iv idua et sur les mi l i eux , s i l ' o n veut a r r i y e r 
au mei l leur e ta t s o c i a l , ( l ) 

Zola thus equates, na ive ly , the pract ice of the nove l i s t w i t h that 

of the s c i e n t i s t . 

A f u r t h e r po in t , however, emerges from the above passage. Perhaps 

Zola i s not as naive as he would have the reader be l ieve . By s e t t i n g 

up a defence of the novel as a very u se fu l t o o l f o r soc ia l and moral 

improvement, he i s an t i c i pa t i ng , or ra ther rep ly ing t o , a l l the 

c r i t i c i s m s of immorali ty which the n a t u r a l i s t novel had provoked. 

The scandal caused by L'Assommoir i s an example o f t h i s . (2) Huysmans 

defended the mora l i ty of the novel and of i t s author i n a set of 

a r t i c l e s Eai le Zola e t l'Assommoir. (3) The t r i a l s of Flaubert and 

Baudelaire on the charge o f immorali ty were possibly f r e s h i n Zola 's 

mind, causing him to disassociate himself from any " l ' a r t pour l ' a r t " 

k ind of argument. A safer defence was to speak of " l ' u t i l i t e pratique 

et l a haute morale de nos oeuvres na tu ra l i s t e s" . The assumption of 

a " s c i e n t i f i c " a t t i t u d e was, i n i t s e l f , a defence against the 

c r i t i c i s m of immoral i ty; by professing to look from a s c i e n t i s t ' s 

point of view, Zola could evade the c r i t i c i s m tha t he himself was 

debauched, f o r the s c i e n t i s t merely observes r e a l i t y , does not judge, 

and, moreover, i s obl iged to report f a i t h f u l l y what he observes - i t 

would be u n s c i e n t i f i c to omit some of the fac t s because they are too 

immoral or unsavoury. 

The s c i e n t i f i c o b j e c t i v i t y claimed by Zola f o r the Natura l i s t 

nove l i s t i n h e r i t s , as has been seen i n the f i r s t sect ion of t h i s 

chapter,from the ideas o f Balzac and Flaubert . To Zola, though, as to 

(1) Zola: OjC., 10, p . 1188 
(2) v . siugra p . 4. 
(3) v . i n f r a Chapter 3 . 
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the Goncourts, the idea became o f prime importance. They were ce r t a in 

that the correct way of w r i t i n g novels was the r e a l i s t way. Romanticism 

was derided, j u s t as the Realist painters had re jec ted the s ty le of 

Delacroix and Ger icaul t . I n Le Roman experimental, Zola scorns the 

work of Romantic and i d e a l i s t , i i e . non- rea l i s t , w r i t e r s : 

I I f a u t vraiment notre age de lyrisme^ notre maladie romantique, pour 
qu'on a i t mesure l e genie d'un homme a l a quantite de sot t ises et de 
f o l i e s q u ' i l a misesten c i r c u l a t i o n . (1) 

O b j e c t i v i t y plays a large pa^t i n Zola ' s aesthetic ideas i n both the 

l i t e r a r y and the a r t i s t i c spheres. The "ecran r e a l i s t e " was the one 

which least deformed the o r i g i n a l v i s i o n , and was the "screen" through 

which Zola preferred to look. (2) His approval of such painters as 

Manet, Fissarro and Monet r e f l e c t s t h i s preference, since these were 

the a r t i s t s who pursued the r e a l i s t aim i n pa in t ing . 

Beside t h i s desire f o r o b j e c t i v i t y , however, there i s another 

element present i n Le Roman experimental which has been neglected by 

c r i t i c s . I t i s easy to- dismiss the work as an impossible statement 

of the n o v e l i s t ' s task, without t ak ing i n t o account the second element 

Zola introduces: that o f the "personnalite" of the n o v e l i s t . Zola 

continues h i s s c i e n t i f i c analogy, comparing the n o v e l i s t ' s "personali ty" 

or " o r i g i n a l i t y " to the s c i e n t i s t ' s 

. . . l a methode n 'es t qu'un o u t i l ; c 'es t l ' o u v r i e r , c ' es t l ' i d e e q u ' i l 
apporte qui f a i t - l e chef-d'oeuvre. J ' a i deja c i t e ces l ignes : "C'est 
un sentiment p a r t i c u l i e r , un 'qu id proprium" qui const i tue 1 ' o r i g i n a l i t y , 
1' invent ion ou l e genie de chacun." Voila. done l a par t f a i t e au genie, 
dans l e roman experimental. (3) -

The n o v e l i s t / s c i e n t i s t analogy has become, by t h i s stage, a travesty 

o f l i t e r a r y theory, but the importance o f the element Zola c a l l s 

" l ' o r i g i n a l i t e " must be stressed. The author 's "personnalite", Zola 

i n s i s t s , i s a v i t a l con t r ibu t ion to the work o f a r t . (4) 

(1) Zola: 0 ^ . , 10, p . 1193. 
(2) Zola: l e t t e r to Valabregue, August 1864* 
(3) Zola: O^C., 10, p . 1193 
(4) I b i d . , p . 1180 and p . 1193. 

i 
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I n an e a r l i e r c r i t i c a l a r t i c l e , Zola had shown a s i m i l a r a t t i t ude when 

he wrote, of V o l t a i r e : 

Quant a moi, qui ne suis pas un l e t t r e , j e ne considers point V o l t a i r e 
comme un poete, un philosophe, un h i s t o r i e n ou un romancier; j e l e 
considere comme une force dont s 'est servie l a v e r i t e , ou p l u t o t 
encore comme 1 ' i n d i v i d u a l i t y l a plus complete et l a plus en lumiere 
du g lor ieux dix-huitieme s iec le . ( l ) 

Zola 's view-point i n t h i s a r t i c l e i s tha t of Ste-Beuve. The 

descr ip t ion of Ste-Beuve, as c r i t i c , given by P e l l i s s i e r might very 

we l l be applied to Zola: 

. . . ce qui l ' i n t e resse l e plus , c 'es t l e caractere de 1 'auteur 
lui-meme, sa-personne dans ce qu ' e l l e a de plus i n d i v i d u e l et de 
plus i n t ime . (2) 

Such terms as "temperament", "o r ig ina l i t e " , "pe r sonna l i t e " , 

" i n d i v i d u a l i t e " appear to derive not only from Ste-Beuve, but from 

Taine's " facul te maitresse"; they are used by Zola to r e f e r to the 

qua l i t i e s o f a work of a r t which escape determinist explanation. The 

dual idea of o b j e c t i v i t y plus " i n d i v i d u a l i t e " i s cen t ra l to Zola 's 

c r i t i c a l t h ink ing . The undefined concept of "temperament", we sha l l 

see, played a large par t i n Zola 's a r t c r i t i c i s m . 

When, therefore , Zola 's own novels are c r i t i c i s e d as not keeping 

to the " s c i e n t i f i c " ru les he set down i n Le Roman experimental, i t i s 

not s t r i c t l y t rue , since any u n r e a l i s t i c element may be a t t r i b u t e d 

to h i s " o r i g i n a l i t e " . Even the Romanticism so derided by Zola, which 

i s apparent i n the descr ipt ion of the pit-head i n Germinal, f o r example, 

may be included under t h i s vague t i t l e o f o r i g i n a l i t y . The very 
i 

impreciseness of the term might al low i t to cover the major omissions | 

of Le Roman experimental: the part played by a r t ; the re la t ionsh ip o f j 

a r t to r e a l i t y , or to science. The theory i s thus at the same time 

comprehensive and unsat is factory i n i t s vagueness. Le Roman experimental 

lacks the completeness and log i c o f Flaubert ' s c r i t i c a l observations. 

1) Zola: review of Pierron 's Vo l t a i r e e t ses maltres i n L'Evenement. 3.4.1866. 
2) P e l l i s s i e r : Le Mouvement l i t t e r a i r e au XIXe. s i ec l e , p.306. 
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I n summary, Zola brought to Naturalism s c i e n t i f i c considerations 

which d i f f e r e n t i a t e d the movement from real ism, although h i s ambition 

and' pract ice i n composing the Rougon-Macquart series had much i n 

common w i t h Balzac's undertaking: La Comedie humaine. Zola 's f e l l o w -

Natura l i s t s such as Ceard, however, d i d not share the same a t t i tudes ; 

the groupe de Medan owed more to the documentary novel of the Goncourts . ( l ) 

Zola, however, was not always l i m i t e d i n pract ice by h i s " s c i e n t i f i c - ! ' 

theory; he made use o f i t only when i t suited h i s purpose. 

As a piece o f w r i t i n g , Le Roman experimental i s , l i k e Zola 's other 

work, vigorous and imaginative, but the gaps i n the thought are 

unconcealed by h i s in t roduc t ion of the " o r i g i n a l i t y " idea . As an 

expose o f l i t e r a r y theory i t i s unsa t i s fac tory . F i r s t l y , i t confuses 

a r t w i t h science, secondly, i t disregards completely the question o f ' 1 

a r t i s t i c form and s t y l e , t h i r d l y , i t contains no o r i g i n a l i n s igh t i n t o 

the pract ice of nove l -wr i t i ng - Balzac, Flaubert and Taine had already 

described the s c i e n t i f i c aspect o f the n o v e l i s t ' s task. 

However, the two main aspects of Zola 's c r i t i c a l th ink ing are 

conveyed: the importance of realism and the equal importance o f 

" i n d i v i d u a l i t y " . Disregarding the impossible metaphor o f the 

n o v e l i s t / s c i e n t i s t idea, these two elements w i l l be seen to form the 

basis o f Zola 's views on pa in t ing . His a t t i t ude i s essent ia l ly simple 
11 

and generalised, neglect ing discussion o f the nature o f a r t , beauty, 

l i t e r a r y technique. 

( l ) v . i n f r a Chapter 3 on th i s subject . 



CHAPTER THREE 

HDYSMANS* LITERARY THEORY 

Huysmans* theo re t i ca l w r i t i n g on l i t e r a t u r e i s , f o r the most p a r t , 

included i n h i s novels. Emile Zola e t l'AsBommoir stands apart as a work 

of astute l i t e r a r y c r i t i c i s m and as a testimony to Huysmans' involvement 

w i t h Naturalism i n 1877 when the work was published. Huysmans* 

development from fe rvent Na tu ra l i s t to unconvinced Na tu ra l i s t and then 

to mystic i s r e f l e c t e d i n h i s novels from Marthe to La-bas to La Cathidrale . 

The development i s not so c lear -cut , since i n many ways Huysmans remained 

a Na tu ra l i s t u n t i l the end of h i s career, while the impl ica t ions o f 

Chr is t ian mysticism were present, even i f the author himself was not 

aware of i t , as ear ly as Le Drageoir aux Epices of 1874. 

Huysmans, at the beginning of h i s career as author, came under the 

inf luence of the Na tu ra l i s t novels o f the Goncourts and Zola. His 

e a r l i e s t works were w r i t t e n i n the s p i r i t of Naturalism. Le Drageoir 

aux Epices of 1874» a c o l l e c t i o n Of sketches and prose-poems, owed more 

to the elaborate s ty le o f the Goncourt brothers than to Zola., ( l ) 

An element peculiar to Huysmans was apparent from the s t a r t : h is a r t i s t ' s 

eye f o r colour and form, and h is a b i l i t y to recreate a pic ture of a scene 

or object he had observed: 

Ta robe, o hareng, c 'es t l a pa le t te des s o l e i l s couchants, l a pat ine 
du vieux cuivre , l e ton d 'o r bruni des cu i r s de Cordoue, les te in tes de 
santal e t dersafran des f eu i l l ages d'automne! (2) 

The descr ipt ive power demonstrated by Huysmans i n t h i s prose-poem i s an 

important qua l i ty i n h i s fu tu re c r i t i c i s m , both l i t e r a r y and a r t i s t i c , 

where analysis o f t e n gives way to creat ive evocation of a work by another 

author or pa in ter . Trudgian goes so f a r as to c a l l Le Drageoir aux Epices 

(1) The 1st . e d i t i o n was ca l led Le Drageoir a. Epices, Par is , Dentu, 1874. 
(2) Huysmans: O.C., 1, p.49 "Le Hareng saur". 
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" l 'ceuvre d'un transplante", suggesting that Huysmans was a born 

painter who had instead taken up l i t e r a t u r e , ( l ) Frequent reference 

i s made, i n Le Drageoir aux Epiees, to the works of pa in ters , I t a l i a n , 

Dutch and Flemish - an i nd i ca t i on of Huysmans1 tastes and education. (2) 

Marthe. Huysmans' f i r s t novel , w r i t t e n before he met Zola, was 

described by the author, i n the preface to the 1879 r e - e d i t i o n , as a 

'roman n a t u r a l i s t e ' . I n choosing h i s subject , the l i f e o f a working-

class g i r l who becomes and remains a p r o s t i t u t e , Huysmans showed tha t 

he was th ink ing along the same l i n e s , and at the same t ime, as Edmond 

de Goncourt, whose novel La F i l l e E l i s a was beaten to publ ica t ion by 

Huysmans' Marthe. (3) S imi l a r l y , Zola was to w r i t e the s tory of a 

• f i l l e ' - Nana, published i n 1880, whi le Paul Alexis was preparing 

La Fin de Lucie Pe l l eg r in ( t e l l i n g of Lucie 's death caused by the 

hardships r e s u l t i n g from poverty, marriage and abs in th . ) (4) . 

I n Mar the, Huysmans reveals the charac te r i s t ic Na tu ra l i s t element 

of 'documentation'. (5) The descr ip t ion o f the process of a r t i f i c i a l -

pear l production i n the f ac to ry where Marthe works i s au thent ica l ly 

de ta i l ed : 

L* imi ta t ion de l a perle se fabrique avec les eca i l l e s de l ' a b l e t t e , 
p i lees -e t reduites en une sorte.de b o u i l l i e qu'un ouvr ie r tourne e t 
retourne sans t reve. L'eau, l ' a l c a l i , l es squames du poisson, l e tou t 
se gate e t devient un foyer d* infec t ion a l a moindre chaleur, aussi 
prepare-t-on cette pate dans une cave . . . (6) 

A t y p i c a l l y Na tu ra l i s t ( implying here ' r e a l i s t i c to the point of being 

unsavoury) descr ipt ion i s the one given by Huysmans o f the actor 

Ginginet, .who, a f t e r coming across Marthe contemplating suicide, pursues 

her home and collapses drunk i n the s t r ee t : 

( l ) Trudgian: L'Esthetique de.J.K. Huysmans, p . 46. 
(2; Huysmans: o p . c i t . p . 14 (Cimabue; Angelico), p.20 ( T i t i e n ) , p.50 

(Van Dyck; Scheele; Rembrandt), pp. 8 l e t seq. (Brauwer), p.87 
(Van Dyck; Rubens), pp. 91 et seq. (Bega), p . 92 (Rembrandt). 

(3) E. de Goncourt: La F i l l e E l i s a , published I877. 
(4) P. Alex i s : La Fin de Lucie P e l l e g r i n . published 1880. 
(5) v . supra pp. 15-16. 
(6) Huysmans: O.C., 2, p . 22. 

1 
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Et i l tomba tout d'une piece sur un tas de trognons de choux et 
d'epluchures de scaroles qui bossuaient de ve r t l e pave de l a rue . ( l ) 

More aqualid i s a descr ip t ion from Les Soeurs Vatard of 1879» i n which 

Huysmans evokes the atmosphere of the workshop o f "Debonnaire e t C l e ' , 

maison de satinage et de brochure": 

TJne buee lourde p lana i t au-dessus de l a s a l l e ; une insupportable 
odeur de hou i l l e et de gaz, de sueur de femmes dont les dessous sont 
sales, une senteur f o r t e de chevres qui auraient gigote au s o l e i l , se 
melaient aux emanations putrides de l a charcuterie et du v i h , a l ' a c r e 
pissat du chat, a l a puanteur rude des l a t r i n e s , a. l a fadeur des papiers . 
mouilles et des baquets de c o l l e . (2) 

Such a passage derives more from the gamey ("faisande") kind o f 

descr ip t ion of the Goncourts than from the more robust naturalism o f 

Zola. "5ag_?.au :<xsfr was the t i t l e o f the short s tory Huysmans contributed 

to the volume Les Soirees de Medan. (3) The story ends on a Na tu ra l i s t 

note, down to the bana l i ty of everyday l i f e : 

. . . pour apprecier l a valeur d'une cuvette d'eau, pour savourer l a 
sol i tude des endroits ou l ' o n met cu lo t t e bas, a. l ' a i s e . (4) 

Such an ending may be considered as t r u l y Na tu ra l i s t ; i t i s i n agreement 

w i t h the d e f i n i t i o n of Naturalism given by Huysmans himself , f o l l o w i n g 

Zola: 

. . . l e naturalisme, c ' es t , suivant 1'expression meme de M. Zola, l '&tude j ' 
pat iente de l a r l a l i t e , 1'ensemble obtenu par 1'observation des d e t a i l s . (5) 

This quotation i s taken from the work i n which Huysmans defended 

Naturalism as a l i t e r a r y theory, Emile Zola et l'Assommoir. Before 

considering t h i s t e x t , however, there i s a f u r t h e r po in t to be made 

concerning Huysmans* Na tura l i s t novels and sketches o f the l870s. I f 

he i s judged by h i s own d e f i n i t i o n o f Naturalism: "1'etude patiente de 

l a r e a l i t e " , i t w i l l be seen that i n many passages Huysmans, by 

(1) Huysmans: O.C., 2, p.77. 
(2) Huysmans: O.C., 3, p.14* 
(3) Les Soirees de Medan, published 1880. 

The o r i g i n a l version of "Sac au dos" was published i n L ' A r t i s t e , 
Brussels, 1878. . • 

(4) Huysmans: O J C . , 1, p . 249 
(5) Huysmans: O.C., 2, p . 166. 
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i n s i s t i n g upon the sordid and the unsavoury, by not keeping to a 

neut ra l pos i t ion o f depic t ing every aspect of r e a l i t y w i t h equal value, 

i s not keeping to Naturalism; indeed he i s being a n t i - n a t u r a l i s t i c . 

Huysmans does not present an unbiased view, but arouses i n the reader 

a sense o f revuls ion at the state o f humanity - f o r example i n the 1 

passage quoted above from Les Seeurs Vatard ("Une buee l o u r d e . . . " ) . 

Huysmans had already, i n Le Drageoir aux epices o f 1874» shown a taste 

f o r describing the r e v o l t i n g and the ugly - the woman, f o r example, i n 

the sketch: "Bi tourne l le" 

. . . un nez dont l e s larges a i l e s , des sontes a. tabac, pu l lu l en t de 
p e t i t s bulbes violaces ( l ) 

Her s u f f e r i n g i s summed up i n the twice-repeated: 

Defunt son homme. l a roua de coups, l u i f i t t r o i s enfants , e t mourut tou t 
impregne d'absinthe. (2) 

The l i n e between what i s t rue to l i f e and what i s unnatural ly sordid i s 

d i f f i c u l t to draw, since t h i s i s a matter of personal taste and op in ion . 

Contemporary c r i t i c s , nevertheless, detected an unhealthy imagination 

behind the sketch Huysmans included i n Croquis par i s iens , published 

i n 1880, ca l led "Le Gousset", a prose-poem discussing feminine raym?Pits 

and t h e i r various odours. Htoysmans himself wrote to Zola commenting 

that he was earning a reputat ion among c r i t i c s o f being an "erotomaniac"..(3) 

The author of'lie Gousset" appears to take a de l igh t i n expressing h i s 

disgust w i t h the n a t u r a l . His female characters s u f f e r the beatings o f 

t h e i r husbands and love r s : the unfortunate woman of "Ri tourne l le" . f o r 

example. Marthe, at the point i n the nar ra t ive where she i s l i v i n g w i t h 

Ginginet , accepts the b r u t a l i t y and i n s u l t s he doles out to her l i k e an 

animal (4); Celine 's f i r s t lover , i n Les Soeurs Vatard, leaves her, 

'Hfpres l u i avoir prealablement meur t r i l es reins de coups de canne" and 

( l ) Huysmans: C^C., 1, p . 11. 
2) I b i d . 
3) v . supra p . 6. 

(4) Huysmans: O.C., 2, p . 101. 
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her second, Gabriel Michon, " l u i gaula l e f ess ie r a coups de bot tes , 

des l e premier so i r " . ( l ) The misogynistic element i n Les SOB urs Vatard 

appears to spring from a Baudelairian disgust w i t h women as representing 

a l l n a tu r a l , animal i n s t i n c t s . This element i n Huysmans• nove l -wr i t i ng 

i s pointed out since i t w i l l be seen tha t he shows a s i m i l a r a t t i t u d e 

when discussing the female nudes o f Degas. The q u a l i t y of a n t i -

naturalism ( i . e . h i s revuls ion at contemplating the na tu ra l ) present 

i n Huysmans* early works becomes a l l - impor tan t i n h i s novel A Rebours, 

whose hero, des Esseintes, reacts against every form o f natural a c t i on . 

.However, before f o l l o w i n g Huysmans' l a t e r development from 1884, the 

date o f publ ica t ion of A Rebours, l e t us consider h is defence of 

Naturalism (and h is understanding of the term) as a l i t e r a r y doc t r ine . 

EMILE ZOLA ET L'ASSOMMOIR 

Emile Zola et l'Assommoir s tar ted as a set of f o u r a r t i c l e s 

cpmmissipned from Huysmans by the Belgian review L 1 Ac tua l i t e ; ' . (2) 

These a r t i c l e s were accepted i n Paris by c r i t i c s and publ ic as an 

important manifesto of Naturalism. (3) 

Huysmans1 f i r s t concern i n Emile Zola et l'Assommoir i s to defend 

Zola 's character and morals: 

Le buveur de sang, l e pornographe, est tou t simplement l e plus exquis 
des hommes et l e plus b i enve i l l an t des maitres. (4) 

Huysmans i s here tak ing up the i r o n i c phrase Zola used i n h i s Preface 

tb I&fflaBommoir when i t was published i n book form: 

Si l ' o n savait combien l e buveur de sang, l e romancier feroce, est un 
tiigne bourgeois, un homme d'etude et d ' a r t , v ivant sagement dans son c o i n , . . ( 5 ) 

(1) Huysmans: O.C., 3, p . 48. 
(2) 11, 18, 25 March and 1 A p r i l , 1877. 

Huysmans: Emile Zola e t l'Assommoir was published i n book form by 
Charpentier, Par is , March, 1877. 

3) v . Baldick: The L i f e of J . K. Huysmans, p . 38. 
4) Huysmans: O.C., 2. p . 158. 

(5) Emile Zola: O.C.. 3, pp. 599-600 



Abuse had been heaped upon Zola when L'Assommoir was published i n s e r i a l 

form, ..maligning not only h i s novels but h i s pr ivate l i f e also, ( l ) This 

may have been a cont r ibutory f a c t o r i n the shaping o f Zola 's ' s c i e n t i f i c * 

stand-point . (2) For the problem of mora l i ty was a serious one; the 

gap between an author 's work and h i s p r iva te morals was not as c l ea r ly 

f e l t as i t i s perhaps nowadays. Thus Huysmans, i n h i s second chapter 

( o r i g i n a l l y the second a r t i c l e ) , declares tha t : 

l ' a r t n ' a r i e n a. f a i r e , j e l e dis haut et ferme, avec l a pudeur et 
l ' impudeur. tfn roman qui est o rdur ie r est un roman mal f a i t , e t 
v o i l a t o u t . (3) 

Huysmans i s making the same point as Baudelaire and Flaubert had 

attempted to make. Both of them suf fe red the same c r i t i c i s m o f immoral i ty 

as Zola . I t i s the t r u t h , and only the t r u t h , which i s moral, Huysmans 

i n s i s t s : " - f a i r e v r a i , c 'est f a i r e moral". (4) 

The desire f o r t r u t h was a s i g n i f i c a n t element i n Naturalism and Zola 

was i t s prime advocate i n h is j o u r n a l i s t i c a r t i c l e s , using " l a v e r i t e " 

as a b a t t l e - c r y . (5) Huysmans praises the verac i ty of Zola 's character-

p o r t r a y a l : the characters are given the speech and thoughts o f t h e i r 

own m i l i e u ; Zola does not allow h i s characters ideas incongruous w i t h 

t h e i r s i t u a t i o n : 

. . . pour me se rv i r d'un exemple, i l ne prete a, une femme du peuple n i 
l a facon de penser, n i l a facon de s'ezprimer d'une femme d'un autre 
monde; i l ne l ' a f f i n e n i ne l ' e n j o l i v e , e t , grace a ce t te methode, i l 
a t t e i n t ce but supreme de l 1 a r t i s t e : l a v e r i t e , l a v i e ! (6) 

With t h i s l a s t phrase - 'ce but supreme de 1 ' a r t i s t e : l a v e r i t e , 

l a v i e ! ' - Huysmans i s c l ea r ly f o l l o w i n g the lead o f the Goncourts 

and Zola - Zola, who wrote of Courbet, i n Mes Haines, tha t h is canvases 

were ' r&el les jusqif a l a v i e et bel les jusqu'a l a v e r i t e , ' (7) 

(1) v . Baldick: The L i f e of J , K. Huysmans, p . 37. 
(2) v . supra p . 28. 
(3) Huysmans: O.C., 2, p . 165. 
(4) I b i d , p . 166. 
5) v . e .g . Zola: O.C., 10, p . 1194. 
6) Huysmans: O.C., 2, p . 191. 

(7) Zola: O.C., 10, p . 43. 
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and i n Le Roman experimental of 1880 proclaimed that the nove l i s t should 

not only create 'des oeuvres vivantes ' but aim to reach ' l a connaissance 

complete d ' u n e w r i t e . ( l ) . A f u r t h e r manifestat ion o f the desire f o r 

au then t i c i ty i s i n the Natura l i s t ambition to depict the whole of l i f e , 

not l i f e a r t i f i c i a l l y f i l t e r e d of i t s ugly or banal s ide. Huysmans 

i n s i s t s upon t h i s p o i n t : 

Pustules vertes ou chairs roses, peu nous imports; nous touchons 
aux unes et aux autres, parce que les unes et les autres ex is ten t , parce 
que l e goujat merite d 'e t re etudie aussi bien que l e plus p a r f a i t des 
hommes, parce que les f i l l e s perdues foisonnent dans nos v i l l e s e t y 
ont d r o i t de c i t e aussi bien que les f i l l e s honnetes. (2) 

The Goncourt brothers had professed a s imi l a r ambition i n 1864 when 

they had w r i t t e n , of Germinie Lacerteux: 

Le public aime les romans faux: ce roman est un roman v r a i . 
I I aime les l i v r e s qui f o n t semblant d ' a l l e r dans l e monde: ce 

l i v r e v i en t de l a rue. (3) 

The element of t r u t h was important, s i m i l a r l y , to ELaubert, although 

subordinated by him to a r t . I t i s f u t i l e to attempt to consider such 

concepts as Beauty, Truth and Ar t as though they were independent from 

each other - f o r what Flaubert understood by 'Beauty' might have included;. 

some,or a l l , o f what Zola understood by the word ' T r u t h ' . However, i t 

i s s i g n i f i c a n t tha t merely by choosing the word Tru th , instead o f 

Beauty, Zola was s h i f t i n g the emphasis from Ar t to L i f e . 

This emphasis on L i f e and the campaigning tone o f Zola 's 

j o u r n a l i s t i c wr i t ings i s r e f l e c t e d i n the f o l l o w i n g passage from 

Huysmans' second chapter of Tftnile Zola et l 'Assommoir: 

. . . . nous al lons a l a rue , a l a rue vivante et g r o u i l l a n t e , aux chambres 
d 'ho te l aussi bien qu'aux pa la i s , aux te r ra ins vagues aussi bien qu'aux 
f o r e t s vantees, nons voulons essayer de ne pas f a i r e comme les 
romantiques des fantoches plus beaux que l a nature, remontes, toutes les 
quatre pages, b rou i l l e s et grandis par une i l l u s i o n d 'optique, nous 
voulons essayer de camper sur leurs pieds des etres en chairs e t en os, 
des etres qui parlent l a langue qui l e u r f u t apprise, des etres e n f i n 
qui pa lp i t en t e t qui v i v e n t , nous voulons tenter d 'expl iquer les passions 
qui l e s menent, des qu 'e l les sourdent et percent, l e s montrer, croissant 
pea a peu, s 'eteignant-a l a longue, ou crevant quand e l l e s bouent avec 
l e c r i qui j a i l l i t des levres! Etant donne, comme su je t s a e tudier , un 

U J Zola: O.C., 10, p . 1180 : : • 
(2) Huysmans: O.C., 2,^D. l 6 l 

(3) Goncourt: P r i f a c e s / ^ n i f e s t e s l i t t e r a i r e s . p . 19. 



homme et une femme, nous voulons les f a i r e ag i r , dans un m i l i e u observe 
e t rendu avec un soin minutieuz de d e t a i l s , nous voulons demonter, s i 
f a i r e se peat, l e mecanisme de leurs vertus et de leurs vices, dissequer 
1*amour, l 1 i n d i f f e r e n c e , ou l a haine qui resul teront du frottement 
pas sage r on continu de ces deux £ t r e s ; nous sommes les montreurs t r i s t e s 
ou ga is , des betesI ( l ) 

Not only the tone, but whole phrases of the above passage are 
i 

reminiscent of Zola: ' a l a rue vivante e t g r o u i l l a n t e • ; "camper sur 

leurs pieds des etres en chairs et en o s ' ; *palpi tent et v i v e n t ' . 

Huysmans steps out o f h is own character almost and assumes that o f Zola 

when he goes on to speak of the nove l i s t as a k ind of s c i e n t i s t . 

(•Etant donne . . . ' ) This l a t t e r par t o f the passage i s clothed i n 

s c i e n t i f i c terms: ' su j e t s a e t u d i e r ' , 1 demonter . . . le mecanisme1, 

' d i s seque r . . . 1 . Huysmans ends h i s paragraph w i t h a word which i s almost 

a mot-cle of Zola - "betes". Thus Huysmans shows how close he was to 

the a t t i t u d e of Zola, as expressed i n Le Roman experimental, to the 

point of adopting the same vocabulary as the leader of the "groupe de 

Medan". 

However, while Huysmans might adopt a s c i e n t i f i c pose and stress 

the desire f o r objec t ive study of r e a l i t y , he does not go so f a r as to 

accept the psychological and soc io logica l pretensions o f the author of 

Les Rougon-Macquart: 

I I va sans d i re que j e ne m'occuperai i c i n i de l a theor ie s c i en t i f i que 
developpl par l ' au t eu r , n i des questions po l i t iques que d'aucuns ont c ru 
devoir soulever a propos de ses l i v r e s . Tout cela m'importe, en v e r i t e , 
f o r t peu. Je ne t r a i t e r a i , dans ces courtes pages, que l 'oeuvre d ' a r t 
proprement d i t . (2) 

Huysmans dismisses, then, Zola 's theories about heredi ty and socia l 

mi l i eux , along w i t h s o c i a l i s t ideas which were to come to the fo re i n 

Germinal. What i s re ta ined by Huysmans i s a concept o f Naturalism which 

may be ca l l ed purer than Zola's Naturalism. The l a t t e r based i t s e l f on 

(1) Huysmans: 6 .C. , 2, pp. 162-3. 
(2) I b i d . , p . 155. 
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a p r i o r i t h ink ing (determinism, the theories on heredi ty o f Dr. Prosper 

Lucas, the image of nove l i s t as experimentalist drawn from Claude 

Bernard); Huysmans1 Naturalism was more t r u l y s c i e n t i f i c - the key-word 

was 'observation' rather than'experiment ' : 

Pour me resumer, en quelques l ignes , l e naturalisme c 'es t 1 'etude des 
Stres c r i e s , 1'etude des consequences resul tant du contact ou du choc 
de ces etres reunis entre eux; l e naturalisme, c ' es t , suivant 
1'expression meme de M. Zola, 1'etude patiente de l a r e a l i t e , 1'ensemble 
obtenu par 1'observation des d e t a i l s , ( l ) 

Here Huysmans makes i t c lear that whatever impression was given i n t h i s 

same a r t i c l e (or "Chapter Two") by the Zolaesque sentence quoted above 

"Etant donne, comme suje ts a e tudier , un homme et une femme, nous 

voulons les f a i r e a g i r . . . " , the stress, f o r him, l i e s on the actual 

study of r ea l people i n society. Although Huysmans r e f e r s to Zola -

' suivant 1*expression meme de M. Z o l a ' - i n de f in ing Naturalism, i n f a c t 

h i s d e f i n i t i o n i s closer to the Goncourts' idea: that the nove l i s t 

i s a h i s t o r i a n of the present, accumulating .a mass o f accurately observed 

de t a i l s front.contempoiary l i f e and p u t t i n g them together to reproduce the 

o r i g i n a l . The emphasis w i t h the Goncourt brothers, as has been seen i n 

Chapter Two, was on the scrupulous preparation of a novel by making a 

set o f 'documents humains'.(2) Huysmans, i n d e f i n i n g Naturalism as 

'1'etude patiente de l a r e a l i t e , 1'ensemble obtenu par 1 'observation des 

d e t a i l s ' , i s not f a r from the t r a d i t i o n established by Balzac and 

Flaubert , and continued by the Goncourts. Naturalism, to Huysmans i n 

1876, i s merely an extension and exaggeration of rea l i sm. 

Tel qui a sanglote pour une femme e t s 'est marie avec une autre, n'eprouve 
aucun regret e t prend du ventre . Cet homme, j e l e declare, me semble 
tou t aussi grand, tou t aussi interessant a. mettre en scene que Werther, 
cet imbecile qui machonne des vers d'Ossian quand i l est gai e t se tue 
pour Lo le t t e quand i l est t r i s t e . (3) 

(1) I b i d . , p . 166. 
(2) v . supra pp. 15-18. 
(3) Huysmans: O.C., 2. p . 164. 
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Huysmans, l i k e Zola, i s r e b e l l i n g against melodramatic p l o t s , against 

the 'fantsches plus beaux que nature ' of'Romantic authors, ( l ) He wishes 

to be as close as possible to actual l i f e : 

E t , croyez-moi, l e publ ic v ien t a ces romans ou 1' imagination cede l e 
pas a 1*analyse, a ces romans dont l a trame est s i peu compliqiiee que 
l e lec teur e f f a r e s lecr ie : Mais i l ne se passe r i e n l (2) 

I t i s necessary to pause here and remark that t h i s i s a basic f a l l a c y 

i n Naturalism. I f the reader i s shocked by the f a c t tha t nothing 

happens, then the author has f a i l e d i n h i s task, since even i f nothing 

ac tua l ly happens i n the novel, the reader ought to have been under the 

author 's ' s p e l l ' , convinced that something was happening, that the 

novel he was reading had been working towards some end, or some 

r eve l a t i on . I n other words, i f the aim to be n a t u r a l i s t i c submerges 

a r t i s t i c considerations, then the novel f a i l s - as i s i l l u s t r a t e d 

by Henry Clard's novel : Tine Belle Journee.and by the even lesser known 

works of other Na tu ra l i s t s , ( e . g . Hennique, A l e x i s ) . I t i s not enough 

to choose as a subject the everyday events of l i f e . There must be some 

in ter ference on the w r i t e r ' s par t which w i l l render the material a t 

the l eas t i n t e r e s t i n g , at the most i n s p i r i n g and enl ightening. Both 

Zola and Huysmans hold up Balzac as an exemplary nove l i s t - the 'chef 

ve r i t ab l e de notre i c o l e ' as Huysmans says. (3) Neither , however, 

attempts to analyse h i s qua l i t i e s as a r t i s t , without which Eugenie Grande.t. 

f o r example, would have been another 1 B e l l e Journee'. Balzac's novel , 

w r i t t e n i n 1833, f u l f i l s the Na tu ra l i s t s t i p u l a t i o n t ha t the subject 

should be ordinary, everyday l i f e . I n i t nothing much happens: 

Eugenie's l o v e - a f f a i r i s something o f a non-event, her l i f e i s very 

empty of inc iden t , as i s her mother's, while M. Grandet, l i k e the other 

merchant-class inhabi tants o f Saumur, pursues h i s sel f -seeking career 

(1) I b i d . , p . 162 ( v . supra p . 29 f o r Zola 's v i ew) . 
(2) I b i d , , p . 164. 
(3) I b i d . , p . 159. 



without any dramatic reversals. Yet Balzac's artistry produces a tale 

which i s compelling and f u l l of suspense. The difference between C&ard's 

novel and Balzac's i s one not of choice of subject matter, but of 

treatment. Balzac has the instinct to select the significant points 

of the reality he observes i n order to use them to express, say, the 

mood of one of his characters, or to make a comment on the human 

situation. For example, the description of the lotto-playing i n 

M. Grandet's parlour - not interesting i n i t s e l f - i s invested with 

significance as the reader i s made to feel, underneath this surface, the 

real motives of the players: marrying Eugenie into their families to 

gain 'le pere Grandet's* money - and behind this.a comment' on human 

society i n general: that money i s the motivating factor. Flaubert's 

short story: "I3h Coeur simple", published i n 1877* i s a second example 

of a Naturalist type of subject matter treated i n such a way as to make 

a moving work of art. The boring l i f e of a servant, F e l i c i t e , who 

loses f i r s t her nephew, then the young g i r l she looks after, and f i n a l l y 

her parrot, i s transformed into a poignant narrative which reaches a 

climax at Felicite's death-bed when the stuffed parrot i s imagined by 

her to be the Holy Ghost. Without Flaubert's selection of the evocative 

detail, his sense of tragic irony, his careful choice of words, the 

same basic story would have been tedious or ridiculous. Zola himself, 

in the creation of his novels, did not limit himself to giving a 

comprehensive and objective view of reality, - he l e t his sympathies 

stray and his Romantic imagination transform the original picture. 

He realised instinctively the importance of that part supplied by the 

author ("personnalite", "temperament") to the original material, even 

i f he did not investigate the a r t i s t i c side of this. Balzac, Flaubert 

and Zola, then, succeeded in achieving what i s more important i n a work 



of art than a mere reproduction of r e a l i t y : viz. the il l u s i o n of 

reality combined with significance for the reader. None of the three 

kept to a simple recording of reality i n their novels, as Naturalist . 

theory might seem to advocate. Levin quotes Guy de Maupassant's 

suggestion that the r e a l i s t s should be known as the 'i l l u s i o n i s t s ' , 

and adds Jose Ortega y Gasset's comment that realism should be called 

* apparent!sm1. ( l ) This i s an interesting line of thought to be 

pursued when considering the work of Impressionist a r t i s t s . ( 2 ) . 

To return to the novel, however, while Zola, i n his literary 

theory, avoided the question of art, Huysmans did not make the same 

omission. His ffimile Zola et l'Assommoir pamphlet asserts, i n Chapter 

two, that form and style are an integral part of the novel. Huysmans 

makes the following succint comment: 

- s i un l i v r e quin*a pour l u i que l e style, est un l i v r e mort-ne, 
un roman mal ecr±t n'eziste pas! ( 3 ) 

The two aspects necessary, to Huysmans' mind, i n the novel are 'form' 

and 'observation and analysis': 

Non, l a forme n'est pas une qualite secondaire en art, e l l e est aussi 
necessaire, aussi precieuse que 1'observation et que 1 'analyse. ( 4 ) 

In a very general way, these would correspond to Zola's two aspects: 

•personnalite' and 'realite', but Huysmans i s more precise than Zola 

i n using the word 'form'; he does not wrap the novelist's technique 

i n vague terminology as Zola tends to do. Huysmans declares himself 

to be interested i n Zola's work primarily as 'eaivre d'art', dismissing 

sci e n t i f i c and poli t i c a l considerations. (§) His method departs • 

from Zola's - who discusses novelists as 'individualites', or as 

( 1 ) Levin: The Gates of Horn, p. 18 . 
( 2 ) v. infra Chapters 3 and 4 . 
( 3 ) Huysmans: O.C., 2 , p.. 160. 
( 4 ) Ibid. 
( 5 ) Ibid., p. 168. 
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•physiologistes et psychologues', rather than as a r t i s t s , ( l ) 

In his third Chapter, Huysmans examines Zola's novels written 

before L'Assommoir. His manner of examining them i s not to analyse 

Zola's style, but to describe, i n evocative passages, the scenes Zola 

has created: the picture of "les Halles", for example, i n Le Ventre 

de Paris: 

Le lever de s o l e i l sur les Halles, avec les legumes qui s'eveillent, 
les mastroquets qui flamboient derrilre l a buee des vitres, tout l e 
fourmillement, tout l e hourvari des foules, est enleve avec une furie 
de couleurs vraiment incroyablel (2 ) 

He i s a creative c r i t i c , not limited to analytical terms, but preferring 

to give his own response to a work. Thanks to this subjective quality, 

Huysmans i s both a better and a worse c r i t i c than the pure analyst 

would have been - worse i n that he loses his objectivity at times 

(this was to become a prominent weakness in his later art criticism), 

better since i t i s more interesting to read an imaginative piece of 

prose and to experience someone else's response to the original work, 

even though this may not be the response the original author would have 

wished to arouse. 

• There i s inevitably, in Huysmans1 literary criticism, less freedom 

than i n his art criticism to build up his own word-picture, since the 

medium of the original was words. He thus finds i t convenient to 

quote certain parts which he considers particularly successful. ( 3 ) 

Huysmans has the imagination, however, to evoke a scene effectively 

without using the same vocabulary as the original, but at the same time 

making a real effort to capture the atmosphere of Zola's i n i t i a l 

description. For example, i t i s interesting to compare Huysmans* 
re-creation of the laundry i n L1Assommoir with Zola's original picture. 

( 1 ) v. supra Chapter 2 , p. 20 . 
( 2 ) Huysmans: O.C., 2 , p. 175-
( 3 ) Ibid., v. eg. pp. 175, 1 8 1 , 184. 
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Zola evokes the scene i n the laundry at eleven a.m. when half the 

women there are having a break, drinking wine and eating sausages 

and bread: 

Quelques coups de battoirjpartaient encore, espaces, an milieu 
des r i r e s adoucis, des conversations qui s'empStaient dans un bruit 
glouton de machoires; tandis que l a machine 4 vapeur, allant son 
train, sans repos ni treve, semblait hausser l a voix, vibrante, 
ronflante, emplissant 1*immense s a l l e . Mais pas une des femmes ne 
l'entendait; jJ'.etait comme l a respiration meme du lavoir, une 
haleine ardente amassant sous les poutres du plafond l'eternelle 
bule qui f l o t t a i t . ( l ) 

Huysmans recreates the scene: 

... cet interieur de blanchisserie s i parfaitement rendu avec l a 
torpeur avachie des femmes qui somnolent, le nez dans leurs verres, 
tandis que le monceau du linge sale chante les ordures et les vices 
du quartier,... ( 2 ) 

A comparison of these two passages i s interesting and revealing. 

They evoke a similar atmosphere: drowsy, steamy, while each laying 

emphasis on different aspects: the f i r s t , Zola's, characteristically 

transforms the 'machine a vapeur' into a pervasive being, the s p i r i t 

of the place almost, against which the characters become small by 

comparison. The second description ends with a note characteristic of 

Huysmans: "chante l e s ordures et les vices du quartier11.. There i s 

not enough evidence i n the small passage quoted, but we might imagine 

that Huysmans' laundry, had he composed the original, would have been 

more squalid and degrading than Zola's. Huysmans1 naturalistic 

descriptions, such as the one quoted above from Les Soeurs Vatard 

(published two years after L* Assommoir) lack a certain moral objectivity 

apparent i n Zola's. In Zola's laundry scene there i s no judgement of 

the character - a dirty heap of washing i s not particularly a symbol 

of vice. Zola wrote i n his Preface to L'Assommoir: 

( 1 ) Zola: O.C., 3, p. 614. 
(2) Huysmans: O.C.. 2 , p. I 8 4 . 
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... C'est une ceuvre de verite, le premier roman sur l e peuple, qui ne 
mente pas et qui a i t l'odeur du peuple. Et i l ne faut point conclure 
que le peuple tout entier est mauvais, car mes personnages ne sont pas 
mauvais, i l s ne sont qu'ignorants et gates par l e milieu de rude 
bgsogne et de misere ou i l s vivent. ( l ) 

Huysmans, in stressing the sordid aspect of a scene, seems to 

imply a moral criticism of the character involved, a disgust with their 

situation, (The disgust with human l i f e as he saw i t which was to lead 

Huysmans to writing A Bebours. Des Esseintes, the hero of this novel, 

reacts deliberately against what seems to be natural and normal to 

everybody else). A further difference between Zola's attitude to l i f e 

and Huysmans' may be mentioned here - namely Zola's healthy, robust 

quality, accepting the seamy side of l i f e and championing the cause 

of the socially underprivileged (og. i n Germinal) rather than being 

discouraged and disgusted at i t like Huysmans, more similar i n this to 

the Goncourts than to Zola. Huysmans, then, i n the example cited above, 

gives a personal slant to Zola's description of the laundry in L'Assommoir. 

He shows himself to be the objective c r i t i c , however, when he finds ; 

fault with certain details of characterisation and plot structure i n 

L'Assommoir.. Huysmans' criticism i s basically that i n certain places 

Zola's novel lacks authenticity - e.g. at the point where the 

apparently violent 'sergent de v i l l e ' behaves unnaturally, unviolently 

when he catches his wife in the act of adultery. (2) The criticisms 

Huysmans makes are not major ones; i t i s simply interesting to remark 

that his grounds of criticism are naturalist, i . e . Huysmans, Zola's 

professed disciple, c r i t i c i s e s the master for not keeping to his own 

tenets, the tenets Huysmans himself was to find most constricting. 

(1) Zola, £*£-., 3, pp. 599*600, (Preface to L'Assommoir) 
(2) Huysmans: 0J3., 2, p. 18?. 
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Huysmans i s perceptive i n observing a particular quality of Zola's: 

•le maniement prodigieux des foules*. (!) Zola's 'sense of collectivity* 

has been adequately commented on by subsequent c r i t i c s . ( 2 ) Huysmans, 

moreover, appreciates exactly what Zola's ambition i s i n writing his 

novels, and sensitively uses Zola's own kind of vocabulary to compliment 

him on achieving this: 

... les premieres pages ou. l a vie fourmille et grouille avec une 
pareille intensity I ( 3 ) 

Huysmans also appreciates the fact that Zola works largely by intuition 

rather than precise observation, as practised by Flaubert and the 

Goncourts: 

I I se rapproche davantage de Balzac en ce sens qu'il a 1*intuition 
plutot que 1'observation prise sur nature des caracteres. ( 4 ) 

The brief assessments Huysmans makes of the particular qualities of 

Flaubert, the Goncourts and Zola are similarly perceptive and accurate: 

Flaubert posse'de une energique concision... 
les Goncourt s'attaquent avec leur style orfevri aux sensations les 
plus fugitives et les plus tenues, Zola est moins soigne" qu'eux, i l a 
des repetitions inutiles, des adjectifs qui reviennent trop-vite, i l 
est moins ciseleur, moins j o a i l l i e r , mais i l possede une envergure, 
une ampleur de style, une magnificence d'images qui demeurent sans 
egalesl ( 5 ) 

Thus, Emile Zola et 1'Assommoir i s the work not only of a 

convinced Naturalist, who owes much to the theory of the Goncourts, and 

i s at the same time a great admirer of Zola, but of an imaginative and 

perceptive c r i t i c ! Perhaps the most important quality Huysmans i s 

attempting to demonstrate to his readers i s 'sincerite' - not only his 

own sincerity i n writing the articles but the sincerity of the Naturalist 

movement as a whole, then under attack from c r i t i c s and public for 

1 ) Ibid., p. 188. 
2) e.g. Levin: The Gates of Horn, pp. 340-341. 

( 3 ) Huysmans: OjC., 2 , p. 189. 
(4J Ibid., p. 190. 
( 5 ) Ibid., p. 1 9 1 . 
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being immoral. Zola viewed the work as a banner i n the cause of 

Naturalism - "c'est un drapeau que vous levez". ( l ) 

DEVELOPMENT IN HUYSMANS1 THEORY FROM A REBOURS ONWARDS 

Having established Huysmans as Naturalist and admirer of Zola, 

i t i s interesting to trace the development of his ideas away from this 

doctrine, starting with his novel A Rebours written between the years 

1882-4, and progressing towards the preoccupation with religious 

symbolism of his l a s t years. 

A Rebours was described by Zola, i n a conversation with Huysmans 

i n 1883, as a 'terrible blow for Naturalism'; Huysmans acknowledged 

in his 1903 Preface to the novel that A Rebours was a break from his , 

previous novels. ( 2 ) Huysmans' dissatisfaction with Naturalism i s 

rationalised i n this Preface, written after Zola's death: 

On etait alors en plein naturaiisme, mais cette ecole, qui devait 
rendre 1'inoubliable service de situer des personnages reels dans des 
milieux exacts, etait condamnee a. se rebacher, en pietinant sur place. 

E l l e n'admettait guere, en theorie du moins, 1'exception; elle se 
confinait done dans l a peinture de 1 'existence commune, s'efforcait, 
sous pretexte de faire vivant, de creer des etres qui fussent aussi 
semblables que possible a. l a bonne moyenne des gens. ( 3 ) 

Huysmans wished to break out from a doctrine which had become stagnant. 

I t was his opinion that a v i t a l element lacking i n Zola's Naturalism 

was the "soul" element - Zola's characters were merely puppets: 

... i l suggerait tres bien 1'illusion du mouvement et de l a vie 
ses heros etalent demies d'ame, regis tout bonnement par des impulsions 
et des instincts, ce qui simplifiait le travail de l'analyse. ( 4 ) 

r 

The creations which Huysmans had found 'vivantes et grouillantes* i n 

Emile Zola et l'Assommoir, he was now to find lacking the most authentic 

part of their being - their own soul. 
I I faut bien le confesser, personne ne comprenait moins l'arne que les 
naturalistes qui se proposalent de 1'observer. l i s voyaient.1*existence 
d'une seule piece; i l s ne 1'acceptaient que conditionnee d'elements 

( l ) Zola: letter to Huysmans, 4 . 4 .1877 . 
2) Huysmans: O.C., 7> P- x x i i . 
3) Ibid., pp. v i i - v i i i . 

( 4 ) Ibid., p. x. 
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vraisemblables, et j ' a i depuis appris, par experience, que'l'invraisemblable 
n'est pas toujours, dans le monde, a l'etat d*exception, ( l ) 

Thus Huysmans reacted against the materialist, determinist view of humanity, 

in which every human action could be explained by physiology and psychology. 

The expression of Huysmans' dissatisfaction with such a theory was through 

des Esseintes, a character who was interested not i n the normal, the 

predictable, but in the abnormal, the ambiguous. The hero of A Hebours 

i s an exaggerated self-dramatisation (with certain characteristics 

based on other l i v e people, notably Robert de Montesquiou ( 2 ) ) . 

The Goncourtian side of Huysmans' nature - the distaste for l i f e i n 

society and desire to be the exception - i s revealed in des Esseintes. 

Baldick sums up des Esseintes as follows:-

... i t i s clear that des Esseintes became the repository of Huysmans' 
secret tastes and untold dreams, and that in their sickly sensibility, 
their yearning for solitude, their abhorrence of human mediocrity, and 
their thirst for new and complex sensations, author and character were 
one. (3) 
A similar assessment i s made by James Laver in his book: The F i r s t 

Decadent. As for des Esseintes' l i t e r a r y tastes, he rejects the 

Naturalist works of Flaubert, de Goncourt and Zola, preferring their 

more imaginative works: 

Aussi, perdant l a faculte d'admirer indifferemment l a beaute sous 
quelque forme qu'elle se presente, pr e f e r a i t - i l , chez Flaubert, l a 
Tentation de Saint Antoine a. 1'Education sentimentale; chez de 
Goncourt, l a Faustin a Germinie Lacerteux; chez Zola, l a Faute de 
l'abbe Mouret a 1'Assommoir.. ( 4 ) 

Des Esseintes i s thus made to reject the 'bible' of Naturalism: 

L'Education sentimentale ( 5 ) . His taste, reflecting that of Huysmans 

himself, tends towards the subtleties of authors of the Latin decadence 

and to Baudelaire, Poe, Mallarme, Verlaine and Corbiere. ( 6 ) I t may 

be remarked that the quality des Esseintes admires i n the late Latin 

( 1 ) Ibid.,pp. x x i i i et seq. 
( 2 ) v. Baldick: The Life of J . K. Huysmans, p. 80 for the various models 

for des Esseintes. 
3) Ibid., pp. 81-82 . 
4 ) Huysmans: O.C., 7 , p. 272. 
(5) Ibid., Preface, p. v i i i . 
( 6 ) Baudelairian influence on the novel i s discussed by Trudgian: 

L'esthetique de j . K. Huysmans pp. 176 et seq. 
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Petroriius i s his naturalism: 

i l deerivait l a vie journaliere de Rome... 
Notant a mesure les f a i t s , les constatant dans une forme definitive, 
i l deroulait l a menue existence du peuple, ses episodes, ses bestialites, 
ses ruts, ( l ) 

But i t i s the 'faisandage' of the late Latin authors which most appeals 

to des Esseintes: 

L'interet que portait des Esseintes a l a langue latine ne f a i b l i s s a i t 
pas, maintenant que completement pourrie, elle pendait, perdant ses 
membres, coulant son pus, gardant a. peine, dans toute l a corruption de 
son corps, quelques parties fermes que les Chretiens detachaient afin 
de les mariner dans l a saumure de leur nouvelle langue. ( 2 ) 

The ambiguities of Poe, Verlaine and Mallarme similarly allow Huysmans 

to indulge in elaborate descriptions i n which he does not confine 

himself to the material, but develops thoughts on symbolism. 

Descriptions of banal re a l i t y no longer satisfy him. Des Esseintes 

mirrors Huysmans* desire to widen the scope of Naturalism, to find a 

spiritual element lacking i n Zola. 

In his novel La-bas t Huysmans formulates, through the mouths of 

both des Hermies and Durtal, the kind of literary doctrine he would' 

like to put in the place of Naturalism: 

I I faudrait ... garder l a veracite du document, l a precision du detail, 
l a langue etoffee et nerveuse du realisme, mais i l faudrait aussi se 
faire puisatier d'ame et ne pas vouloir expliquer le mystere par les 
maladies des sens... 
un naturalisme spiritualiste... ( 3 ) 

The addition of a spiritual element would rescue Naturalism from being, 

i n the hands of i t s disciple Rosny: 'un laborieux etalage d 1erudition 

laique, de l a science de contre-maitre! ( 4 ) 

The general need Durtal detects for the supernatural i s an accurate 

observation of the situation in the arts in France during the 1880s and 

( 1 ) Huysmans: O.C., 7 , pp. 45 -6 . 
(2) Ibid., pp. 79-80. 
( 3 ) Huysmans: O.C., 12 , pp. 1 0 , 1 1 . 
( 4 ) Ibid., p. B~: 



nineties. During these years there occurred a reaction against the 

dominant positivism of the previous decade, ( l ) Martino expresses i t 

thus: 

Bans tous les domaines, le positivisme avait voulu supprimer 
l e my-stere: partout le mystere rlapparaissait, comme une objection 
aux resultats insuffisants de l a science, ou bien comme un besoin de 
l a sensibilite. (2) 

The turning of interest to the suggestive, to the ambiguous and ephemeral 

gave r i s e , in the last two decades of the century to a new group of 

painters - the Symbolists - as we w i l l see in Chapter Five. Jackson, 

in his book on decadence in the l8$0s i n France makes a comment which 

aptly describes Huysmans1 development: 

All the cynicisms and petulances and flippancies of the decadence, 
the febrile self-assertion, the voluptuousness, the perversity were, 
consciously or unconsciously, efforts towards the rehabilitation of 
spiritual power. ( 3 ) 

Huysmans himself acknowledged,twenty years after writing A Rebours, 

that behind the novel's perversity was a spiritual t h i r s t . He paid 

tribute to Barbey d'Aurevilly's comment on reading the novel: "Apres 

un t e l l i v r e , i l ne reste plus a 1'auteur qu'a choisir entre l a bouche -

d'un pistolet ou les pieds de l a croix". (4) Huysmans chose the l a t t e r 

path, after spending a certain time investigating devil-worship and 

occult groups i i j France - the results of these investigations are 

contained i n La-bas. The general desire to escape from a solely 

materialistic literature to a form which would include a spiritual 

element i s reflected in Huysmans' art criticism. (5) 

The theory postulated i n La-bas, then was a "realisme surnaturel", 

" - le supranaturalisme" (6) 

(1) Rimbaud: Illuminations published by Verlaine in 1886, Mallarme: Poesies, 
I887 , are examples of this reaction. 

(2) MaxtinoS Parnasse et symbolisme, pp. 138-9. 
(3) Jackson: The Eighteen Nineties. Chapter i i i : "The Decadence". 
(4) Huysmanst'^OjC^, 7 , p. xxviii (Preface of 1903). . 
(5) v. infra Chapter 5 . 
(6) Huysmans: O.C.. 12, pp. 20 and 26. 



The embodiment of this ideal was seen i n the Primitive painter Grunewald, 

who combined naturalism with idealism - the body with the s p i r i t : 

Grunewald etait l e plus forcene des realistes; mais a regarder ce 
Redempteur de vadrouille, ce Dieu de morgue, cela changeait. De cette 
tete exulceree f i l t r a i e n t des lueurs; vine expression surhumaine 
illuminait l 1effervescence des chairs, l'eclampsie des t r a i t s . 
... Grunewald etait l e plus forcene des idealistes. ( l ) 

How this ideal form might be translated into the novelist's f i e l d i s 

not explained by Huysmans. His method i n his own novels was to combine 

a narrative v/ith his intimate musings. 

Already, by La-bas, the novel has changed form i n Huysmans' hands 

from the attemptedly objective view of various characters acting out 

their story i n Marthe and Les Soeurs Vatard to a dramatised discussion 

between two characters (two aspects of the author's thoughts): Durtal 

and des Hermies. In Huysmans' Preface to A Rebours he states his 

ambitions as novelist in the 1880s: 

... le desir qui m'apprehendait•de secouer les prejuges, de briser l e s 
limites du roman, d'y faire entrer 1'art, l a science, l'histoire, de 
ne plus.se servir, en un mot, de cette forme que comme un cadre pour y 
inserer de plus serieux travaux. (2) 

The move i n Huysmans1 novels away from the traditional story to the 

relation of one man's thoughts i s evident. In his later novels En Route 

and La Cathedrale the intrigue becomes less and less and the subjective 

musings take precedence. 

The particular preoccupations to which Huysmans turned in later 

years were contained i n embryo i n A Rebours. His admiration for such 

authors as Baudelaire, Verlaine and Mallarme stemmed from the spiritual 

quality he perceived i n their work. Mallarme was considered, i n A Rebours 

to be the quintessential decadent i n literature: 

(1) Ibid., pp. 18, 19. 
(2) Huysmans: G.C., 7, p. x x i i i . 
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En effet, l a decadence d'une litterature .... s'etait incarnee en 
Mallarme, de l a facon l a plus consommee et l a plus exquise. 

C'etaient, poussles jusqu'a. leur derniere expression, les 
quintessences de Baudelaire et de Foe;.... l'agonie de l a v i e i l l e 
langue qui, apres s'etre persille de siecle en siecle, f i n i s s a i t 
par se dissoudre... ( l ) 

In referring to Mallarme as "decadent", Huysmans was complimenting the 

poet on his rejection of the materialistic world view to which 

Naturalism had fallen prey, thanks largely to the physiological and 

psychological pretentions of Zola. An indication of the future 

direction of Huysmans' thinking was i n the passage i n A Rebours devoted 

to Barbey d'Aurevilly: 

.... dans les "Diaboiiques", l'auteur (d'Aurevilly) avait cede au 
Liable qu'il celebrait, et alors apparaissait l e sadisme, ce 
batard du catholicisme... 

Cet etat s i curieux et s i mal defini ne peut, en effet, prendre 
naissance dans l'ame d'un mecreant... 
... i l consiste avant tout dans une pratique sacrilege, dans une 
rebellion morale, dans une debauche spirituelle, dans une aberration 
toute ideale, toute chretienne;... (2) 

Huysmans was attracted to the a r t i s t Pelicien Hops for the same reason: 

Hops' conscious blasphemy - the proof, to Huysmans' mind, of his 

inherent spirituality, his Christianity. 

Huysmans' budding Catholicism was contained i n his preoccupation 

with the conflict between flesh and s p i r i t . This may be seen as early 

as Le Drageoir aux epices, with the insistence upon the sordid side of 

l i f e and disgust with the flesh i n certain passages, and i n the prose-

poem Le Gousset. In the novels and art criticism from A Rebours onwards, 

however, the preoccupation becomes more evident - for example i n the 

passages i n La-bas devoted to a description of Grunewald's Crucifixion, 

of which part has been cited above. The interest shown by Huysmans i n 

the satanic practices of the mediaeval "Bluebeard" figure Gilles de Rais 

(1) Ibid., p. 303. 
(2) Ibid., p. 241. 



i s a further example, ( l ) Huysmaris' fascination with the l i f e of 

Sainte Lydwine de Schieriq™ shows his flesh/spirit preoccupation and 

also his interest i n the history of the Catholic Church. The comment 

he made on this Saint at the end of her l i f e , when her body was 

wracked with i l l n e s s and sores was prophetic of his own death from 

cancer: "Son corps est une plaie, mais son ame rayonne". ( 2 ) With 

Catholic zeal and Naturalist eye for detail, Huysmans rejoiced in 

evoking such scenes i n which the flesh was destroyed but the s p i r i t 

shone, out. ( 3 ) 

In conclusion, then, Huysmans was increasingly drawn to the 

world of his personal experience and especially to reflections on 

spiritual symbolism. His involvement with Naturalism became submerged 

in these considerations. His novels never lost their Naturalist 

character, however. The "documentation" practice was continued: 

the detailed descriptions given i n La Cathedrale of Mine. Mesurat, of 

the death and autopsy of Jeanne de Matel (Ste. Lydwine) and the . , 

cataloguing of architectural details in Chartres cathedral are examples 

of thi s . ( 4 ) Although Huysmans has been described as an anti-naturalist, . 

the f i r s t decadent, a mystic rebelling against Zola's positivistic 

Naturalism, i t must be observed that, as far as literary theory goes, 

Huysmans was in fact developing his own authentic kind of Naturalism -

for there i s l i t t l e more naturalistic than the narration of a person's 

actions interspersed with his thoughts. However much Zola proclaimed 

his Naturalist ambition to write authentically, he could not really see 

( 1 ) La-bas contains speculations on this legendary figure. Huysmans: La Makie 
en Poitou: Gill e s de Rais was published in I 8 9 9 . 

( 2 ) Huysmans: OjC., 14 , 1 s t vol., p. 188 . 
( 3 ) v. infra Chapter 5 for examples of this in Huysmans1 art appreciation. 1 

( 4 ) Huysmans: op. c i t . , pp. 145-6, pp. 192 et seq. and pp. 220 et^seq. 
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into other people's minds. Deffoux and Zavie make the comment: 

... du Drageoir a epices aux Foules de Lourdes, ses (Huysmans') l i v r e s 
sont autant de chapitres de l'examen de conscience scrupuleux d'un 
seul personnage qui, devant l a vie, ne cesse de considerer lui-meme 
et toutes choses du point de vue analytique. I I fut ainsi fidele a 
l a discipline que s'etaient imposes tacitement les naturalistes: 
etre les transcripteurs rigoureux de l a vie du moment, ( l ) 

Huysmans was keeping to the claim made i n the Preface to Marthe, i n 

1876, that i n his novels he wished to write "ce que je vois, ce que je 

sens et ce que j ' a i vecu..." (2) 

Most of the qualities exhibited i n Huysmans' writings on 

literature and literary theory are reflected i n his art criticism: 

his attention to detail, his sensitivity to the intention of the 

author, his capacity for appreciating the qualities of widely different 

authors (from Zola to Barbey d'Aurevilly and from Flaubert to Corbiere) 

and yet his increasingly subjective view-point towards the end of his 

career. 

(1) Deffoux et Zavie: Le Grbupe de Medan, p. 93. 
(2) Huysmans: O.C., 2 , p. 9. 
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CHAPTER F0T3R 

ZOLA'S ART APPRECIATION AND THEORY 

In t h i s chapter i t i s proposed to examine Zola's writings on a r t 

from h i s early a r t i c l e s on Gustave Dore and on Courbet (published i n 

I865) to the a r t i c l e e n t i t l e d "Peinture" which was published i n 1896. ( l ) 

I n order to see Zola's writings i n context i t i s necessary to give a 

b r i e f sketch of trends and tendencies i n the world of the arts i n l a t e 

nineteenth century P a r i s . The f i r s t section of the chapter i s therefore 

concerned with t h i s "scene-setting 1, the second section with Zola's 

individual acquaintanceship with various painters, and the f i n a l section 

with Zola's opinions on a r t , making especial reference to h i s campaigning 

Salon reviews of the 1860s. 

THE SCENE IN THE WORLD OF THE ARTS IN THE LATTER PART OF THE NINETEENTH 

CENTURY. 

A powerful influence i n the a r t i s t i c world of mid-nineteenth century 

France was that of the Academie des Beaux - Arts. This was the body 

which presided over the organisation of the annual Salon, and was 

responsible for the system of i n s t r u c t i o n young a r t i s t s followed i n the 

various a t e l i e r s of P a r i s . (2) The d i s t i n c t i o n i s made by Boime, i n h i s 

comprehensive study of academic influence on nineteenth century French 

painting, between "academic" and " o f f i c i a l " a r t . (3) The l a t t e r term 

i s used to r e f e r to a r t patronised by the Emperor and wealthy bourgeois, 

as opposed to a r t conforming to s t r i c t academic standards. A r t i s t s had 

to decide whether to conform to the Academy's practices and eventually 

compete for the famous P r i x de Rome which would e n t i t l e them to a stay 

i n Rome studying the masters, or whether to t a i l o r t h e i r works to the 

tastes of wealthy patrons. 

(1) I n Le Figaro, 2nd May, I896 . 
(2) Some " a t e l i e r s " were more academic than others, v. i n f r a p. 66. 
(3) Boime:. The Academy and French Painting i n the Nineteenth Century, 

pp. 15 a* seq. 
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Before defining the p a r t i c u l a r q u a l i t i e s of academic a r t and the 

concessions to bourgeois taste made by a r t i s t s such as Horace Vernet, 

an account of the workings of the Salon i s necessary. The Salon was 

the exhibition of paintings held each May i n the p a l a i s de 1 *Industrie; 

i t s annual jury (or selection committee) was drawn up by academicians. 

The selection system was the source of much controversy between 

academicians and reje c t e d a r t i s t s who complained to the Emperor, or to 

the press, or who simply, i n the cases of Courbet and of Manet, set up 

independent exhibitions i n defiance of the Salon, ( l ) The f i r s t 

salon des Refuse's was set up i n 1863, at the i n s t i g a t i o n of Napoleon I I I , 

a f t e r a p a r t i c u l a r l y severe jury had thrown out anything resembling 

non-conformism or o r i g i n a l i t y i n painting. The j u r i e s of the 1860s and 

70s were accused of nepotism, as were the P r i x de Rome judges. Rumours 

and i n s u l t i n g anecdotes concerning them were reported i n leading 

P a r i s i a n papers, and e s p e c i a l l y i n L'Evenement, which had a reputation 

for being controversial ( 2 ) . An example of the rumours surrounding the 

Salon j u r y i s a l e t t e r printed i n L'Evenement, 1866, t e l l i n g the story 

of a painter who had exhibited for eighteen or twenty years at the Salon 

u n t i l the year 1864 when he opened some kind of ha l f a r t i s t i c , h a l f 

i n d u s t r i a l business, and h i s two submissions of that year were re j e c t e d 

by the Salon. Resubmitting the same two pictures i n I 8 6 5 , under a f a l s e 

name, he found that not only were the paintings accepted but one was 

given a medalI ( 3 ) . Whether t h i s story i s true or not, i t i s an 

example of the c r i t i c i s m which was r i f e against the j u r y i n 1866, the 

year when Manet's two submissions were rejected (l'Acteur tragique and 

(1 ) Courbet exhibited h i s paintings independently i n 1855, I 8 6 7 , Manet i n 
1867. 

( 2 ) L'Evenement was launched i n 1866 by M. de Villemessant editor of 
Le Figaro and discontinued i n the same year when Le Figaro become a 
d a i l y . 

(3) L'Evenement, 27 . 4 . 1866: l e t t e r signed Leo d'argyle. The account 
was disputed i n the 30th April i s s u e of L'Evenement i n a l e t t e r from 
A. Masson. 
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Le f i f r e ) . A l e t t e r i n the 29th A p r i l issue of L'Evenement. from the 

marquis de Boissy, c a l l s for: 

l e retour a l a mesure toute l i b e r a l e due a l ' i n i t i a t i v e de l'Empereur, 
c'est-a-dire que l e s jugements rendus a huis-clos par l e jury soient 
sounds au jugement du public impartial, ( l ) 

The unfairness of the system i s i l l u s t r a t e d by the o f f i c i a l announcement 

i n 1866 that two medals would be awarded for the two outstanding 

paintings of the Salon - these to be chosen b y l a l l the a r t i s t s 

e xhibiting who had obtained a medal i n a previous Salon! The whole 

Salon-.jury system was a self-perpetuating one; the Emperor was 

wary of opposing the o f f i c i a l a r t i s t i c body and, n a t u r a l l y , unwilling 

to support i c o n o c l a s t i c a r t i s t s such as Courbet or Manet. His gesture 

of forming the salon des Refuses was not followed up by any r a d i c a l 

reforms. The salon des Refuses was held only once, i n the year 1863, 

was attacked ferociously by academic, t r a d i t i o n a l i s t c r i t i c s and was 

generally regarded as a place for fun and r i d i c u l e . Zola describes the 

atmosphere of the salon des Refuses of 1863 i n hi s novel L'CEuvre: 

Claude, r a g a i l l a r d i par ce souffle de l u t t e , s'ahimait, se 
facha i t , ecoutait maintenaht monter l e s r i r e s du public, l ' a i r 
provocant, comme s ' i l eut entendu s i f f l e r des b a l l e s . Discrets a 
1'entree, l e s r i r e s sonnaient plus feaut, a mesure q u ' i l avancait. 
Sans l a troisieme s a l l e deja, l e s femmes ne l e s etouffaient plus sous 
le u r s mouchoirs, l e s hommes tendaient l e ventre, a f i n de se soulager 
mieux. C'etait l ' h i l a r i t e contagieuse d'une foule venue pour s'amuser, 
s'excitant peu a peu, eclatant a propos d'un r i e n , egayee autant par 
l e s b e l l e s choses que par l e s detestables. (2) 

Letheve documents the si m i l a r reaction of the c r i t i c s to that of the 

public.(3) He quotes, f o r example, Louis Enault i n the Revue francaise 

of the 1st. of August: 
• 

La generalite des tableaux refuses est mauvaise. E l l e e s t plus 
que mauvaise: e l l e e s t deplorable, impossible, f o l l e et r i d i c u l e . . . ( 4 ) 

(1) L'Eyenement, 29. 4. 1866, l e t t e r signed marquis de Boissy. 
(2) Zola: C^C., 5, p. 534. 
(3) Letheve: Impressionnistes et gymbolistes devant l a presse. pp. 19-21. 
(4) I b i d . , pp 19-20. 
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MaxLme du Camp, i n the Revue des Deux-Mond.es, described the salon 

des Refuses thus: 

I I y a meme quelque chose de cruel dans cette exhibition: on y r i t 
eomme aux farces du P a l a i s - R o y a l . . . ( l ) 

The j u r y was inconsistent and unjust i n i t s selection for the Salons of 

subsequent years. I n 1867, a p a r t i c u l a r l y severe year, the submissions 

of Monet, Renoir, S i s l e y and Pissarro were rejected although they had a l l 

exhibited previously. Manet did not submit anything i n 1867. (2) 

The decisive break with conservative, academic a r t did not come 

u n t i l the Independent exhibitions, the f i r s t of which was held i n 1874, 

became an established voice i n the painting world and Impressionism, as 

the a r t of Monet, Pissarro and Manet's l a t e r works came to be c a l l e d , 

triumphed at the very end of the century. (3) 

The j u r i e s of the 1860s found t h e i r defendants, however, amongst 

conservative c r i t i c s . . .Albert Wolff defended the j u r y ' s i m p a r t i a l i t y , 

i n 1866, while r i d i c u l i n g the salon des Refuses: 

Jamais on ne v i t une plus grotesque c o l l e c t i o n de pitoyables choses. 
c'est tout au plus s i l'on remarquait dans ce musee de n i a i s e r i e s a l ' h u i l e 
deux ou t r o i s t o i l e s que l e jury a u r a i t pu recevoir sans se compromettre; 
l e r e s t e ne v a l a i t pas l e diable, et l'on se d i s a i t avec raison: 

"Quel dommage q u ' i l y a i t de l a peinture sur ces t o i l e s I . . . sans 
ce l a , onjpurrait en f a i r e d'excellents matelas pour l e s hopitaux." (4) ' 

I t may be observed, i n passing, that among t h e " n i a i s e r i e s " of the salon 

des Refuses were included, i n 1863, not only Manet's Dejeuner sur l'herbe, 

but works by Fantin-Latour, Jongkind, Pissarro, Whistler and Bracquemond. 

Count Wieuwerkerke, the superintendent at the Ecole des Beaux-Arts had 

defended the jury i n a previous issue of L'Evenement, r e f e r r i n g to them as: 

une reunion d'hommes du talent desquels l a France a d r o i t de s'enorgueiller I 
e t que l e s personnes competentes de toute 1'Europe savent apprecier. (5) 

(1) I b i d . , pp. 20-21. 
(2) v. Wilenski: Modern French Painters, p. 18. 
(3) Rewald: Cezanne et Zola, pp. 85-9 gives an account of the reaction to the 

f i r s t Independent exhibition, of 1874• 
4) Wolff: "Gazette de P a r i s " i n L'Syenement, 2. 5.. 1866. 
5) L'Evenement, 1Q. 4» 1066: l e t t e r signed Comte de Meuwerkerke. 
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Daniel Bernard, a t r a d i t i o n a l i s t , c r i t i c i s e d those a r t i s t s who had 

oompiained about being rejected from the Salon f o r being arrogant: 

Vous vous plaignez de l a rigueur qu'on vous a temoignee. Mais e l l e 
ne sa u r a i t avoir ete trop severe. Car vous eussiez pu, grace a. votre 
profession expeditive, bacler en quelques minutes ce que l e s autres 
ont tant de peine a apprendre, et ce qui constitue l ' a r t : l a legerete 
du t r a i t , l a ressemblance des formes, ( l ) 

Both Count Nieuwerkerke and Daniel Bernard were defending the Academic 

establishment. Count Nieuwerkerke, of course, had a vested i n t e r e s t 

i n preserving the system as i t was. Many others supported by the 

system were s i m i l a r l y loath to see i t s very foundations attacked. 

How could a work of a r t be produced a f t e r only a few minutes* work? 

I f t h i s were possible then what would become of the painstaking methods 

taught by the Academie, and might not the Academie's very existence be 

threatened? A r e j e c t i o n from the Salon, wrote Bernard, was be n e f i c i a l 

i n making the a r t i s t more determined to succeed - a point made also by 

Zola, who himself was inspired by d i f f i c u l t challenges. But Bernard, 

unlike Zola, implied i n the a r t i c l e quoted that the way to become a 

painter of merit was by emulating the great a r t i s t s of the day, and by 

bowing to the judgement of the academics: 

Hon. Les Meissonnier ( s i c ) , l e s Cabanel, l e s Ingres ( j e prends ceux-ci 
au hasard de l a fourchette) tous ceux qui se sont h i s s e s jusqu'a l a 
g l o i r e u n i v e r s e l l e , ne peuvent etre consideres comme des ignorants, 
parce q u ' i l s auront refuse l e paysage d'un Dubois, d'un Durand ou d'un 
Dumollard. (2) 

Bernard's attitude exemplifies that of the academics. A b e l i e f i n 

constant application to the "metier" of painting i s i n i t s e l f a sound 

attitude - the same idea was important to Cezanne. The academics, 

however, asserted that there was a set way of painting a picture; 

anything not conforming to t h e i r idea was not worth consideration. 

(1) Bernard: a r t i c l e i n L'Eyenement, 29. A. 1866. 
(2) I b i d . 



Academic s t y l e placed great emphasis on the f i n i s h i n g of the 

picture ( l ) . An unfinished painting, according to academic standards, 

would1 not be suitable f o r exhibition at the Salon, or f o r being entered 

for the Prix de Rome. Painting method as taught i n the studios 

( " a t e l i e r s " ) consisted of a two-part procedure: the sketch ("ebauche") 

and the finished painting. The "ebauche" was executed using a broader 

technique than i n the f i n a l composition, the master of the " a t e l i e r " 

normally urging pupils to paint the general e f f e c t - the d e t a i l s could 

be put i n at the f i n i s h i n g stage. Boime observes: 

The "ebauche" embodied a l l the q u a l i t i e s of an immediate and d i r e c t 
expression, as well as f u l f i l l i n g the e s s e n t i a l goal of the general 
e f f e c t . (2) 

The " f i n i s h e d " work, however, painted on top of the scraped sketch, 

often managed to k i l l the spontaneity of the "ebauche" (3). I t was 

the sketch's spontaneity which Impressionist painters wished to 

preserve (4). Manet was the f i r s t to r e j e c t , i n a dramatically obvious 

way, thellaborious f i n i s h of academic painters such as Bouguereau, 

Meissonier and Cabanel. These are the names which frequently spring 

from Zola's pen as the epitome of "dead" a r t . (Their sketches, not 

usually exhibited, are much more e x c i t i n g than t h e i r f i n i s h e d pieces.(5) 

The Independents, or Impressionists as Monet, Degas, Pissarro and 

others have come to be c a l l e d , were not the f i r s t to rebel against the 

academic " f i n i s h " . Delacroix and other Romantic painters had 

attempted to preserve the vigour of the o r i g i n a l brush-work. Delacroix 

(1) Boime: The Academy and French Painting i n the nineteenth century, p. 20. 
(2) I b i d . , p. 39. 
(3) v. i b i d . , pp. 20 et seq. for a d et ai le d treatment of academic p r a c t i c e . 
(4) The term 'Impressionists' was not adopted u n t i l a f t e r 1874, but w i l l be 

used as a general term to r e f e r to the works of Monet, Pissarro et a l . 
(5) v. Boime, op.cit., i l l u s t r a t i o n s , for examples of sketches by 

Paul Delaroche, Leon Cogniet, Cabanel, Bouguereau and others. 
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r e a l i z e d the truth which Impressionists were to i n s i s t upon: 

Plus j e me tien d r a i pr^s du croquis o r i g i n a l dans oes p e t i t s 
tableaux, plus i l s gagneront en energie. (£) 

While Romantic painters had t r i e d to f i n d a vigour l a c k i n g i n 

n e o - c l a s s i c a l painting, the R e a l i s t painters, l e d by Courbet, turned 

from the h i s t o r i c a l and exotic subjects of Gros and Delacroix to 

contemporary scenes. To a public f a m i l i a r with sentimental a l l e g o r i e s , 

h i s t o r i c a l and mythological subjects such as "Thetis apportant a, A c h i l l e 

l e s armes forgees par Vulcain", to quote the subject of the Prix de Rome 

competition i n 1866, the works of Courbet, and even more so of Manet, 

appeared scandalous. Baudelaire, i n 1845» had advocated modernism i n 

a r t : 

... et pourtant l'heroisme de l a v i e moderne nous entoure et nous presse... 
C e l u i - l a sera l e peintre, le. v r a i peintre, qui saura arracher a. l a v i e 
ac t u e l l e son cote epique, et nous f a i r e v o i r et comprendre, avec de 
l a couleur ou du dessin, combien nous sommes grandes et poetiques dans 
nos cravates et nos bottes vernies. (2) 1 

This observation was prophetic of the work of Manet, Renoir, Toulouse-

Lautrec; the idea continued i n n a t u r a l i s t writers and i n a r t c r i t i c s 

from the Goncourts to Laforgue. Baudelaire further commented on the 

question of " l e f i n i " i n a r t , so precious to the academic mind: 

Braves gens! qui ignorent d'abord qu'une ceuvre de genie - ou tout 
est bien vu, bien observe, bien compris, bien imagine - est toujours 
tres-bien executee, quand e l l e l ' e s t suffisamment. - Ensuite - q u ' i l y a 
une grande difference entre un morceau f a i t et un moreeau f i n i - qu'en 
general ce qui est f a i t n'est pas f i n i , et qu'une chose t r e s - f i n i e peut 
n'etre pas f a i t e du tout - (3). 

Baudelaire i s replying here to c r i t i c s who said that Corot did not know 

how to paint. The sketch-finish controversy was of prime importance to 

nineteenth century French a r t i s t s . Some stuck r i g i d l y to academic 

(1) Delacroix: Journal de Eugene Delacroix, 1^.245, (7.10.1847). 
(2) Baudelaire: O.C., Curiosites Esthetiques, pp. 77-78, ("Salon de 1845"). 
(3) I b i d . , p. 56, (section concerned with Corot). I n the recent "Livre 

de Poche" edition ( v o l . 1, p. 1.05) the second"fini" i s not i t a l i c i s e d . 
This a l t e r s the meaning s l i g h t l y , but not the general d i s t i n c t i o n 
Baudelaire i s making between a complete picture and a "finished" one. 
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technique, for example Cabanel; some compromised, l i k e Decamps; 

eventually Manet's uncompromising work appeared and caused an uproar. 

I t was only at the end of the century, when the i n i t i a l shock of 

Impressionism was over, that a r t i s t s were freed from academic prejudices.; 

The two q u a l i t i e s praised by Baudelaire i n Corot's work - "naivete" 

and " o r i g i n a l i t e " - were to become s i g n i f i c a n t i n the l a t e r part of the 

nineteenth century. "Naivety" may almost be equated with the " s i n c e r i t y " 

so admired i n Manet by Zola, since a naive view-point i s one untainted by 

p r i o r conceptions of what constitutes beauty - i t i s a sincerely personal 

view-point. The Impressionists t r i e d to eliminate everything but t h e i r 

own v i s i o n of a p a r t i c u l a r scene; Monet's l a t e r paintings of water-

l i l i e s may be said to be t r u l y naive. " O r i g i n a l i t y " was a word much 

bandied about by nineteenth-century c r i t i c s and a r t i s t s a l i k e . ( l ) For 

the Romantics, o r i g i n a l i t y l a y i n the expression of t h e i r subjective 

passion, i n the element Baudelaire c a l l e d "temperament": 

Qui n'a pas de temperament n'est pas digne de f a i r e des tableaux,(2) 

The main c r i t i c i s m against academic teaching was that i t k i l l e d 

o r i g i n a l i t y . This quality, e s s e n t i a l to Romantic painters, was usually 

destroyed when the "ebauche", which captured the spontaneity of the 

painter's personal reaction to the subject-matter, was subjected to the 

meticulous finishing-process. Behind the discussions about o r i g i n a l i t y 

l i e s a fundamental problem with a l l a r t i s t s - to what extent one should 

follow one's own i n c l i n a t i o n s and how much one should bow to i n s t r u c t i o n . 

Some a r t i s t s could adapt t h e i r own "temperaments" admirably to the 

academic f i n i s h and the careful modelling of l i g h t and dark tones. Ingres 

i s one such. Others, l i k e Manet, could not. Defenders of the academic 

(1) v. Boime: op.cit. p. 175 et. seq. f o r the development of the word from 
the seventeenth century to"the nineteenth. 

(2) Baudelaire: O.C., Curiosites Esthetiques, p. 88, ("Salon de 1846"). 
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system were j u s t i f i e d i n pointing out that o r i g i n a l i t y did not cons i s t 

s o l e l y i n innovation, and that novelty was not i n i t s e l f o r i g i n a l i t y . 

This was the argument of Quatremere de Quincy, who, as "Secretaire 

Perpetuel" of the Academie des Beaux -Arts between I8l6 and 1839, had 

made a stand for t r a d i t i o n , and opposed Romantic trends i n p a i n t i n g . ( l ) . 

A comment upon Manet's Olympia by Theophile Gautier made, i m p l i c i t l y , 

the same d i s t i n c t i o n between the o r i g i n a l and the merely novel. 

Gautier found Olympia to be simply an attempt at sensationalism: 

I c i i l n?y a r i e n , nous sommes faches de l e dire, que l a volonte 
d ' a t t i r e r l e s regards a tout prix (2). 

I n L 1 A r t i s t e , Jules C l a r e t i e , discussing the same painting, wrote of 

Manet's aim of " o r i g i n a l i t e ' a tout prix. 1 1 (3) 

The inevitable problem i s : "Who i s to decide what i s o r i g i n a l ? " 

This question i s c e n t r a l to an examination of Zola's a r t c r i t i c i s m , 

since certain painters were proclaimed by him as being o r i g i n a l , for 

example Manet, while others were condemned for t h e i r l a c k of o r i g i n a l i t y . 

Some contemporary painters may be considered to have been treated u n f a i r l y 

by Zola on t h i s basis, as i n the case of Gustave Moreau. 

When the decree of 1863 put the Ecole des 3eaux-Arts under the 

control of. the state instead of the Academie and abolished the Prix de 

Rome landscape competition, the emphasis, i n the decree, was on 

o r i g i n a l i t y . Viollet-le-Duc, one of the decree's main i n s t i g a t o r s , 

c r i t i c i s e d the Academie for i t s suppression of o r i g i n a l talents .(4) 

Count Nieuwerkerke, more conservative than Viollet-le-Duc, modified the 

decree a f t e r controversy over the question of o r i g i n a l i t y had a r i s e n , -

for to many the reign of o r i g i n a l i t y would mean anarchy. Whereas anarchy 

(1) Boime: op.cit., p. 178. 
(2) Letheve: Impressionnistes et Symbolistes devant l a presse, p. 32. 
f 3 ) J I b i d . , pp. 32-3. 
(4) Boime: op.cit., p. l 8 l . 



i n the a r t s was anathema to academics, to Zola i t was a welcome 

phenomenon, ( l ) Boime interprets the word " o r i g i n a l i t y " as a democratic 

concept by the time of the decree, - a concept which aroused anger i n 

conservative and t r a d i t i o n a l i s t c r i t i c s . (2) The conclusion of h i s 

book i s that the triumph of the sketch was linked with the triumph of 

democratisation of the concept of o r i g i n a l i t y . This view-point i s 

i n t e r e s t i n g i n r e l a t i o n to Zola's ideas. I n proclaiming o r i g i n a l i t y 

as the great c r i t e r i o n i n a r t , was Zola unconsciously expressing a 

democratic p r i n c i p l e ? Zola's attitude to o r i g i n a l i t y i s examined i n 

section three of t h i s chapter. 

Openings for young painters with o r i g i n a l and r a d i c a l ideas were 

limited. There were two ways to success (meaning public acclaim and 

reward) : academic or o f f i c i a l recognition. The a r t i s t i c s t y l e s 

acceptable to academics and state o f f i c i a l s , however, were both very 

d i f f e r e n t from that of Manet, whose ambition i t was, i r o n i c a l l y , to 

decorate a c e i l i n g i n the Hotel de V i l l e (3). O f f i c i a l patrons usually 

supported a r t i s t s of the "juste-milieu" - so named because they 

managed to combine realism with an i d e a l i s e d treatment and a h i s t o r i c a l 

or anecdotal subject using an academic technique - the r e s u l t being what 

looked l i k e a sentimental photograph. Examples of t h i s type of a r t are 

the paintings of Bastien-Lepage, discussed by both Zola and Huysmans 

with disparaging conclusions. Le Triomphe du martyre by. Bouguereau, 

exhibited at the 1855 Salon, i s a further example of a successful 

"juste-milieu" painting by an Academy member t h i s time (4). Bouguereau 

was s t i l l producing works of t h i s kind twenty years l a t e r , when he 

painted h i s allegory of Youth (Jeunesse) - a picture of a c l a s s i c a l l y 

l ) v. i n f r a , p. 106. 
2; Boime: op. c i t . , pp. 82-4. 

(3) v. Proust: Edouard Manet, p. 94-
(4) Sloane: French painting between the past and the present... 

discusses t h i s painting, p. 122. 



dressed young woman posing a r t i f i c i a l l y as two cupids f l y about her 

head, whispering to her. I t i s easy to understand the pleasure Zola 

took i n c r i t i c i s i n g such works, and d i f f i c u l t now to r e a l i s e that 

Bouguereau was one of the painters of the time. Bastien-Lepage's 

painting Jeanne d'Arc might more properly be termed a "juste-milieu" 

s t y l e painting since i t makes even more concessions to realism than 

did Bouguereau's painting of Youth. Jeanne i s situated i n a 

photographically r e a l i s t i c garden. Unfortunately, however, the a r t i s t 

has seen f i t to include the ghostly figures of her "Saints" hovering 

i n the background. The impression given i s of the falseness of the 

picture, ( l ) Both Zola and Huysmans strongly c r i t i c i s e d t h i s popular 

painter. 

For the. young painter there was l i t t l e choice between the 

different a t e l i e r s of P a r i s i n the f i f t i e s and s i x t i e s , for the 

academic system of in s t r u c t i o n was the accepted one. But there was 

some choice. Prospective a r t i s t s did not have to choose the thoroughly 

conservative studio of, for example, Drolling. There was the studio 

of Thomas Couture, at which both Manet and Puvis de Chavannes studied (2). 

Couture taught the academic techniques, and the c o n s t r i c t i o n of t h i s was 

f e l t by Manet, as Proust's anecdotes indicate. Manet c r i t i c i s e d the 

models for t h e i r unnatural poses: 

.... Monsieur Manet, a r t i c u l a Dubosc (the model) d'une voix etranglee 
par 1*emotion,' grace a, moi, i l y en a plus d'un qui e s t a l l e a Rome. 

--Nous ne sommes pas a Rome et nous ne voulons-pas y a l l e r . Nous sommes 
a Par i s : restons - y.(3) 

Couture, however, was not an academician - his r e l a t i o n s h i p s with 

academicians were strained - and he himself had a preference for the 

expressive quality of the Romantics rather than academic polish. His own 

work was often l e f t unfinished, as though he were frustr a t e d by the 

(1) v. Nochlin: Realism, pp. 34-5. 
(2) Manet l e f t Couture's studio i n 1856. 
(3) Proust: Edouard Manet, p. 21. 
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accepted rules for f i n i s h i n g a painting ( l ) . A r t i s t s who simply 

could not bear academic teaching, or who were not accepted as pupils 

by the various studios, could always spend t h e i r time at the Academie 

Suisse, known also as the a t e l i e r Suisse, where there was no formal 

curriculum. This was usually Cezanne's place of work while he was i n 

P a r i s , and was attended by Manet i n the evenings (2). I t was generally 

a meeting place for Independent a r t i s t s . I t was a l l very well to have 

somewhere to work, and to meet other a r t i s t s who were not content with 

the established system, but the avenues to success were closed to such 

people. Gleyre's studio was more encouraging to painters who wished to 

follow t h e i r own i n s t i n c t s rather than academic precepts. Gleyre was 

not a member of the Academie and adhered l e s s to i t s p r i n c i p l e s than 

did Drolling or Gerome. His pupils, including B a z i l l e , Monet, Renoir 

and S i s l e y , were encouraged to work out of doors, and were not r e s t r i c t e d 

to composing n e o - c l a s s i c a l landscapes (3). 

Landscape was an area i n which realism of treatment was more 

palatable to the public. The "Ecole de Barbizon" painters, including 

such painters as M i l l e t , Theodore Rousseau, Corot and Daumier, had set 

up t h e i r own landscape school i n the f o r e s t of Pontainebleau. Simply by 

working from nature, even i f the r e s u l t s were not always n a t u r a l i s t i c 

but Romantic (e.g., Rousseau's) or Neo-classical (as i n the case of 

Corot), they were s e t t i n g an example which Monet, Pissarro and S i s l e y 

were to follow. Changing tastes were r e f l e c t e d by the biennial landscape 

competition i n s t i t u t e d by the Academy in..l86°. - the P r i x Troyon. This 

competition departed from the former h i s t o r i c a l landscape section of 

the P r i x de Rome (abolished by the 1863 decree), as the t i t l e of the 

f i r s t subject indicated: 

"Une v a l l e e parcourue par un torrent" . (4) 

(1) v. Boime: op.cit., p. 73. 
(2) Proust: op.cit., p. 20. 
(3) V. Boime: op.cit., pp. 59 et seq. 
(4) I b i d . , p. 146. 



The movement towards painting a landscape i n a n a t u r a l i s t i c way was 

thus being acknowledged by academic c i r c l e s . Influence from Butch 

r e a l i s t painters and from the paintings of Constable and Turner i n 

England played a part i n t h i s gradual change of atti t u d e . Realism i n 

landscape-painting which had been considered, though important, an 

i n f e r i o r genre to h i s t o r i c a l subject painting, came as l e s s of a shock 

to the academic mind than realism i n the treatment of people. Yttiile 

the Barbizon landscapists of the 1830s and f o r t i e s had come off 

cdmp aritively l i g h t l y , therefore, Courbet_'_sJOn Enterrement a Ornans of 

1849 caused an uproar when i t was presented to the Salon committee of 

1850. The R e a l i s t movement, compaigned f o r by Champfleury and Duranty, 

was s t i l l being f i e r c e l y attacked when Zola started w r i t i n g h i s a r t i c l e s 

about painting ( l ) . 

There was an even greater furore a f t e r the exhibition of Manet's 

Le Dejeuner sur l'herbe at the 1863 salon des Refuses, and h i s Olympia 

of I865, which was admitted into the o f f i c i a l Salon. The reaction of 

middle-class v i s i t o r s to the salon des Refuses towards Le Dejeuner sur 

l'herbe i s described by Mathey: 

No comparable outbreak of abuse and r i d i c u l e had ever resulted from the 
exhibition of a single picture. 

Such were the prejudices of the newly-fledged connoisseurs, that a 
nude Venus (provided she had an i d e a l i z e d figure and assumed an 
a r t i f i c i a l posture), between Mars and Vulcan, was held to be not only 
proper but edifying, whereas a nude woman of the ordinary sort, s i t t i n g 
i n a natural pose beside two men wearing t h e i r o f f i c e clothes, was an 
outrage upon propriety. (2) 

The public were thus following Emperor Napoleon's lead; he had declared 

"Ce tableau offence l a pudeur" (3). 

Olympia, even more than Le Dejeuner sur l'herbe offended public taste 

on moral, or h y p o c r i t i c a l l y moral, grounds, since t h i s was obviously a 

(1) Champfleury: Le Realisme, published 1857. Duranty edited Realisme. 
published monthly between Nov. 1856 and May 1857* 

(2) Mathey: The World of the Impressionists, p. 4« 
(3) v. Wilenski: Modern French Painters, p. 14. 



picture of a " g r i s e t t e " with her black velvet neckband, crumpled sheets 

and bouquet of flowers. This was an appealing " t e r r a i n de l u t t e " f o r 

Zola. The battle was for Naturalism which he was proclaiming i n the 

f i e l d of the novel, and the adversary was the hypocrisy of a public 

who were prepared to accept Giorgione's i d y l l i c pastoral scene - the 

Concert champetre, hanging i n the Louvre, and i d e a l i s e d e r o t i c works 

such as T i t i a n ' s Venus of Urbino or Ingres' Odalisque, i n her Eastern 

s e t t i n g but who rejected pictures of contemporary r e a l i t y . Huysmans' 

words defending the morality of the N a t u r a l i s t author may be r e c a l l e d : 

- f a i r e v r a i , c'est f a i r e moral ( l ) . 

There i s a greater morality ( i . e . the painting i s unhypocritical) and, 

above a l l , a more warmly human quality i n Manet's Olympia than i n 

Ingres' i d e a l l y beautiful nudes. Manet's treatment of h i s subject 

matter moreover, was c r i t i c i s e d : h i s opposing of l i g h t and dark tones 

without the extensive " t r a n s i t i o n a l tones" precious to the academic 

method. A common i n s u l t among Manet's c r i t i c s was to compare h i s 

works with playing cards; the p a r t i c u l a r q u a l i t i e s of t h i s "flattening" 

method were appreciated by very few art - l o v e r s of the time. The crudity 

of Manet's technique was s a t i r i s e d by Henry Fouquier at the time of 

Manet's individual exhibition of 1867: 

son systeme, car 
"C'est, de l a tete aux pieds, un homme tout systeme" 

est simplement d'opposer l e blanc au noir sans demi-teintes. C'est a i n s i 
qu' au n a i f theatre de Guignol, un precede i r r e s i s t i b l e pour amener l e 
r i r e chez l e s spectateurs consiste a f a i r e embrasser un meunier par un 
charbonnier. Encore prennent-ils chacua quelques nuances gris e s a. ce 
contact; M. Manet s'en garde et son charbon reste vierge a cote de son 
platre eclatant.(2) -

The twentieth-century c r i t i c of Manet, Wadley, sees i n the "flattened" 

(1) v. supra p. 37• 
(2) Henry Fouquier: a r t i c l e i n "L'Avenir National", 12. 6. I867. 



70 

forms of Manet's work of the 1860s ( t h i s includes Olympia, l e F i f r e , 

L'execution de Maximilien and the P o r t r a i t de Zola) Manet's most 

important contribution to painting - the search for a three-dimensional/ 

two-dimensional compromise which Manet l a t e r abandoned under Impressionist 

i n f l u e n c e . ( l ) I n other words, a new attitude towards representation, 

which has been developed i n twentieth-century a r t , was fore-shadowed 

by Manet when he attempted to translate a three-dimensional r e a l i t y 

into a two-dimensional r e a l i t y without the "modelling" of, say, Ingres. 

Academic "modelling" was one solution to the problem of conveying a 

three-dimensional r e a l i t y i n two-dimensional terms; Manet's work (we 

might think for example of the F i f r e ) was i n many ways a more ex c i t i n g 

attempt. By h i s s i m p l i f i c a t i o n of planes into f l a t areas of colour 

and h i s juxtaposition of different shades, often dramatically d i f f e r e n t , 

he was i n e f f e c t t r y i n g to find a dynamic compromise between r e a l i t y 

and the painting, not simply a three-dimensional i l l u s i o n . I t i s true 

to say that Manet's experiments were new to the n e o - c l a s s i c a l v i s i o n of 

nineteenth-century v i s i t o r s to ths Salon, although the technique had 

been suggested i n Romantic paintings with t h e i r dramatic l i g h t i n g 

e f f e c t s (e.g. Delacroix's Cavalier arabe attaque par un l i o n of c. 1850) 

or i n Corot's Auto-portrait of 18351 for example, which was painted 

out-of-doors and has a marked d i s t i n c t i o n between l i g h t and shaded areas. 

A s i m i l a r v i s i o n was being imported i n Japanese works of a r t . The f l a t 

quality of the Fife-player, although ins p i r e d o r i g i n a l l y by Velasquez, 

was r e f l e c t e d i n the p r i n t s of Utamaro and of Hokusai which became 

popular i n the l a t e 1860s and seventies (2). The i n t e r e s t i n things 

Japanese i s admirably i l l u s t r a t e d by Manet's P o r t r a i t de Zola, of 1868, 

which incorporates a Japanese screen and an Utamaro p r i n t , placed side 

(1) Wadley: Manet, pp. 14-17. 
(2) For Spanish influence on Manet v. Wadley: op.cit., p.13- For Japanese 

influence on Olympia, v. i b i d . , p. 15. 
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by aide with Manet's own picture of Olympia, and an engraving from a 

Velasquez painting. The Goncourt brothers described the new fashion i n 

a Journal entry of 1868: 

Le gout de l a chinoiserie et de l a japonaisesrie! Ce gout, nous 
I'avons eu des premiers. Ce gout aujourd'huienvahissant tout et tous, 
jusqu'aux imbeciles et aux bourgeoises...(l) 

The craze for Japanese a r t was shared by Huysmans who discusses Japanese 

pri n t s i n an a r t i c l e about F e l i c i e n Rops (2). Zola was more concerned, 

i n the 1860s, with defending French a r t i s t s such as Manet and F i s s a r r o 

who were at the time being badly treated, but he i s aware of the 

s i m i l a r i t y between the elegant s i m p l i c i t y of the Japanese a r t i s t s and 

Manet, for example, or Degas (3). 

A further very important influence from the 1860s, approximately, 

onwards was the development and commercialisation of photography. Not 

only did photographs show the difference between what was known as 

Realism and what an exact reproduction of r e a l i t y looked l i k e , i t had a 

profound effect on the a r t i s t ' s attitude towards h i s "metier". 

Impressionists i n s i s t e d on the importance of the a r t i s t s ' impression, 

not on the r e a l i s t i c quality of a painting, even though t h e i r method was 

to get as close to the r e a l i t y of the scene as possible, (v. for example 

Monet's studies of haystackB and of Rouen cathedral). A r t i s t s were 

generally indignant when accused of using photographs for t h e i r work. 

An i l l u s t r a t i o n of t h i s i s the l e t t e r from Monet to Durand-Ruel, written 

i n 1905 from Giverny, i n which Monet protested against Durand-Ruel !:s 

accusations that h i s paintings were not done "d'apres nature" - as long 

as the r e s u l t was good painting, then what did i t matter what method he 

used to paint h i s scenes of London and h i s cathedrals? asked Monet.(4) 

( l ) Goncourt: Journal, 29. 10. 1868. 
(2^ v. i n f r a , Chapter 5« 
3) Zola: OA., 12, p. 832 and p. 882 respectively. 
4) Monet: l e t t e r to Durand-Ruel, dated 12. 2. 1905.. (c o l l e c t i o n Durand-Ruel). 
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I n f a c t most of the Impressionist painters used photographs, and 

e s p e c i a l l y Degas.(l) The advantages of being able to " f i x " a scene or 

a model's position i n a matter of seconds using a camera when the 

f l e e t i n g moment was so d i f f i c u l t to catch by means of a paintbrush 

were undeniable. The 'competition' with photography was possibly a 

factor i n encouraging the Impressionists to s t r e s s the importance of 

capturing the general e f f e c t ( " l ' e f f e t " ) of a scene rather than 

preserving accuracy of d e t a i l , as Pre-Raphaelite painters had done i n 

England. I t may also have l e d Monet to emphasise the individual 

brushwork and the physical surface of h i s painting - Monet's paintings, 

from the l a t e 1870s, have an increasingly free and flowing rhythm of 

brush strokes of which h i s pictures of the water-garden at Giverny 

are the culmination. The d i s t i n c t i o n between mere reproduction (as 

photography was understood before the photographic-art work of, for 

example, Nadar was f u l l y appreciated) and the r e a l i t y seen, by the 

a r t i s t was an important one to the Impressionists, as i t was to Zola.(2) 

These, then, were the important elements i n the a r t world of the 

t h i r d quarter of the nineteenth century i n P a r i s . The c o n f l i c t a r t i s t s 

experienced, from Courbet to the Impressionists, was that between new 

attitudes to painting and the t r a d i t i o n s upheld by the Academie with i t s 

r i g i d , inconsistent Salon-selection system. New attitudes included an 

ambition to portray contemporary l i f e , i n a r e a l i s t i c manner and a 

desire to break away from the techniques and conventions taught by 

academicians. Influence was f e l t from former French movements: the 

Romantics, with t h e i r insistence on the spontaneous personal response 

to the subject-matter and the "ecole de Barbizon", as well as foreign 

influence - English (Constable and Turner), Dutch, Japanese. The 

(1) v. Nochlin: Realism, p. 44-
(2) v. i n f r a , p. 93. 
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greatest battle was that of Realism; i t s leading figures were f i r s t 

Courbet than Manet, followed by the Impressionists. Realism i t s e l f was 

shaken as a concept by the growing popularity of photography. The 

emphasis on o r i g i n a l i t y and "temperament" gained strength with the 

Impressionists as the sketch won supremacy over the fi n i s h e d work. Not 

a small part was played i n the a r t i s t i c battle by the newly-established 

middle-class and t h e i r conservative • preference for "juste-milieu" 

a r t i s t s (these a r t i s t s did not, unlike Manet, shock t h e i r moral 

conventions). The scene was one of combat; each f a c t i o n had i t s 

supporters. Zola entered the fight at a c r u c i a l moment, when the 

scandal over Manet was j u s t breaking. 

ZOLA'S RELATIONS WITH PAINTERS. 

The painter usually connected with Zola's name i s probably Manet, 

for Zola was h i s most i n f l u e n t i a l defender, i n h i s a r t i c l e s of 1866, 67 

and 68 ( l ) . Zola met Manet through Guillemet a frequenter, l i k e Zola 

of the cafe Guerbois. His f i r s t v i s i t to the painter's studio took 

place i n the February of 1866, the year of h i s controversial a r t i c l e s 

about the Salon and of h i s f i r s t a r t i c l e about Manet. Zola's longer 

defence of Manet, e n t i t l e d : "Une Nouvelle maniere en peinture: 

Monsieur-Edouard Manet", was published the next year, preceded by the 

following notice: 

La "Reyue.jdu^XIXe s i e c l e " a ses doctrines mais e l l e a gussi sa tribune 
l i b r e , ou e l l e convie toutes l e s opinions sur l ' a r t a s'exprimer. 
V o i l a pourquoi e l l e imprime cette etude h a r d i e . ( 2 ) 

Manet, i n gratitude, painted the now famous P o r t r a i t d'Emile Zola, 

which was accepted by the 1868 Salon but hung very badly by the judges, 

(1) Published i n L'Evenement, La Revue du XIXe s i e c l e , l'Evenement i l l u s t r e 
r espectively. 

(2) La Revue du XIX s s i e c l e , 1. 1. 1867. Zola's a r t i c l e was republished 
i n pamphlet form at the time of Manet's individual exhibition, the same 
year, and l a t e r incorporated i n the 1879 edition of Mes Haines. 
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a common practice with works of which they did not approve: "Les deux 

tableaux de 1'artiste sont malheureusement fort mal place's, dans des 

coins, tres haut, a. cote des portes." ( l ) (the other picture referred 

to i s Une jeune dame.) Antonin Proust, Manet's friend, acknowledged 

Zola's valiant help i n defending Manet, although not allowing that 

Zola fully understood Manet's work (2). 

While Zola and Manet met only i n 1866, there was a deeper bond 

uniting Zola and Cezanne. The two, along with Baptistin Bailie, were 

firm friends at the College Bourbon in Aix-en-Provence, spending their 

free time roaming the Provencal countryside, discussing their ambitions 

and inventing ecstatic and sentimental poems (3). The influence of the 

Romantic poets on the two young men was strong: 

Bans cette province reculee, au milieu de l a betise somnolente des 
petites v i l l e s , i l s avaient ainsi, des quatorze ans, vecu isoles, 
enthousiastes, ravages d'une fievre de litterature et d'art. Le dlcor 
enorme d'Hugo, les imaginations geantes qui s'y prominent parmi 
l'eternelle bataille des antitheses, les avaient d'abord ravis en pleine 
epopee, gesticulant, allant voir le s o l e i l se coucher derriere les ruines, 
regardant passer 3a vie sous un eclairage faux et superbe de cinquieme 
acte. Puis, Musset gtaitt vemr; les bouleverser de ses passions et de 
ses.larmes,... (4) 

This passage, taken from L'CBuvre, describes the emotional l i f e of 

Claude and Sandoz, who may be taken, superficially, to represent Cezanne 

and Zola respectively, although this i s an over-simplified view. Claude 

incorporates characteristics of Manet and of Zola himself ( i s i t a 

coincidence that Zola had used the name 'Claude' himself as a pseudonym 

when writing his articles on the Salon of 1866?) as well as of Cezanne, 

but the character i s viewed by Zola through a Romantic 'screen*.(5) 

(1) Zola: Ô C., 12, p. 862. 
(2) Proust: Edouard Manet, p. 49- The 20th century c r i t i c Wadley i s not so 

harsh on Zola. v. Wadley: Manet, pp. 14-15-
(3) Zola: La Confession de Claude, Nouveaux Contes a Ninon, L'CEuvre contain 

recollections of this period. 
(4) Zola: OjC., 5, p. 460, (L'CEuvre). 
(5) v. supra p. 29 for Zola's.use of the word "ecran". 
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The whole novel has an element of Romantic sentiment, as though Zola, 

in recalling memories of childhood and of the a r t i s t i c struggles of the 

l860s, were being self-indulgent and seeing these memories through rose-

coloured spectacles ( l ) . The effect of Zola and Cezanne's Romantic 

ideals during their youth at Aix was revealed i n Zola's admiration for 

the sentimental painter Ary Scheffer, expressed in a letter to Cezanne 

from Paris: 

Je ne sais s i tu connais Ary Scheffer, ce peintre de genie mort 
l'annee derniere: a Paris, ce serait un crime de repondre non, mais 
en province, ce n'est qu* une grosse ignorance. Scheffer etait un amant 
passione de 1'ideal, tous ses types sont purs, aeriens, presque diaphanes. • 
I I etait poete dans toute l'acception du mot, ne peignant presque pas le 
reel, abordant les sujets les plus sublimes, les plus delirants. (2) 

After Zola had come to Paris in 1858 he wrote to Cezanne in Aix 

encouraging him to pursue his a r t i s t i c ambitions. At this time, Zola, 

Cezanne's friend and confidant, was convinced that Cezanne had potential: 

... tu ajoutes que s i je t'ai compris, tu ne te comprends pas ( i . e . 
Cezanne) Je ne sais ce que tu entends par ce mot "compris". Pour moi, 
voici ce qu'il en est: j ' a i reconnu chez !toi une grande bonte de coeur, 
une grande imagination, les deux premieres qualites devant lesquelles je 
m'incline. Et cela s u f f i t , des ce moment je t'ai compris, Je t'ai juge. 
Quelles que soient tes defalliances, quels que soient tes errements, tu 
seras tougours le meme pour moi... ...Je t'ai juge bon et poete, et 
je le repeterai toujours: 11 Je t'ai compris". (3) 

Ihen Cezanne prevailed upon his father to allow him to come to Paris, i n 

l8 6 l , one of the f i r s t things he and Zola did was to go and see some Ary 

Scheffers,(4) This i s ironic when Zola's attitude of 1868 towards Ary 

Scheffer i s considered.(5) As Cezanne became acquainted with other 

painters mainly at the Academje Suisse, Zola was introduced to them too: 

Beliard, Pissarro, Monet, Degas, Fantin-Latour. A common meeting place 

was the Cafe Guerbois, where Duranty, Guillemet, the a r t - c r i t i c Burty 

and Renoir were also to be found. (6). By I87O, Zola was recognised as 

(1) v. Pierre Daix's Introduction to L'GBuvre i n Zola: O.C., 5. p. 427. 
(2) Zola: 0;C., 14, p. 1206 (letter to Cezanne, 25. 3. I§o0). 
(3) Ibid., p. 1207. 
(4) Rewald: Cezanne et Zola, p. 26. 
(5) v. infra p. 104. 
(6) Hemmings: Emile Zola, p. 29. 



a defender of avant-garde artists thanks to his Salon reviews of the 

sixties, and, as Rewald points out, he had had his portrait done three 

times - once by the sculptor Philippe Solari, (buste d'Emile Zola) who 

was an old Aixois friend, by Manet (Portrait d'Emile Zola, 1868) and 

by Pantin-Latour, who included Zola in his group study: L'atelier des 

Batignolles. The "Batignolles" group comprised those painters and 

friends who formed a band of supporters round Manet, most of whom 

met at the cafe Guerbois which was situated, l i k e FantinSLatour*s 

studio, in the Batignolles d i s t r i c t of Paris. Cezanne, however who 

had introduced Zola to many of these people, and who had contributed 

much towards the formation of Zola's ideas on art, was a rare v i s i t o r 

to the cafe Guerbois; his anti-social tendencies and sensitivity kept 

him away from this general meeting-place.(l) The influence of Cezanne's 

opinions on Zola's, regarding art, has been a much-debated question. 

Rewald concluded, i n 1935» that Zola's formula, "Une ceuvre d'art est 

un coin de l a creation vu a travers un temperament" was, doubtless, the 

f r u i t of the long discussions about art between Zola and Cezanne (2). 

Eelene et Jean Adhemar asserted that Zola "fut renseigne par ses amis, 

dont i l est l'echo" .(3) Zola's biographer, Hemmings, puts forward the 

point that "The vehemence with which (Zola) expressed his views i s some 

guarantee of the sincerity with which he held them". (4) 

The formula i t s e l f : "Une oeuvre d'art ..." was indeed the result of 

discussions between Zola and Cezanne, as Zola himself says in the 

dedicatory, letter to Cezanne which prefaced Mon Salon i n 1866.(5) He 

(1) Rewald: op c i t . , p. 58. 
(2) Ibid., p. 52. 
(3) HSlene et Jean Adhemar: article entitled "Zola et l a peinture" in Arts, 

12-18 Dec, 1952 quoted by Hemmings; op.cit., p. 31. 
4) Hemmings: Emile Zola, p. 31. 
5) Zola: O.C., 12, pp. 785 et seq., ("Mon Salon"). This was a collection 

of the articles Zola had published in L'Eyenement of April and May, 1866. 
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refers to the ten years of discussions with Cezanne about literature and 

the arts, and the idea they believed in above a l l other theories: 

Nous cherchions des hommes en toutes choses, nons voulions dans chaque 
aeuvre, tableau ou poeme, trouver un accent personnel, ( l ) 

As for the influence of Cezanne and other painter friends on Zola's 

actual tastes in art and preference for certain painters rather than 

others, i t i s inevitable that he should be influenced by his friends. 

Since Zola was obviously not a painter himself, his insight into art 

matters must have come from the views expressed by painters he knew. 

This view i s supported by the fact that Zola's inability to appreciate 

the paintings of the Impressionists i n later years was coincidental 

with his estrangement from painting c i r c l e s , preoccupied as he was 

with his novel-writing (2). The value of Zola's writings on art l i e 

in the very fact that at the time of composing them he was i n regular 

contact with the a r t i s t s he was discussing and had an insight denied 

to many other contemporary c r i t i c s . On the other hand, though, his 

friendship with the Independent painters in the 1860s and seventies 

would necessarily have caused him to tone down any adverse criticism 

he might privately have f e l t . 

After Zola had turned to other interests than painting, there was 

a greater distance between him and painters; he gave no further support 

to Independent exhibitions after his complimentary ar t i c l e of 1877.(3) 

Zola was, by the mid-seventies, an important figure i n his own right, 

thanks to the success of his novels, not merely as a campaigner for 

badly-treated a r t i s t s , and this was probably a factor i n the guardedness 

shown towards him by the Impressionists. Zola, for his part, may have 

experienced a certain pique when painters he had fought for no longer 

needed his support - this w i l l be discussed in reference to his 1896 

(1) Zola: O.C., 12, p. 785. 
(2) The 20 volumes of Zola's Rougon-Macquart series "were published between the 

years I87O-I893. 
(3) Zola: OaC., 12. pp. 973 et seq., (Une Exposition^ Les peintres 

Impressionnistes", article published i n Le Semaphore de M t a ^ i l i , 19.4,18779 
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a r t i c l e "Peinture". Alternatively, Zola may have genuinely disapproved 

of the methods used by Impressionists - their independent exhibitions 

in defiance of the Salon for example. Zola shared Manet's view, as 

quoted by Proust: 

" I I n'y a pas a dire, s ' e c r i a i t - i l (Manet), l e Salon est le 
vrai terrain de lutte. C'est l a qu'il faut se mesurer. Les petites 
chapelles in*embitent." ( l ) 

Zola refused to contribute towards the public subscription for Manet's 

Olympia for similar reasons. Monet had suggested, in 1889, that this 

painting should be bought by the public and given to the Nation. 

Subscribers included many of Manet's friends (e.g., Pissarro, Degas, 

Monet, Renoir) dealers (e.g. Durand-Ruel, Georges Pet i t ) , non-

Impressionists (e.g. Puvis de Chavannes, Carolus-Duran, Rops, Gervex), 

writers (e.g. Huysmans, Mallarme) and many others, but Zola adamantly 

refused to contribute (2). His reply to Claude Monet betrays a certain 

bitterness, but gives a legitimate reason for refusing to subscribe: 

...Que des amateurs se syndiquent pour faire monter le s prix d'un 
peintre, dont i l s ont les toiles, je l e comprends; mais je me suis 
promis, moi ecrivain, de ne jamais me meler a ces sortes d'affaires. 

J'ai assez defendu Manet par l a plume, pour craindre aujourd hui 
le reproche de l u i marchander i a gloire. Manet i r a au Louvre, mais i l 
faut que ce soit de lui-meme, en pleine reconnaissance nationale de son 
talent, et non sous cette forme detournee de cadeau, qui sentira quand 
meme l a coterie et l a reclame- (3) 

I f Zola i s given the benefit of the doubt, then i t may be taken that 

he acted on principle, not out of spite, and that his bitterness was 

caused by what he considered the unethical methods which the Impressionists 

were using. He himself had spoken put frankly and in defiance of public 

anger in defence of Manet; the idea of a subscription was possibly seen 

by Zola as compromising his own previous hard work. On the other hand, 

the fact that the subscription was Monet's idea, and not his own, may 

have been a contributory factor ( i . e . there may have been an element <. :.' 

(1) Proust: Edouard Manet, p. 43. 
(2) Bazin: Impressionist Paintings in the Louvre, pp. 42-3. 
(3) Zola: 0^ . , 14, p. 1472, (letter to Monet, 23. 7- I889). 
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of pique i n Zola's refusal to subscribe). I t i s worthy of mention that 

Manet's old friend, Proust, did not welcome Monet's scheme either, ( l ) 

Further instances of antagonism between Zola and Impressionist 

painters are cited by Furst, who writes about the "cooling-off" of 

relations between them (2). Zola's relationships with painters, as 

regarded art matters, were gradually less close although there i s no 

reason to suppose that social relations were as hostile as some c r i t i c s 

have implied (3). There obviously must have been a certain gap between 

ar t i s t s who were not i n the least accepted by the public and a novelist 

who by 1876, the year of the second Independent exhibition, was being 

favourably reviewed by most c r i t i c s and was certainly a very popular 

writer with the public. This gap i s illustrated by the two pieces of 

criticism included in the Figaro, i n 1876, of Zola's novel Son Excellence 

Eugene Rougon and of the Independents' exhibition at Durand-Ruel1s 

gallery. The f i r s t review (by Wolff) was favourable, the second went 

as follows: 

..cinq ou six alienes, dont une femme, un groupe de malheureux atteints de 
l a folie de 1'ambition .... 1'absence complete de toute Education 
artistique leur defend a jamais de franchir le fosse profond qui separe 
une tentative d'une ae uvre d'art. (4) 

I t i s Reward's view, echoed by Hamilton, that Zola's acceptance by the 

same intellectual milieu which rejected the Impressionists influenced 

his attitude towards the latter, and caused him to rethink his youthful 

ardent praise of these painters. (5) This element may have been present 

in Zola's later disassociation from the views of Impressionist c i r c l e s , 

but i t must be stated that he did not shun social relations with these 

painters. Zola's letters to Guillemet remained very affectionate until 

(1) Bazin: op. c i t . , p. 42. 
(2) Furst: "Zola's art criticism" ( a r t i c l e ) , p. 172. 
(3) e.g., Furst: ibid. 
(4) quoted by Rewald: Cezanne et Zola, p. 91* 
(5) Rewald: op. c i t . , p. 91. "Hamilton: Manet and his Cr i t i c s , p. 220. 



80 

the publication of L'CEuvre . ( l ) Pissarro, after receiving and reading 

a copy of Germinal, wrote to Zola describing the novel as "certainement 

l'oBuvre d'un grand caeur". (2) Moreover, however much relations had 

been strained by Zola's Russian articles of 1875 (which are discussed 

in Section three), by his article "Peinture" of I896 and by his novel 

L'CEuvre (in which echoes of Manet and the Impressionists as well as of 

Cezanne were seen i n the paintings of Claude, the central character), 

Monet and Pissarro, among many others, wrote letters of tribute to 

Zola after his courageous defence of Dreyfus in I896 ( 3 ) . Pissarro 

wrote as follows: 

Recevez 1'expression de mon admiration pour votre grand courage 
et l a noblesse de votre grand caractere. 

votre vieux camarade 
C. Pissarro. (4) 

As for Cezanne, he was a guest at Zola's house at Medan, as were 

Zola's other friends such as Alexis, Numa Coste and Theodore Dufet the 

c r i t i c between the years 1878-82 approximately ( 5 ) . Cezanne acted as 

"porte-voix" between Zola and Impressionist painters and i t was by 

this term that he described himself i n a letter to Zola of 1880. (6) 

Zola continued to encourage Cezanne, who, he knew, was often subject to 

moods of depression about his work: 

Aie de l a philosophie, rien ne marche comme l'on veut, moi-meme je suis 
bien ennuye en ce moment. (7) 

Zola's decisive break with Cezanne came when Zola published his 

novel L'QEuvre, in 1886. Zola, in his haste to publish, was tactless. 

He could not have seen the novel from Cezanne's point of view, who evidently 

(1) v. Zola: Ô C., 14, p. 1432 and pp. 1469-70. 
(2) Pissarro: letter to Zola, undated. (B.N.Nouv. acq. 24523, no. 52 ) . 
(3) Rewald: Cezanne et Zola, p. 155* 
(4) Pissarro: letter to Zola, dated 14. 1. 1898,. (B.N.Nouv. acq. 24523,no.50). 
(5) Rewald: op.cit., p. 105. 

6) Ibid., p. 109. 
7) Zola: OX., 14, p. 1442, (letter to Cezanne, 4. 7. 1885). 
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took i t as a comment by Zola on his own painting - a failure - written 

insensitively by his old friend who was at this time on the pinnacle of 

success. Cezanne, in 1886, was by no means sure of his work; i t was 

not until 1904 that he could write: 

Je crois y parvenir chaque jour davantage bien qu'un peu peniblement, 
car s i l a sensation forte de l a nature - et certes, je l ' a i vive - est 
l a base necessaire de toute conception d'art, et sur laquelle repose 
l a grandeur et l a bea&te de l'ceuvre future, l a connaissance des moyens 
d'exprimer notre emotion n'est pas moins essentielle, et ne s'acquiert 
que par une tres longue experience, ( l ) 

Sid Cezanne's friend and supporter of old now condemn him as an abortive 

genius? Whereas Claude, the hero of L'QEuvre, was generally taken as 

being based on Manet, because the description of the painting Claude 

submitted to the I863 Salon resembled Manet's le Dejeuner sur l'herbe, 

Cezanne recognised the use Zola made of early reminiscences, and the 

similarity of Claude's attitudes to his own: the desire to "realise" 

something on his canvas, his obsessive manner of working t(2) The 

Romantic ending of Zola's novel was probably seen by the sensitive 

Cezanne as Zola's opinion of his,C£&anne's,career: 

Claude s'etait pendu a l a grande echelle, en face de son oe uvre 
manquee. I I avait simplement pris une des cordes qui tenaient l e 
chassis au mur, et i l etait monte sur l a plate-forme en attacher le 
bout a, l a traverse de chine, eloueepar l u i un jour, afin de consolider 
les montants. Puis, de la-haut, i l avait saute dans le vide.. Eh 
chemise, les pieds nus, atroce avec sa langue noire et.ses yeux sanglants 
sortis des orbites, il.p_endait l a , grandi affreusement dans sa raideur 
immobile, l a face tournee vers le tableau, tout pres de l a Femme au ̂  
sexe fleuri d'une rose mystique, comme s ' i l l u i eut souffle son ame a 
son dernier rale, et qu'il l'eut regard!•encore, de ses prunelies 
fixes. (3) 

I t i s ironic that Zola's powers of imagination and dramatisation caused 

him to hurt Cezanne deeply and to arouse the feelings of other painters -

both Monet and Pissarro protested i n letters to Zola, concerned with the 

effect on the public of the novel's implications (4). Cezanne's le t t e r 

(1) CSzanne: letter to Aurenche (Aix, 25. 1. 1904). 
(2) v. Lindsay: Clzanne, Life and Art, pp. 293 et. seq. 
(3; Zola: O.C., 5. P* 726. 
(4) Ibid., p. 740 (Mitterand's "Notice"). 
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to Zola, which appears to have been his la s t , was cold and brief, ( l ) 

The apparent betrayal by Zola remained i n Cezanne's mind; this barrier 

prevented the two men from sharing their former confidences, however 

much each of them separately f e l t an attachment to the other. 

I t must be pointed out that Zola's separation from Cezanne i n 

later years did not necessarily imply his separation from Impressionist 

painters. Cezanne, i t i s true, had acted as a link between him and say, 

Monet or Renoir, but Cezanne himself was not an integrated member of 

the group of Impressionists. He exhibited with them more through the 

friendship of Pissarro than out of common aims with Impressionism. 

Thus, while there was a strained silence between Zola and Cezanne 

in the l a s t years of the century, Zola kept (very loosely) in touch 

with Pissarro, Monet and others, but, as Zola himself acknowledged i n 

1896, the SLd days of the sixties were over; his l i f e had turned to 

other preoccupations: "Oui, trente annees se sont passees, et je me suis un 

peu desinteresse de l a peinture." (2) 

ZOLA'S ART CRITICISM AND THEORY. 

In this section the progress i s traced of Zola's attitudes to 

painting i n general and to specific contemporary painters over the 

thirty years 1865 to 1896, and an assessment i s made of the value of 

Zola's writings on art. 

The article by Zola which appeared i n Le Salut public in 1865 

under the t i t l e : "Proudhen et Courbet" was a criticism of Proudhon's 

ut i l i t a r i a n attitudes towards the a r t i s t i n society and an appraisal 

of Courbet's painting ( 3 ) . Zola defended the a r t i s t ' s right to the 

freedom of expressing his own individuality: 

(1 ) Rewald: op.cit., p. 139. 
(2) Zolat Ô C., 12, p. 1048. 
(3) Zola: Ô C., 10, pp. 35 -46. 



Moi, je pose en principe que l'oeuvre ne v i t que par l'originalite. 
I I faut que je retrouve un homme dans chaque CEuvre, ou l'oeuvre me 
laisse froid. Je sacrifie carrement l'humanite a 1'artiste. Ma 
definition d'une oeuvre d'art serait, s i je l a formulais: "Une oeuvre 
d'art est un coin de l a creation vu a. travers un'temperament". 
Que m'importe le reste. Je suis a r t i s t e , et je vous donne ma chair et 
mon sang, mon COB ur et ma pensee .... I I serait r i s i b l e que vous 
veniez me faire changer et me faire mentir, vous l'apotre de l a verite'l 
(addressed to Froudhon) Vous n'avez done pas compris que l'ar t est l a 
libre expression d'un caeur et d'une intelligence, et qu'il est d'autant 
plus grand qu'il est plus personnel, ( l ) 

The characteristics of Zola's future a r t i s t i c and l i t e r a r y opinions were 

established i n this passage: the importance placed on originality, 

individuality, sincerity and truth. In his ar t i c l e "L'Expression 

personnelle" of thirteen years later, the same words were s t i l l recurring. 

Zola speaks of Daudet as creator: 

Tout le mecanisme de l'originalite est l a , dans cette expression 
personnelle du monde real qui nous entoure ... etc. (2) 

In the "Proudhon and Courbefr'article Zola eulogizes originality. 

The sublimity Zola found i n Ary Scheffer's painting i n 1860 was 

supplanted by originality as the great criterion. The ideal i s s t i l l a 

Romantic one, as i s the vision of the a r t i s t struggling for freedom to 

express the truth about his own personality. The ar t i c l e i n question 

may be seen as a compromise between Romantic and Realist attitudes. 

Zola's view-point, when he speaks on behalf of a r t i s t s against Proudhon's 

u t i l i t a r i a n ideas, i s basically i d e a l i s t i c and Romantic, to the point of 

sentimentality: < 

Notre ideal, a nous, ( i . e . "Artistes" and "litterateurs") ce sont 
nos amours et nos emotions, nos pleurs et.nos souriies Nous faisons 
du style et de l' a r t avec notre chair et notre ame; nous sommes amants ' 
de l a vie, nous vous donnons chaque jour un peu de notre existence. Nous .'' 
ne relevons que de nous, nous n'obeissons qu'a notre nature; (3) 

Zola here expresses the ideal behind such paintings as those of Delacroix, 

whom he defends against Proudhon's opinions i n the same article ( 4 ). 

Zola makes his position clear: 

(1) Ibid., p. 38. 
(2) Zola: O.C., 10, p. 1291,("L* Expression personnelle" was published i n •' 

Le VolTaTre. 27. 8. 1 8 7 8 ) . - , 
(3) Zola: CU3., 10, p. 39. 
(4) Ibid.,.p. 38 and p. 40. 



Je n'aime ni les. Egyptiens, ni les Grecs, ni les artistes ascetiques, 
moi qui n'admets dans l ' a r t que l a vie et l a personnalite. J'aime au 
contraire-la libre manifestation des pensees individuelles - ce que 
Proudhon appelle.l'anarchie -, j'aime l a Renaissance et notre epoque, 
ces luttes entre artistes,ces hommes qui tous viennent dire un mot 
encore inconnu hier. Si l'aeuvre n'est pas du sang et des nerfs, s i 
el l e n'est pas 1'expression entiere et poignante d'une creature, je 
refuse l'oauvre,-fut-elle l a Venus de Milo. ( l ) 

Zola's views accommodate the Realist painter as much as the Romantic, 

for i n Courbet just as i n Delacroix Zola sees the expression of an 

individuality. Thus, the criterion used i s apparently applicable to 

different kinds of painting. (Difficulties were to occur later when 

Zola attempted an assessment of Puvis de Chavannes and the symbolist 

Gustave Moreau). Zola i s praising, at the same time, truth to reality 

(Realism) and truth to one's own temperament (Romanticism). This i s 

the dynamic which i s to remain fundamental to Zola's art theory. The 

formula by which he chooses to express the synthesis (between reality and 

personality) i s "un coin de l a creation vu a travers un temperament". 

This phrase, which was subsequently repeated, l i k e a refrain, through­

out Zola's c r i t i c a l writings on art, was wide enough to be applied to 

painting or to literature. The formula may have been "le f r u i t des 

longues discussions d'art entre Zola et Cezanne" as Rewald asserts ( 2). 

I t was certainly not a new idea, however. Baudelaire had expressed the 

same thought in his art criticism when he had written of the dual 

importance of the a r t i s t ' s temperament and of the study of nature or 

contemporary reality. (3). 

Zola's formula accurately describes a "work of art", yet without 

defining the term on which the whole thing hinges - "temperament". 

What i f a painter's temperament were banal? - the resulting piece of 

(1) Ibid., p v40. 
(2) Rewald: Cezanne et Zola, p. 52. 
(3) v. supra pp. 62-3. 
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work might f u l f i l Zola's formula, but i t would not necessarily be a 

great work of art or, i n Zola's terms, a work of originality. In other 

words, the formula serves to describe the genesis of a work of art, but 

not to help us judge the result. The neatness with which Zola expressed 

himself in the formula concealed the fact that those works which found 

approval i n his criticism were dependent on Zola's own tastes (or those 

of people who influenced him, e.g. Manet). 

Zola's tastes, then, as seen in "Proudhon et Courbet", were for • 

what he called the vigour and solidity of Courbet's painting rather 

than the moral quality which Proudhon had found i n Courbet's work. Zola 

praised " l a facon e'nergique dont i l (Courbet) a s a i s i et rendu l a 

nature" ( l ) . Mitterand makes the shrewd observation that Zola sees i n 

Courbet the energy which he detects i n himself (2). 

Trapu et vigoureux, i l avait l'apre desir de serrer entre ses bras l a 
nature vraie; i l voulait peindre en pleine viande et en plein terreau.(3) 

These words, in which Zola characterises Courbet, might indeed be 

applied to the author of the Rougon-Macquart series. This thought leads 

on to a rather discouraging point: Proudhon saw his own ideas - s o c i a l i s t i c -

in Courbet, while Zola saw in Courbet his own vigour. I s the true Courbet 

overlooked i n these assessments, or does he have both elements? The 

art c r i t i o i s always limited by his own vision. I f Zola's formula 

might be extended for a moment, i t could be said that " l a critique est 

une ce uvre d'art vue a travers un temperament". In studying art 

criticism we are essentially studying the c r i t i c . The limits imposed 

by the art c r i t i c ' s own temperament may be illustrated by Zola's inability 

to appreciate Gustave Moreau - although he confessed a certain fascination 

for the artist's work - and by Huysmans' lack of appreciation of 

(1) Zola: O.C., 10, p.40 
(2) Ibid., p. 172, (notes by Mitterand). 
(3) Ibid., p. 42. 
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Courbet (when he actually examined Courbet's work and stopped repeating 

the accepted view that Courbet was a master), ( l ) 

The r e a l i s t aims of Courbet and Zola, however, coincided. No-one 

would deny that Courbet's figures were solidly painted, and this appealed 

to Zola; as for Courbet's "energie", there i s possibly more solemnity 

and heaviness than vigour in, for example, Un Enterrement a. Ornans. 

and more monumental breadth in les Casseurs de pierres than energy 

or than socialism, as Froudhon detected. However, such comments can 

only be matters of opinion. Even the a r t i s t ' s opinion i s not the 

ultimate statement, since a work of art has a l i f e of i t s own as far as 

subsequent observers are concerned. The fact that Courbet had no 

particular socialist aim i n painting the stone-breakers does not prevent 

i t from being a so c i a l i s t painting i f that i s the generally accepted 

opinion.(2) 

Zola anticipated the views of Impressionist painters when he 

emphasized not the subject matter but the treatment of i t . At a time 

when great importance was given to the content of a painting, Zola's 

view was avant-garde: "L'objet ou l a personne a peindre sont les pretextes".(3) 

Such an attitude was acceptable neither to academics, with their historical 

and allegorical subjects, or to the public who were accustomed to seeing 

"noble" paintings. Proudhoh is c r i t i c i s e d for, as Zola sees i t , ' the fault 

of placing too much importance on subject-matter. (4) 

The characteristic of Courbet's painting, then, most admired by 

Zola was the vigourous, solid treatment of subject matter which produces 

l i f e - l i k e works: 

... toiles energiques, d'une seule masse, baties a. chaux et a, sable, 
replies jusqu'a l a vie et belles jusqu'a l a verite. (5) 

1) v. infra Chapter 5« 
2) v. Leymarie: French Painting. The Nineteenth Century, p. 137 on Courbet's 

intentions. 
(3) Zola: O.C., 10, p. 45. 
(4) Ibid., p. 43. 
(5) Ibid., . ,.. 
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The criticism Zola made of Gustave Bore, i n an ar t i c l e published i n 

Mes Haines, was that the solid quality of Courbet was lacking i n Bore's 

work, ( l ) Zola had by this time (1865) taken up his position i n the 

r e a l i s t camp: 

L'oeuvre n'est pas solide; i l n'y a point, sous e l l e , l a forte 
charpente de l a realite pour l a tenir ferme et debout. (2) 

His praise of Sore was less lavish than i n the ar t i c l e he had written 

two years earlier, when reviewing Bore's illustrations of Cervantes' 

Son Quichotte,(3) 

The "forte originalite"previously detected by Zola i n Sore's Don Qaichotte 

illustrations i s found i n 1865, after Sore's illustrations of the Bible 

had been published, to be lacking the solidity and variety which would 

come from a careful study of nature, or reality* Zola had perceptively 

anticipated this later judgement when he had stated i n his 1863 study of 

Sore: 

Je ne crois pas qu'il puisse s'accommoder d'un sujet d'une ampleur grave 
et severe, aux lignes pures et sans mouvement; (4) 

whereas the "grandeur", "finesse", "ironie" and "comique" of Sore's 

particular talent was admirably suited to Cervantes' novel, i t did not 

do justice to the Bible. Zola echoed the feeling of Cezanne in 

recommending to Sore a long and patient study of nature - this would 

refresh his fail i n g resources. Although Zola accepted that Sore had a 

distinct originality, he found the illustrator's work lacking i n the 

other element necessary to a work of art - the study of reality: 

On ne se rrenferme pas impunement dans le songe; un jour vient ou l a 
force manque pour jouer ainsi au createur. Puis, lorsque les osuvres 
sont trop personnelles, elles se reproduisent fatalement; l ' o e i l du 
visionnaire s'emplit toujours de l a m€me vision, et l e dessinateur 
adopte certaines formes dont i l ne peut plus se debarasser. La realite, 

(1) Ibid., pp. 73-79, (this a r t i c l e was originally published i n Le Salut public. 
Lyon, 14. 12. 1865) 

(2) Ibid., p. 73. x 

(3) Zola: "Cervantes et Gustave Sore" published i n Le Journal poftulaire de 
- Lille.-20th, 21st, 22nd, 23rd Secember 1863. 

(4) Zola: OjC., 10, p. 306. 
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au contraire, est une bonne mere qui nourrit ses enfants d'aliments 
toujours nouveaux... ( l ) 

Zola's attitude i s sound. The same thought i s expressed by Aldous 

Huxley when he states the advantage of working from nature as opposed 

to working purely i n the abstract - for nature has a far richer variety 

and intricacy of forms. (2) Huxley's description of the creation of a 

work of art, moreover, echoes that of Zola's: 

In the plastic arts the proposing i s done by the subject matter; that 
which disposes i s ultimately the artist'a temperament..jj) 

We can see the similarity with Zola's opinion as expressed i n the 

phrase: "un coin de l a creation vu a travers un temperament". The 

importance of studying nature, as Zola recommended to Dore, was 

expressed by a contemporary who had i n common with Dore a powerful 

imagination - Odilon Redon: 

I I faut que le peintre a i t chez l u i , sous l a main, des elements fixes. 
Je ne croiz pas que l'on puisse s'en distraire. Aucune memoire visuelle 
n'y suppleera .(4) 

Redon, who c r i t i c i s e d the Impressionists for being too much confined to 

reality, to a materialistic view-point, and who was, himself, more | 

concerned with trying to express the mystery of l i f e , yet acknowledged 

that: 

Voir et bien voir sera toujours le precepte premier de l ' a r t de peindre, 
cela est une verite de tous les temps. (5) 

He described his work as a r t i s t i n his "Confidences d'artiste": 

J'ai f a i t un art selon moi. Je l ' a i f a i t avec les yeux ouvertssur l e s 
merveilles du monde visible, et, quoi qu'on en a i t pu dire, avec le souci 
constant d'obeir aux l o i s du naturel et de l a vie. (6) 

Thus, even the imaginative and mystical painter Redon would agree with Zola that 

an imagination i s not enough. 

Without denying Dore's originality, then, Zola concluded that a study 

of reality would add richness and force to his work: 

(1) Ibid., p. 74. ^ 
(2) Huxley: Collected Essays, p. 152. 
(3; Huxley: The Doors of Perception, p. 24. 
(4) Redon: A gbi-meme. p. 112. 
(5) Redon: A Soi-meme. p. 54 
(6) Redon: "Confidences d'artisteV included i n A Soi-aeme. p. 9. 
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Mais s ' i l pense lui-meme que l 1 etude du vrai doive le grandir, qu'il 
se hate de rendre son talent plus solide et plus pro fond, et i l gagnera 
en genie ce qu'il aura gagne en r e a l i t e . ( l ) 

The solidity Zola admired in Courbet was thus recommended to Dore. While 

the advice to work hard at studying nature was basically sound, i t may be 

remarked that Zola was suggesting something outside Bore's capacity and 

foreign to his particular temperament - a temperament that led him to ,j 

paint unsolid fairy-like visions. i 

Zola's articles of 1866. 

In April,1866, Zola was commissioned by the editor of L'Evenement, 

M. de Villemessant, to write a series of articles reviewing the Salon of 

that year. Zola's approach was deliberately provocative. He began 

with an article describing the suicide of an a r t i s t who was rejected by :i 

the Salon jury of 1866, followed this with two insulting articles about 

the jury, and included an appraisal of Edouard Manet, whose two paintings 

Le Fifre and L'Acteur tragique were rejected that year. In the 14th. 

May issue of L'Evenement, M. de Villemessant quoted Zola's request to 

cover the Salon exhibition: 

Je f e r a l , m'a-t-il dit ( i . e . Zola), une campagne de guerillas: MON SALON 
(de l a son t i t r e , auquel on a reprochl d'itre pretentieux, mais que 
justifient des allures vraiment personnelles), mon salon ne ressemblera 
en rien a. celui des autres; on en parlera, je vous en reponds, car je 
serai d'une sincerite absolue; je me tromperai peut - Stre, mais je ne 
commettrai jamais.'- que les erreurs d'homme de bonne f o i . (2) 

This piece expresses the compaigning s p i r i t present i n the articles Zola 

published, although the number of projected articles was dramatically cut, 

and three articles by the more moderate Pelloquet were published along­

side Zola's to pacify those readers offended by Zola's a r t i c l e s . (3) 

Pelloquet's a r t i c l e s , while not pandering to the academics, were more 

of a reflection of public taste: he disputed the praise lavished upon 

(1) Zola: O.C.. 10, p. 78. 
(2) M. de Villemessant: L'Evenement. 14. 5. 1866. 
(3) Pelloquet's articles were published i n L'Evenement on the l6th and 25th 

May and 15th June, 1866. 

: . : Q 
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Manet by 11 quelques litterateurs fantajsistes" (presumably referring to 

Zola), and called Courbet "le lion du Salon de 1866". Courbet was, by 

this time, popular: 

Tous les journaux retentissent de ses louanges; tous ses confreres, 
et parmi ceux-ci, ceux qui autre fois l e denigraient l e plus, le placent 

au rang des mattres. ( l ) 

I f Felloquet's articles echoed public taste, Zola's deliberately 

opposed i t . Vftiile he praised Manet, Courbet was found to have lost 

his former power. Since elsewhere Zola's opinion of Courbet i s one of 

admiration, his views as expressed i n the article entitled "Les Chutes" 

of 1866 may be considered as a reaction against common opinion and a 

deliberate attempt at being controversial ( 2 ) . 

The f i r s t a r t i c l e Zola published was called Un Suicide and 

dramatised the suicide of Jules Holtzapfel, an aff a i r which apparently 

made a deep impression on Zola. A phrase which Zola used i n this a r t i c l e 

evoked the scene he was to describe twenty years later i n the novel 

L'CSuvre: 

"Le peintre s'est tue devant ce tableau inacheve". (3 ) 

Zola obviously saw this incident as an emotive prelude to his attack on 

the jury: "Je grossis comme je puis l e dossier de mes griefs contre l e 

jury qui a fonctionne cette annee." ( 4 ) 

The two articles which followed tore the jury to pieces. The most 

slanderous part, referring to specific members of the jury by name, 

was retracted and suppressed when Zola republished his 1866 articles for 

the second time i n 1879• A sample of Zola's satire i s as follows: 
M. MEI3S0NIER. Rien n'est long a faire, p a r a l t - i l , comme de petits 
bonshommes, car le peintre en ti t r e de L i l l i p u t , 1 'artiste homoeopathe 
a doses infinitesimales, a manque presque toutes l e s seances. On m'a 
dit pourtant que M. Meissonier avait a s s i s t ! au jugement des artistes 
dont le nom commence par un M. (5) 

1) Felloquet: ar t i c l e i n L'Evenement, 16. 5. 1866. 
2) Zola: "Les Chutes", article i n L'Evenement, 15. 5. 1866. 

(3) Zola: '.'Eh Suicide'-', article i n L'Bvgnement, 19. 4 . 1866. 
(4) Ibid. "I 
(5) Zola: p^C., 12, p. 1066. 
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Zola did not merely attack the selection committee, member by member, 

but put forward positive reasons for advocating a change i n the Salon 

selection system. His motives were a desire for freedom and for truth -

the public, ideally, should have the freedom to chose for themselves 

what they liked; the Salon ought not to be a "temple" with the jury 

acting as i t s "corps de garde": ( l ) 

Mbi, public, je me plains d'etre lese dans ma liberte d1opinion... moi, 
public, j'exige qu'on ne me cache rien... (2) 

... i l s'agit i c i de verite et de justice ... (3) 

Zola's preference, as expressed i n his articles on the jjury, i s for 

the truthfulness of r e a l i s t painting: 

Eh oui! je me constitue le defenseur de l a rea l i t e . J'avoue 
tranquillement que je vaie admirer M. Manet, j e declare que je fa i s 
peu de cas de toute l a poudre de r i z de M. Cabanel et que je prefers 
les senteurs apres et saines de l a nature vraie. (4) 

The same tastes are thus expressed as in his "Proudhon et Courbet" 

arti c l e of the previous year. The a r t i s t i n whom he sees the "senteurs 

apres et saines de l a nature vraie" i s , i n 1866, M. Manet. The same 

comment might be made as before: that Zola i s distinguishing his own 

characteristics i n the a r t i s t he i s viewing. The phrase cited above 

would aptly describe, say, Nana or L*Assommoir by Zola. The Salon of 

1866 lacks the quality of solid reality which appeals to Zola; i t i s 

described by him as "un brave bourgeois en pantoufdes et en chemise 

blanche" - not a very flattering image. 

Zola's attitude to Courbet i s more c r i t i c a l , i n 1866, for Courbet 

has adopted the views of Proudhon about the s o c i a l i s t i c possibilities of 

art. Zola utters a plea for moral and pol i t i c a l objectivity i n painting; 

Far grace, restez l e premier peintre de l'epoque, ne devenez ni moraliste 

ni socialiste." (addressed to Courbet). (5) Zola was not to observe 

this objectivity i n his own novels, i t may be remarked: Germinal'-with i t s 
(1 ) Ibid., p. 789-
(2) Ibid., p. 794. 
( 3 ) Ibid., p. 792. 
(4 ) Ibid., p. 793. 
(5 ) Ibid., p. 794. 



.92 

s o c i a l i s t leanings (though these are a matter of dispute among c r i t i c s ) 

may be given as an example of p o l i t i c a l engagement. However, i f we might 

return briefly to the article on "Proudhon et Courbet", i t must be 

observed that here Zola drew a distinction between the function of the 

painter and that of the writer - whereas the painter possessed "le 

droit de nous donner des emotions", the writer, or the speaker, by 

means of his words might hope to instruct, ( l ) 

In the fourth a r t i c l e published i n L'Evenement i n 1866, Zola declares 

his criterion i n judging art: what he looks for above a l l i s an 

"individuality", the authentic expression of a person's originality ( 2 ) . 

The resemblances to Baudelaire's aesthetic are obvious: insistence on 

temperament and originality; the idea that a r t i s t i c beauty changes with 

the times: 

Comme toute chose, l ' a r t est un produit humain, une secretion humaine; 
c'est notre corps qui sue l a beaute de nos osuvres. Notre corps change 
selon les climats et selon les mceurs, et l a secretion change done 
egalement. (3) 

The image i s Zola's, but the thought i s very similar to Baudelaire's, 

as expressed i n Le Peintre de l a Vie moderne ( 4 ) . Zola experiences the 

same reaction as Baudelaire against neo-classical fixed ideals i n art and 

the resulting falseness of the academic technique. The very word "art" 

has bad overtones for Zola, since i t implies some kind of fixed ideal 

("ideal absolu"). The ideal art to his mind would be a living art: 

"Je veux qu'on fasse de l a vie ..." (5) The parallel with his l i t e r a r y 

theory and his novel-writing i s obvious; the importance of real l i f e 

was essential to the Naturalist way of thinking. In the Paris . art-lfforld of \ 
i 

the l 860s , though, the desire for a more living kind of art was strengthened 

by the opposition of the whole academic tradition, with i t s set practices 
(1) Zola: O.C., 10, p. 42 . 
(2 ) Zola: O.C., 12, pp. 796-800, fee Moment artistique" published i n 

L'Evenement, 4 . 5. 1866). . — 
(3) Zola: 0;C., 12, p. 797. 
(4) Baudelaire: Le Peintre de l a Vie moderne was published i n November, I863 

and later included i n L'Art romantique. 
( 5 ) Zola: C^C., 12, p. 797.-



and fixed definition of what constituted a finished work of art. 

The two-fold formula Zola put forward i n his previous essay: 

"Une oeuvre d'art est un coin de l a creation vu a. travers un 

temperament" i s explained i n "Le Moment Artistique"; 

I I y a, selon moi, deux elements dans une oeuvre: 1'element 
reel, qui est l a nature, et 1'element individual, qui est l'homme. ( l ) 

Zola i s aware, i n 1866, of the importance of photography, which he 

considers to be the ultimate objectivity: 

s i l e temperament n'existait pas, tous lea tableaux devraient etre 
forcement de simples photographies.(2) 

i . e . a photograph i s a reproduction of "1*element re e l , fixe", 

(this i s of course an elementary view of photography, which, as an 

art, was i n i t s elementary stages). Zola goes on to emphasise the 

quality which transforms a mere reproduction into a work of art -

"l*element individuel": "Le mot "realiste" ne signifie rien pour 

moiy, qui declare subordonner l e reel au temperament". (3) This i s 

an important point i n Zola's aesthetic writings which i s often played 

down while the accent on realism i s over-emphasised. I t i s a v i t a l 

element i n Zola's l i t e r a r y theory, as has been seen i n Chapter two, 

although overshadowed by the "roman experimental" idea. Sloane 

rightly stresses the importance of temperament i n Zola's aesthetic. (4) 

When Doucet described Zola's Mon Salon as a great cry for "verite", 

he gave an accurate description. (5 ) I t i s necessary to add, however, 

that Zola's theory implies a two-fold truth: truth to the subject-

matter observed and truth to the a r t i s t ' s personal vision of that 

subject-matter - a "sincere" rendering. 

1) Ibid. 
2) Ibid. 
3) Ibid. 

(4 ) Slpane: French painting between the past and present..., pp. 96-7. 
(5) cited by Sloane: op.cit., p. 200. 
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I t i s precisely this quality that Zola praised i n Manet i n the 

ar t i c l e published i n L'Byenement on the 7th May 1866. Manet, as Zola 

saw i t and as subsequent c r i t i c s have agreed, was attempting to go back 

to an original view of the subject unimpeded by considerations of 

what other a r t i s t s thought to be the correct, or ideal, way of 

painting: 

... un homme s'attaquant directement a. l a nature, ayant remis en 
question l ' a r t entier, cherchant a. c r i e r de lui-meme et a ne rien 
cacher de sa personnalite'; • ( l ) 

The view that an a r t i s t should be free to express himself i n any way 

he might choose, an accepted opinion nowadays, was distinctly alien to 

the main body of French art i s t s and c r i t i c s i n the 1860s. The objection 

Zola anticipated to such an iconoclastic view was: "Vous prenez 

l'etrangete pour l'originalite'",. ( 2 ) The problem of distinguishing 

between true originality and mere novelty, expressed by Quatremere de 

Quincy of the Academie (v. supra p. 6 4 ) , and a major difficulty for 

c r i t i c s of twentieth-century art, was to be raised again by Zola i n 

his l a s t article on painting, written i n a mood of self-doubt (the 

article of 1896 entitled "Peinture"). 

As for Manet's original manner of seeing i n 1866, Zola characterises 

i t i n the following words: "simplicite", "justesse", "larges taches", 

"oppositions vigoureuses". These comments are seen to be very accurate 

when applied to, for example, Olympia or Le F i f r e . Simplified areas 

of colour, juxtaposition of light and dark areas are examplified by 

both these paintings. The frank realism of Le Diner sur l'herbe and 

Olympia appeals to Zola, just as Courbet's earlier work had done. (3 ) 

In the article entitled "Les Realistes du Salon". Zola singles 

out Monet's Camille as the only painting, among the works of Bibot, 

(1 ) Zola: O^., 12, p. 803. 
(2 ) Ibid., p. 806. 
(3) Manet's painting "Le timer sur l'herbe", originally called Le Bain, 

i s usually known as Le Dejeuner sur l'herbe. 



Vollon, Bonvin and Boybet exhibited at the Salon along with Monet's, 

possessing l i f e : "C'est la, une peinture energique et vivante." ( l ) 

He denies the other painters truth or originality, or both, i n 

depicting their subject-matter. Zola appears to feel the need, given 

the t i t l e of his review, to restate his aesthetic: realism ( i . e . 

truth to nature) i s a sine qua non with a l l a r t i s t s , but an equally 

important consideration i s the a r t i s t ' s temperament. (2 ) Zola's 

definition, although broad, does not admit paintings not based on 

reality that i s , dream-painting: "Peindre des reves est un jeu 

d'enfant et de femme; l e s hommes ont charge de peindre des r e a l i t e s . " (3) 

He would, presumably, reject Symbolist painting. However, he does not 

have the problem here, the mood of the time being, as Zola observes, 

r e a l i s t - "ou plutot positiviste." (4 ) Since the painter must 

reflect his own age, then the important paintings of the time w i l l be 

r e a l i s t . Zola's observation i s proved accurate by the work of the 

Impressionists of subsequent years, with their concentration on the 

material aspect of their subject and their attempt at rendering i t 

faithfully on their canvases, conscious that even a few minutes would 

alter the scene before their eyes. 

In "Les Chutes", Zola's next a r t i c l e of 1866, he laments the 

'going soft" of Courbet: "Courbet, cette annee, a arrondi les angles 

trop rudes de son genie; i l a f a i t patte de velours..." ( 5 ) Theodore 

Rousseau and Millet, similarly, are found by Zola to have lost their 

usual authentic vigour and solidity. 

I t i s noticeable that Zola, while not using the technical terms 

1) Zola: O.C.. 12, p. 808. 
2) Ibid., p. 807. 
3) Ibid. 
4) Ibid., Symbolist painting i s discussed infra Chapter 5 . 
5) Zola: op. c i t . , p. 811 ("Les Chutes" was published on the 15. 5. 1866. 
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used by artists, at least makes an attempt not to use s t r i c t l y l i t e r a r y 
terms i n his art criticism. He employs such phrases as "grasse et 
solide". (1) These may be readily understood by the public he i s 
writing for; they are essentially simple adjectives, not precise 
enough to be technical. Furst makes the observation that Zola uses 
predominantly literary terms. (2) I t must be pointed out,however,that 
Zola has his readership to consider. He himself, moreover, i s aware 
that painters object to being c r i t i c i s e d i n literary terms (his friends 
are painters): "... je parle en poete, et les peintres, je le sais, 
n'aiment pas cela." ( 3 ) 

The final article published i n L'Bvenement by Zola was entitled 

"Adieux d'un critique d'art." (4) In this last a r t i c l e , Zola takes the 

opportunity to deride the painters Fromentin, Nazon, Dubufe and (Jerome, 

who were extremely popular i n academic cir c l e s and accepted as examples 

of top painters by the public. The quality disliked by Zola i n these 

painters i s their a r t i f i c i a l i t y . (5) He compares Nazon's "decors en 

carton" with the qualities of "verite et justesse" and "vigueur" of 

Corot, Daubigny and Pissarro (who was an unknown a r t i s t i n 1866), 

although Corot's nymphs, to Zola's eyes, are a sign of softness, and 

his possibly too fragile landscapes have a tendency towards a r t i f i c i a l i t y . 

Zola's attitude remains consistent; the same qualities are s t i l l 

admired as i n his 1865 article on Courbet. The dedicatory letter to 

Cezanne, included when Zola's articles were published i n book form, 

with i t s polemical, confident tone, again emphasises the importance to 

Zola, as to Cezanne, of originality and the "accent personnel" i n a work 

of art. (6) 

(1) Ibid., p. 813. 
(2) Furst: Zola's Art Criticism, p. 175. 
(3 ) Zola: op. c i t . , i bid. 
(4 ) published 20th May, 1866. 
(5 ) Zola: O.C.. 12, p. 815. 
(6) Ibid., p. 785, (v. supra, p. 2 5 . ) 
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Zola's articles of 1867. 

I n 1867, Zola published his lengthiest study on Manet, entitled: 

"The Nouvelle maniere en peinture: Monsieur Edouard Manet", ( l ) 

In much the same way as Huysmans defended Zola i n Emile Zola et l'Assommoir, 

Manet's character and l i f e - s t y l e are described by Zola as r e s p e c t a b l e > 

refined even; the a r t i s t i s not, as some rumours have, implied 

bohemian ( 2 ) . The rest of the ar t i c l e i s devoted to assessing the 

general characteristics of Manet's work, and discussing Manet's paintings 

up to I867 i n detail. Zola was not the f i r s t to find good qualities i n 

Manet: the c r i t i c s Zacharie As true, a friend of Manet's, and Privat had 

praised his work. ( 3 ) . Resemblances may be pointed out between Astruc's 

comments on Manet, i n his 1863 a r t i c l e , and Zola's subsequent observations. 

The vigour and authenticity praised by Zola i n Manet was the quality 

Astruc had admired i n Manet's work: "... des aeuvres toutes spontanees, 

s i harmonieuses, executees avec tant de verve et de force qu'elles 

semblent j a i l l i e s de l a nature par un seul elan..." ( 4 ) Baudelaire had 

commented on Manet's taste for modern reality and described him as.having 

"un talent mur et profond" i n an a r t i c l e published i n Le Boulevard i n 

1862, (5) These favourable notices were, however, the exception. Thanks 

to Zola's highly controversial ar t i c l e s of the preceding year, though, 

more attention was paid to his study of Manet i n 1866. 

Zola sees i n Manet's paintings an example of his definition of a 

work of art: "une traduction forte et originale de l a realite". (6) 

Bis observation of Manet's particular qualities i s accurate: the precise 

rendering of tonal variation, with a l l the colours translated into a 

lighter scale than i n nature (what has been called "peinture c l a i r e " ) , 

(1 ) published in La Revue du XIX B sie'cle. 1st January 1867. v. supra, p. 21. 
(2) Zola: O.C., 12, pp. 825-827. The original version contained more personal: 

details - v. ibid., p. IO69. 
(3) v. Sloane: French painting between the past and the present etc., p. 192: 
(4 ) Ibid. 

5) Baudelaire: O.C., L'Art Romantique, p. 112 and p. 114. 
6) Zola: OjC., 12, p. 830. 
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the simplicity of vision: 

(Manet) se laisse guider par ses yeuz qui apercoivent ce suget en 
larges teintes se commandant les unes l e s autres... 

Manet's sense of refinement and his similarities with Japanese a r t i s t s . ( l ) 

This assessment of Manet's characteristics remains the basis of twentieth-

century criticism of Manet, although new angles have been developed 

thanks to more recent attitudes i n art. For example, Wadley's idea 

that Manet's best work ( i . e . the earlier non-Impressionist paintings, 

some of which Zola reviewed i n his 1867 a r t i c l e ) was an attempt at 

combining the truth to the impression of the subject-matter with the 

truth to the harmony of the canvas (which twentieth-century non-

representational art i s most concerned with);(2)thiB idea bases i t s e l f 

on the qualities Zola pinpoints i n Manet: his simplification and 

precise observation of tonal values. 

Jeanniot, who visited Manet i n 1882 at the time when Manet was 

painting Le Bar aux Folies-Bergere, recorded Manet's own advice to be 

concise, to look for the main area of light and the main area of shade 

and the rest would follow. (3) Perhaps the most d i f f i c u l t thing for the 

public to accept i n Manet's pictures was his attitude towards his 

subject-matter. He did not l e t sentiment or emotion alter his vision 

of the object he was representing, but concentrated.on the various 

patches of colour (an avant-garde method at the time). Zola, perhaps 

through his friendship with Manet, but also no doubt because of his own 

r e a l i s t views, found no difficulty i n accepting this. Zola interprets 

Manet's work in the context of the age - a positivist age - where the 

emphasis i s being put on scientific observation: 

(1) Ibid., p. 831. 
(2 ) Wadley: Manet, pp.14-17. 
(3) Jeanniot i n La Grande Revue, 10. 8. 1907. 
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Je vois en ltd un peintre analyste. Tous les problemes ont ete remis 
en question, l a science a voulu avoir des bases solides, et elle en 
est revenue a 1*observation exacte des f a i t s . . . . 
tandis que d'autres se creusent l a tete pour inventer une nouvelle 
Mort de Cesar ou un nouveau Socrate buvant l a cigue, i l place 
tranquillement dans un coin de son atelier quelques objets et quelques 
personnes-, et se met a, peindre, en analysant l e tout avec soin ( l ) . 

Manet, although not wishing to be known as the leader of the 

Impressionists, showed them the way by largely ignoring the content of -

the subject he was painting and concentrating on i t s appearance. This 

was a decisive break with the anecdotal or "noble" art which was popular 

at the time, i n which the subject carried great importance. Manet was 

a true r e a l i s t in method, even purer than Zola, since he simply painted 

the area of colour which he saw, without emotion, whereas Zola's 

"naturalism" usually conveyed a sense of human struggle, grandeur or 

pathos. The c r i t i c Venturi comments on the purity of Manet's images 

and on their existence as forms i n their own right, separate from the 

original subject-matter: 

(Manet's images) exist by means of their a r t i s t i c l i f e , which parallels 
the l i f e of natural things but i s not to be confused with i t . (2 ) 

Manet's amoral Execution de MaxLmilien (1867-8) i s an example of this. 

Whatever emotions led Manet to undertake the subject of Maximilieh's 

execution, the resulting painting i s more an investigation of the shapes 

involved than an expression of the tragedy of the event, (compare Manet's 

painting with Goya's very emotive 3rd of 

Manet was shocked at the public response his paintings provoked; 

Zola was fully aware of the kind of subject which would arouse public 

emotion. Proust quotes Manet's conversation when having lunch chez 

Tortoni: 

(1) Zola: OjC., 12, p. 833. 
(2 ) Venturi: Impressionists and Symbolists, p. 8 . 



Faut-il qu'on soit niais, s ' e c r i a - t - i l pendant l e repas, pour 
dire que je cherche a t i r e r des coups de pistolet. Est-ce que j ' a i 
jamais eu l'idee, moi, d'assassiner l e due de Guise?.... Je rends 
aussi simplement que possible les choses que je vois. Ainsi 1*Olympia, 
quoi de plus naif? I I y a des duretes, me dit-on, e l l e s y etalent, 
je les ai vu.es. J'ai f a i t ce que j ' a i vu . ( l ) 

A further citation given by Proust may serve to demonstrate the 

positivist i n Manet (in I 8 7 8 ) : 

...Gustave Moreau, qui est un convaincu, aura une influence deplorable 
sur notre temps. I I nous ramene a 1'incomprehensible, nous qui voulons 
que tout se comprenne. (2) 

Manet, i n his paintings, i s more of a r e a l i s t than either of the two 

"faiseurs de chair" Courbet and Zola. Whereas Zola, as he admitted, 

could never quite escape from his Romanticism, Manet succeeded. 

Proust, i n his speech of I885 , described Manet: 

I I a laisse les choses agir sur l u i , i l n'a pas eu l a pretention d'agir 
sur les choses. Jamais i l ne s'est d i t : -"Je serai impressionniste, 
naturalists, moderniste." Et i l a ete plus iimpressionniste, plus 
naturaliste, plus moderniste qu'aucun de ses contemporains, parce que 
son esprit n'etait pas trouble par les prejuges de systemes et par 
les theories preconeues. 

L*observation etait chez l u i toute desinteressee: i l etait 
impartial. (3) 

Zola's description of Manet as a fine analyst may appe ar 

unremarkable, now that Manet i s accepted as a master of painting. I f 

his study of Manet i s viewed in i t s context of 1867, however, even the 

idea that the painter should be considered seriously was avant-garde*. 

While Manet's sketch-like, flattening technique was unacceptable to 

academics, his amorality offended everyone except a small number of 

friends and c r i t i c s . The moderate c r i t i c Thore could not accept Manet's 

method of treating a person i n the same way as an inanimate object. ( 4 ) 

I t i s remarkable that the qualities proclaimed by Zola to be the 

c r i t e r i a i n judging a painting - "originality", "sincerity" (or 

(1 ) Proust: Edouard Manet, p. 80. 
(2) Ibid., pp. 87^8. 
(3) Ibid., p. 146. 
(4) Thore, Salons de W. Burger. Vol. 2, p. 531. 

http://vu.es
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authenticity) "naivete" - were words used by c r i t i c s from Thore to 

Fouquier. But no other newspaper c r i t i c has the conviction or courage 

to attach these words to Manet, Monet or Fissarro. 

In his examination of Manet's separate works, Zola continues to 

make accurate and careful judgements. Le Buveur d'absinthe he describes 

as almost melodramatic, but this i s Manet's earliest painting, ( l ) 

The melodramatic, or Romantic element i n Manet's earliest works (further 

examples are Le Chanteur espagnol?, L 1enfant a, l'epee) had prompted 

Baudelaire to describe Manet as "malheureusement marque de romantisme 

depuis sa naissance" . (2) The technique of Lola de Valence i s correctly 

analysed by Zola, who points to i t s simplified tonality, and the 

treatment by "taches" and "oppositions vives". (3) ( I t may be 

remarked, here, that in the espagnolisme of Lola de Valence there i s a 

continuation of a Romantic attitude.) When discussing Le Dejeuner sur 

l'herbe, Zola explains the cause of the scandal, although this was not 

the painter's intention: "le sujet pour (les peintres) est un pretexte 

a peindre, tandis que pour l a foule l e sujet seul existe." (4) The 

reaction of the public, however, i s seen by Zola as a perfect opportunity 

to attack hypocritical values, for, as Zola claims i n this a r t i c l e , 

there were more than f i f t y paintings i n the Louvre which contained 

clothed persons along with nudes, so why object to Manet's painting? 

I t i s obviously a pleasure for Zola to attack what he sees as an example 

of public hypocrisy, as i t i s for him to seize on the i l l o g i c a l rejection 

by the Salon jury of Le Fifre and L'Acteur tragique when i t had accepted 

Olympia, in I865 , the previous year. (The jury of course was avoiding 

further scandal.) 

(1) Zola: O.C., 12, p. 835-
(2) Baudelaire: O.C.. Correspondance generale, vol. £v, p. 276 ( l e t t e r to 

Thore, dated env. 20 juin, I 8 6 4 ) . . " 
(3 ) Zola: OjC., 12, p. 836. 
(4) Ibid., p. 837. 



102 

Zola's defence of Manet's "violence des transitions" i s interesting. 

He claims that Manet paints objects as we in fact see them naturally, i n 

large patches of light: 

le peintre a procede comme l a nature proc&de elle-meme, par masses 
claires, par larges pans de lumiere. ( l ) . 

This observation i s interesting since i t anticipates the work of the 

Impressionists, who placed great emphasis on the effect of light. As 

for Manet's supposed pastiching of Spanish painters, a popular 

criticism of the time, Zola denies this, as Baudelaire had done i n 

1864 i n a letter to Thore. (2) Manet's main qualities are his "sincerite", 

his "originalite". 

On the question of originality, Zola acknowledges the problem that 

the public w i l l inevitably react against an original painter, as the 

case of Manet proves. (3) Zola has no illusions about the taste of 

the public, with whom he includes himself when he makes the observation: | 

L*originalite, voila l a grande epouvante... I I nous faut toujours l e 
meine horizon; nous rions ou nous nous irritons des choses que nous ne 
connaissons pas. C'est pour cela que nous acceptons parfaitement le s 
audaces adoucies, et que nous rejetons violemment ce qui nous derange 
dans nos habitudes. (4 ) 

This thought has been proved so many times that i t i s not necessary to 

comment further on i t - the cases of Delacroix, Courbet, Manet, the 

Impressionists are examples. The interesting point i s Zola's reaction 

to the problem. Where other poets and art i s t s have chosen to ignore the 

public and to form an e l i t e , Zola sees the answer i n combat. His role 

as art c r i t i c i s to educate public taste as he himself has been 

educated by his painter friends. The "natural socialism" and "paternalism" 

to be detected in Zola's art criticism has been commented on by Brookner.(5) 

Rather than retreating into a world of his own, as Huysmans was to do, 

(1) Ibid., p. 838. 
(2) Baudelaire: O.C., Correspondence generale, Vol.iv, p. 276. 
(3) Zola: (UJ., 12, p. 841. 
(4 ) Ibid., pp. 842-3. 
(5) Brookner: The Genius of the Future, p. 92. 
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Zola feels the obligation to use his powers as journalist i n a just 

cause, and no doubt anticipates the pride of success when public 

opinion w i l l have changed. 

Zola further published, i n 1867, a letter i n Le Figaro,defending 

Cezanne who had been mockingly and inaccurately mentioned i n the 

paper. Zola was obviously angered at the slight on his friend: 

I I s'agit d'un de mes amis d'enfance, d'un jeune peintre dont j'estime 
singulierement le talent vigoureux et personnel, ( l ) 

His a r t i c l e entitled "Nos peintres au champ-de-mars" was published i n 

July. ( 2 ) In i t , Zola satirised the works of Meissonier, Cabanel and 

Gerome. The a r t i f i c i a l i t y of such painters was the antithesis of the 

vigour Zola admired i n Manet. Ironic and comical phrases such as 

"pantins elegants", "poudre de r i z " , "pate d'amande blanche et rose" 

(describing Cabanel's Naissance de Venus) almost arouse sympathy for 

these now largely unknown painters, but these were the famous, respected, 

powerful names of the time, bent on preserving their positions as 

Academicians. ( 3 ) Theodore Rousseau i s rather harshly judged as 

belonging to this group of unoriginal, insincere painters. Rousseau's 

landscapes, i n their painting of leaves and blades of grass, have 

something i n common with the preciseness of the English pre-Raphaelites, 

as Zola observed, but his paintings are hardly mere coloured photo­

graphs. (4 ) Perhaps Zola was reacting to the knowledge that Rousseau 

had just been awarded a medal by the 1867 jury. 

(1) Zola: letter published i n Le Figaro. 12. 4 . I 8 6 7 . 
(2) Zola: Ô C., 12, pp. 847-856 ( a r t i c l e published i n La Situation. 1. 7- I 8 6 7 ) . 
(3 ) A reproduction of Cabanel's Venus i s given i n Zola: Ô C., 12, p. 852. 
(4) Ibid., p. 855. 



Zola's articles of 1868. 

In his Salon of 1868, Zola pursued his line of attack on those 

accepted by the jury. Even before he had visited the Salon, Zola gave 

a s a t i r i c a l evocation of what i t would, he supposed, contain: 

des torses nus conserves dans du vinaigre, d'apres l a recette sacree 
de l'Ecole... 

, poupees en cire qui tournent dans les vitrines des coiffeurs...(l) 

The position must have appeared clear-cut to Zola at this time: 

Academicians, the Salon jury and those painters accepted by the Salon 

and bought by the bourgeois public were to be attacked, while the 

painters refused by the jury were to be defended. The former 

represented banality, sentimentality; the latter authenticity. I f 

the line was not actually so simple to draw, i t was useful to keep to 

the clear division to preserve the vigour and simplicity favourable to 

journalism. Ary Scheffer, the painter whose "sublimity" Zola had 

admired in 1860, at the age of twenty, was by now definitely classed 

with the anti-realists only worthy of scorn. A quality lacking in 

contemporary painters in general, according to Zola, was "le coup de 

pinceau gras et magistral dm veritable ouyrier."'. This was one of the 

reasons Zola gave for the poor standard of French Salon. Along with 

the superficiality characteristic of French painting, Zola detected a 

general "crise nerveuse" which was having an unhealthy influence i n the 

art world. The only contemporary painters Zola had found who broke 

out of the general stagnation were Courbet, Manet, Pissarro and Monet. 

Thus, Pissarro and his fellow painters were reviewed very 

favourably i n Zola's 1868 Salon: i n them Zoia saw the continuation of 

the solid and healthy tradition of the masters: " . . i l s suivent l a 

grande voie de l a verite et de l a puissance." (2) In Pissarro, Zola 

(1) Ibid., p. 857 and p. 858 respectively. 
(2) Ibid., p. 868. 



saw a r e a l i s t after his own heart: "ni poete, ni philosophe, mais 

simplement naturaliste, faiseur de cieuz et de terrains..."(l) Zola's 

enthusiasm of 1868 was to dwindle, and his criticism that most 

contemporary painters were superficial and lacked the solid touch of the 

masters was to be applied, in 1896, to the Impressionists themselves. 

As for Manet, Zola detected that the tide against Manet was 

beginning to change, while the battle for modem subjects was won.(2) 

The emphasis was s t i l l placed, by Zola, on the personal element of a 

painting, but the trend he envisaged i n painting was to be naturalist: 

Selon toute probabilite, les maitres de demain, ceuz qui apporteront 
avec euz une originalite, profonde et saisissante, seront nos freres, 
accompliront en peinture le mouvement qui a amene dans les lettres 
1'analyse exacte et 1'etude curieuse du present.. (3) 

With the exception of the Divisionists, Zola's forecast for future 

schools of painting was proved wrong, ( i t did not envisage such schools 

as Expressionism, Cubism or Symbolism.) Thus, despite his insistence 

on temperament, Zola was limited to a naturalist view-point; anything 

which was not essentially an attempt at being r e a l i s t i c was not 

conceivably good art to his mind. 

Because of their combination of realism and temperament, the 

painters Jongkind, Morisot, Corot and Courbet were praised by Zola, 

although the reservations already made regarding the l a s t two were 

repeated. (4) Zola's views on sculpture echoed his attitude to 

painting - i n this f i e l d too he envisaged an extension of naturalism. 

The l i f e and authenticity of Philippe Solari's Negre Endormi were 

praised, while, i n an article published in La Tribune, the sterile 

imitation of most contemporary sculpture was satirised. (5). 

(1 ) Ibid., p. 867. 
(2) Ibid., p. 861 and p. 870 respectively. 
(3J Ibid., p. 870 

4) Ibid., pp. 877-881. 
5) Ibid., p. 894. 



Zola's democratic ideas become more apparent i n his writings of 

1868. Following an idea of Courbet's, he envisaged, i n an arti c l e 

entitled: "Le Camp des bourgeois i l l u s t r e par Gustave Courbet", an 

integration of l i f e and art where the walls of les Halles would be 

decorated with paintings of fruit and fishes, ( l ) In the Tribune 

article-'Causerie" of August, Zola wrote: "L'age demoeratique ou nous 

entrons exigera un art v i r i l . " (2) Zola pictured a democratic system 

for a r t i s t s . The Salon selection would be, as he imagined i t , 

radically different from the existing one. With the aim of liberating 

art and a r t i s t s , i t would consist of a committee elected by the 

universal suffrage of the painters submitting work; the reward 

system i n which the jury gave out medals would be abolished. (3) 

This then would have been Zola's ideal system. He objected to the 

injustices and discrimination of the existing one and imagined 

replacing i t by a democratic, even anarchic,alternative. 

The war of 1870 interrupted Zola's writings on art. He was 

never to take up art criticism again with the same verve. 

Zola's art criticism from 1872 onwards. 

Over the years when Zola was becoming increasingly preoccupied 

with literature,he became less involved with the struggles of the 

Independent painters. His art criticism became sketchier, less 

immediately i n touch with the contemporary art scene and more 

repetitive. The articles published between the years 1875 to 1879 

in the Russian newspaper Yestnlk Bnropy, known in France as Le 

Messager de 1'Europe, repeated much of what Zola had written i n 

earlier a r t i c l e s . (4) 

After an ar t i c l e , published i n La Cloche, 1872, complimenting 

(1) Ibid., p. 891 : 

(2) Ibid., p. 893. 
(3) Ibid., pp. 898 - 900. 
(4) Articles sent by Zola were published i n 1875, 1876, 1878, I879. 



the naturalism of Jongkind, Zola wrote a second a r t i c l e reviewing the 

Salon of that year which concluded with the bitter observation that 

after so much po l i t i c a l upheaval nothing i n the art world was renewed -

the same "bonshommes de pain d'epice" were exhibited, ( l ) Parisian 

newspapers were subsequently hesitant to employ Zola's services, 

afraid of possible closure by the new regime of Thiers and then of 

Mac-Mahon. Zola was a potential subversive influence. Thus his 

reviews of the 1874, 1875 and 1876 Salons, and of the Impressionist 

exhibition of 1877, were published i n Le Semaphore de Marseille, not 

i n a Parisian newspaper. 

The situation i n the Salon of 1874 was found to be unchanged by 

Zola. The most original painters were the landscapists, and the most 

popular, he observed, were the conservative, unoriginal painters such 

as Carolus-Duran, Suez, Bonnat, Cabanel. (2) Zola's attitude to 

Puvis de Chavannes i n 1874» as i n the following year, was that Puvis 

had talent as a decorator. In his Russian articles of 1875, Zola paid 

tribute to Puvis' "talent vraiment original" while seeing him as only a 

precursor since he did not take his subjects from contemporary l i f e . 

Even Manet, whom Zola had praised so warmly i n 1867, was found to be 

merely a precursor of the imaginary great a r t i s t to come: the analyst 

of modern l i f e . This ideal now preoccupied Zola. He envisaged the 

"triomphe de l a nature sur le vaste champ de l a connaissance" i n the 

f i e l d of painting just as, four years later, he proclaimed the 

possibilities of the Naturalist novel for discovering truths about 

human society when he published Le Roman experimental. (3) He did not, 

however, acknowledge that any contemporary painter had achieved the 

status of a master. (4) 

(1) Zola: O.C., 12, p. 909 (both a r t i c l e s published i n La Cloche 24th Jan. 
and 12th May, 1872 respectively). 

(2) Ibid., pp. 914-5. 
(3) v. supra pp. 19 et seq. 
(4) Zola: op.cit., p.942. 
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I t must be remarked that the original text of Zola's Russian 

a r t i c l e s i s no longer available; the veracity of the Russian 

translations has been disputed, ( l ) The general view, however, present 

equally in Zola's Semaphore de Marseille a r t i c l e s , was that the Salon 

represented a r t i f i c i a l i t y i n painting and although naturalism in 

landscape had won through, there was no obvious successor to Delacroix 

and Ingres: "...a peine un ou deux s'efforcent de se hausser au rang 

des createurs. (2) These few referred to were, presumably, such painters 

as Manet, Monet and Pissarro. In the same a r t i c l e Zola commented on 

Manet's adoption of an Impressionist style, which Zola found "curious 

and o r i g i n a l " . (3) In the revolutionary work of the Impressionists, 

Zola saw the future transformation of the French school, (although he 

did not acknowledge that any of the Impressionists had achieved the 

status of a "master"). (4) With the help of the art c r i t i c i s m of 

Fromentin and of Duranty, who was at the time the defender of 

Independent painters in Paris, Zola accurately characterised the 

Impressionist s t y l e . He noted i t s concentration on the whole effect 

of a scene, and the importance of light and colour: 

Les a r t i s t e s dont je parle ont ete appeles des "impressionnistes" 
parce que l a plupart d'entre eux s'efforcent visiblement de communiquer 
avant tout 1'impression veridique donnee par l e s choses et les etres; 
i l s veulent l a s a i s i r et l a reproduire directement, sans se perdre dans 
les details insignifiants qui Stent toute fralcheur a 1'observation 
personnelle et vivante. Mais chacun, par bonheur, a son t r a i t o r i g inal, 
sa facon p a r t i c u l i l r e de voir et de transmettre l a r e a l i t e . (5) 

Zola's comments on the Impressionists after their second exhibition were 

very complimentary. In the same Russian a r t i c l e as the definition of 

Impressionism given above, he spoke of Monet's "eclat extraordinaire". 

Monet, the "leader" of the group, was found to be "plein de simplicite 

et de charme". (6) Degas' work had already been compared by Zola to 

(1) Christie: "The Enigma of Zola's "Madame Sourdis", a r t i c l e in Nottingham 
French Studies, vol. no. 1. 1966, p. 7. 

(2) Zola: 0.C., 12, p. 953 ( a r t i c l e published in Yestnik Evropy,June I876). 
(3) Ibid., p. 967. 
(4) Ibid., p. 971. -
(5) Ibid., p. 970. (6) Ibid., p. 971. 
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Japanese prints i n i t s simplicity and elegance, i n an a r t i c l e of 1868.(1) 

Degas1 o r i g i n a l i t y was acknowledged by Zola i n 1876, as was h i s power of 

expressing the "truth" of h i s subject matter. Zola's terms are not 

precisely defined: 

Ses ( i . e . Degas') Blanchisseuses sont surtout frappantes par leur 
verite artistique: je parle non de l a verite banale, mais de cette 
grande et merveilleuse verite de l ' a r t qui simplifie et e l a r g i t tout.(2) 

The simplification of Degas was appreciated by Zola, just as Manet's 

simplification had been - his translation of r e a l i t y through his own . 

"temperament". "Banal r e a l i t y " may be said to correspond to a 

photographic r e a l i t y , as Zola understood i t , that i s a r e p l i c a of l i f e 

lacking the temperament (or the a r t i s t ' s own vision) which imbued a work 

of art with l i f e . Unfortunately the l i f e of Degas' sketches tended to 

be lost when the a r t i s t embellished his paintings; his best works, i n 

Zola's opinion, were his sketches. (3) This i s a j u s t i f i a b l e point; 

the translucent, vivid quality of Degas' pastels of ballet dancers gives 

them more effect than certain of his over-finished paintings - his 

pictures of race-horses for example. An interesting point with reference 

to Zola's phrase "cette grande et merveilleuse verite" i s this almost 

mystical way of expressing the a r t i s t i c truth attained by a good a r t i s t . 

A more obvious example i s the phrase Zola used to describe Jongkind, i n 

his a r t i c l e of 1872: 

un maitre intime qui penetre avec une rare souplesse dans l a vie 
multiple des choses. (4) 

Degas and Jongkind were thus observed by Zola to have achieved through 

their art what might be called "vision" - the perception of a r e a l i t y 

superior to the common everyday r e a l i t y . Neither the terms Zola uses 

("grande et merveilleuse r e a l i t e " ; "vie multiple des choses") nor 

the a r t i s t i c means by which the vision i s achieved are discussed i n 

(1) Ibid., p. 882. ' " 
(2) Ibid., p. 970. 
(3) Ibid., p. 971. 
(4) Ibid., p. 903. 
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Zola's a r t i c l e s . A definition may not be possible, ( l ) A newspaper 

a r t i c l e i s not a suitable place to go into such problems. However, 

i t i s observable that the method used by these two painters was the 

r e a l i s t method: they concentrated on the aspect presented to thei r 

eyes rather than bringing thoughts, ideals or symbolism into play. 

For Zola this was the only method acceptable in painting. I t i s 

interesting to speculate on the effect Monet's l a s t paintings, done 

in his water-garden at Giverny, would have had on Zola i f he had been 

alive to see them, for these paintings succeeded i n penetrating the 

l i f e of things, attaining, through a concentration on the r e a l water-

l i l i e s before Monet, a visionary quality. 

Although Zola approached a mystical attitude on occasions when 

he was writing about the simplified, or essential, r e a l i t y of an object, 

when he was confronted with works that were i n intention visionary, 

but were based on objects other than contemporary r e a l i t y , he was 

unimpressed. He confessed himself fascinated by the work of Gustave 

Moreau, but could not f u l l y enter into the s p i r i t of i t , as Huysmans 

did. In his Russian a r t i c l e s of 1878, Zola described Moreau's style as: 

...un talent symboliste et archalsant qui, non content de dedaigner 
l a vie contemporaine, propose les plus bizarres enigmes. (2) 

This i s a f a i r observation on Moreau, but i t indicates that Zola could 

never accept such a painter as being a worthy a r t i s t . The term 

"symboliste" was usually applied by him to the false poets such as 

Ary Scheffer. Anyone who scorned contemporary r e a l i t y went against 

a l l Zola's principles. 

Cezanne was mentioned in an a r t i c l e of 1877 (after the third 

Impressionist exhibition) which Zola published i n Le Semaphore de 

Marseille. Zola described him as "le plus grand coloriste du groupe", 

(1) Huxley attempts to analyse "vision" i n his Doors of Perception. 
(2) Zola: op*cit., p. 997. 
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a painter of "toiles s i fortes et s i vecues". ( l ) Cezanne was only 

beginning to find his "voie" at this time. His most successful works 

were not produced until the l8°X>s onwards, when Zola had virtually 

given up art criticism. 

Zola's admiration of the Impressionists was unfortunately soured 

by the year 1879. An arti c l e i n Vestnik Earopy surprisingly c r i t i c i s e d 

Monet's hastiness of execution, remarked on the general imperfection of 

the Impressionist technique and even pronounced Sastien-Lepage, a 

juste-milieu painter combining sentiment with a photographic realism, 

to be superior to the Impressionists. (2) Fortunately, Zola was, 

however, wary of praising whole-heartedly a painter issuing from 

Cabanel's atelier. (3) The cause of Zola's disappointment with 

Impressionist painters was apparently their lack of a solid technique, 

when Zola compared them with the masterly solidity of Courbet, (in whom 

he appeared to have found new faith, after Courbet*s disgrace and exile 

because of his participation i n the Commune.)) There i s present, i n an 

artic l e of 1880, i r r i t a t i o n at the methods used by the Impressionists 

to display their paintings to the public; Zola accuses them of 

"opportunism". (4) 

There i s a tendency in Zola's ar t i c l e s to find more faults with 

the Impressionists i n proportion to their mounting popularity. His 

criticism against the Impressionists i s that they should have fought 

the battle for acceptance at the Salon rather than go by a round-about 

way and,in so doing, raise much bad publicity. 

Bone, M. Claude Monet, que l'on regarde avec raison comme le chef des 
impressionnistes, n'est plus aujourd'hui qu'un renegat comme M. Renoir.(5) 

Zola's attitudes to the actual painting of the Impressionists seem to be 

(1) Ibid., p. 974. 
(2) Ibid., p. 1004. 
(3) Ibid. 
(4) Ibid., p. 1013 ( a r t i c l e : "Le Naturalisms an Salon" published i n 

Le Voltaire, 18th to 22nd June, 1880). 
(5) Ibid., p. 1013. 



influenced, unfortunately, by his disapproval of their methods i n 

winning notoriety. However, he has an a r t i s t i c reason for not fully 

approving of their painting which goes back to his f i r s t a r t i s t i c 

writings, reminiscent as i t i s of the qualities he admired i n Courbet -

vigour and solidity: 

Selon moi, on doit bien s a i s i r l a nature dans 1'impression d'une minute 
seulement i l faut fixer a jamais cette minute sur l a toil e , par une 
facture largement etudiee. ( l ) 

Although Zola was not on close terms with Cezanne at this time, i t i s 

noticeable that both men made the same criticism of the Impressionist 

technique. Cezanne, by dint of persevering hard work, managed to 

achieve, the solid monumentality which Zola found lacking i n Monet and 

others. Whether Zola would have recognised this i n Cezanne's work 

(which was after a l l not fully appreciated until well into the 

twentieth century) i s debatable. 

"Peinture". Zola's a r t i c l e of 1896. 

The last article Zola wrote on painting, entitled "Peinture" i s 

penetrated with nostalgia and bitterness (2). The a r t i c l e has been 

described as a "Romantic lament", made by the "last of the Romantic 

idea l i s t c r i t i c s . (3) After a walk through the Salon exhibition of 

1896, Zola i s shocked at the abuse of the "note claire"for which he had 

fought thirty years previously when the predominant note was that set 

by the dark, academic, neo-classical paintings. He further observes 

the abuse of the "tache"; the outrageous "femmes multicolores", 

"paysages violets" and "chevauz oranges" (the characteristics found i n 

Gauguin and the Pont-Aven group). Zola's reaction i s almost comic, but 

expressed as i t i s in a very emotional way, strikes the reader as 

pathetic. 

(1) Ibid., p. 1015. 
(2) Ibid., pp. 1047-1052. 
(3) Bropkner: The Genius of the Future, p. 114 and p. 116. 
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I t i s the reaction to new movements i n painting of a c r i t i c who has been 

disassociated with the f i e l d for a number of years. The successful 

break with academic tradition made by the Impressionists has i n Zola's 

opinion opened the flood-gates to ridiculous imitators and extremists: 

Monet et Pissarro, les premiers, je crois, ont delicieusement etudie 
ces reflets et cette decomposition de l a lumiere. Mais que de finesse 
et que d'art l i s y mettaient! L'engouement est venu, et je frissonne 
d'epouvante! ( l ) 

The developments which have resulted from the innovations of the 

Impressionists turn Zola's mind nostalgically to the painters he had 

begun to judge harshly i n the late 1870s. Puvis de Chavannes, whom 

Zola did not over-praise i n former years, i s described as a "tres grand 

et tres pur artiste" when compared with the "debordement lamentable de 

mysticisme" which his work has inspired. (2) All the new trends: 

Expressionism, the f i r s t signs of Fauvism, the symbolism of the Babis 

are the antithesis of the realism Zola championed i n the 1860s. The 

Impressionists had pushed realism to i t s ultimate point; Zola had not 

realised that the great painter he envisaged who would complete the 

analysis of contemporary l i f e had been superseded by the time of Courbet, 

Manet and Pissarro. Zola-is heroic concept of the modern a r t i s t was 

f u l f i l l e d more in his own work and l i f e than i n the painters on whom he 

tried to impose i t . He could not appreciate the new preoccupations 

with expression, and with the properties of the paint and canvas, as 
' *• 

opposed to the properties of a real scene. Thus the avant-garde c r i t i c 

who had defended the work of Manet and the Impressionists, his friends, 

when he ceased to frequent painters' c i r c l e s and was no longer interested 

in the development from year to year of the Salon, became backward-looking 

and disheartened. 

The 1896 a r t i c l e , however, ends on a typically heroic note: Zola 

does not regret, he says, the combat of former years; the great painters 

(1) Z61a:,0-.C.r:i2. p. 1050. 
(2) Ibid. 

7 



he fought for would remain, while a l l that was not truly the work of 

genius would be forgotten: 

...tous ceux qui ont determine 1*evolution d'une epoque demeurent, sur 
les ruines de leurs ecoles. Et i l n'y a decidement que les createurs 
qui triomphent, les faiseurs d'hommes, l e genie qui enfante, qui f a i t 
de l a vie et de l a verite! ( l ) 

Summary. 

Zola's writings on art must be viewed i n the context of his 

association with the painters of his day: Courbet, Manet, Pissarro 

and the others. He was defending a minority against the opinions held 

by the majority; the Academie and the public. I f the Impressionists 

never quite lived up to Zola's ideal, but were referred to as merely 

precursors of some great painter of the future, Zola's articles did 

much to publicise their work. He singled out Manet, Monet, Pissarro, 

Renoir, Degas and other Independents from the very successful painters 

of the day such as Cabanel, Meissonier and Bouguereau. This was no 

mean achievement. Zola's association with the group of Independents 

(and possibly even more so with Cezanne) contributed greatly to this 

c r i t i c a l perception, giving Zola a conviction i n the revolutionary 

manner of painting which lesser c r i t i c s such as Leroy or Daniel Bernard 

did not share. Two aspects of the Independents' struggle for acceptance 

appe ar to have attracted Zola. F i r s t l y there was the fact that they 

were a minority fighting against a biased system (the academic system 

with i t s rigid, unfair Salon selection). Secondly there was the 

sincerity of the Independents' work; they refused to bow to accepted 

practice and instead looked through honest eyes at their subject-matter; 

their*s was a r e a l i s t attitude, not an a r t i f i c i a l academic approach. 

(1) Ibid., p. 1052. 
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Zola's primary interest was i n people and l i f e . Hence the 

stress on the human element i n his c r i t i c a l writings: 

Je suis de mon parti, du parti de l a vie et de l a verite, voila 
tout. J'ai quelque ressemblance avec Diogene, qui cherchait un homme; 
moi, en art, je cherche aussi des hommes, des temperaments nouveaux 
et puissants. ( l ) 

Thus, Zola's "Salon" of 1865 began with an article concerned with the 

suicide of a disappointed painter and his I896 article entitled "Peinture" 

ends with an evocation of the companionship of the fight for freedom i n 

which he participated along with his painter friends of the l860s. His 

career turned from the art world to politics when he saw a further 

human cause to defend in Dreyfus. 

I t has been suggested (by Brookner) that Zola's eventual impatience 

with the Impressionists stemmed from an awareness that the painters were 

more concerned with their art than with human conditions and society, 

unlike Zola himself. (2) The Impressionists' lack of "engagement" may 

certainly have been a contributory cause to Zola's disillusionment, 

later i n l i f e , with the revolutionary painting he had formerly defended. 

His disapproval was also apparent of what he referred to as the 

Impressionists' "opportunism": the methods used to promote their 

paintings (e.g. holding Independent exhibitions i n defiance of the 

Salon) were not regarded as honourable by Zola. (3) 

There i s , however, a further reason for Zola's eventual disapproval 

of Impressionist painters. In none of them, as we have seen, did Zola 

distinguish a fully complete master. Was Zola f i n a l l y bowing to the 

common opinion of the day i n making this assertion? Zola's view was 

honestly stated: no painter, according to him, possessed the "solid" 

qualities which he expected from a master who would continue the great 

r e a l i s t i c tradition from Courbet. (4) I t may be suggested that Zola's 

(1) Ibid., p. 807. 
(2) Brookner: The Genius of the Future, p. 105. 
(3) v. supra p. 78 and p. 111. 
(4) v. supra p. 112, . 
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idea of "solidity" was an anachronistic ideal - the only painter who 

could satisfy this description was Courbet himself. Was Zola i n fact 

looking for a second Courbet? 

Zola and Cezanne held a similar dissatisfaction with Impressionism ,( l ) i 

To neither of these two men was Impressionism sufficient as a style. 

Cezanne, went on to develop what might indeed be called a "solid" 

technique, i f we are to retain Zola's word. The later paintings of 

Cezanne (e.g. his latest views of the Mont ste. Victoire) were a 

statement about the scene he was studying i n depth, rather than a 

concentration on the ephemeral surface qualities which was characteristic 

of Impressionism. I t i s unfortunate that Zola and his former companion 

Cezanne were estranged i n later l i f e , for i t i s possible that, had 

their companionship continued, Zola might have come round to an 

appreciation of Cezanne's art. Zola might have seen i n Cezanne the 

master he could not find i n Impressionist painters. This, however, i s 

speculation. 

As we have seen, Zola's opinions on art were not particularly 

original; many of the terms he used - "temperament", "modernite", 

"originalite" - were those previously used by Baudelaire. The formula 

by which Zola expressed his aesthetic was basically sound: "Uhe oe uvre 

d'art est un coin de l a creation vu & travers un temperament." I t was, 

however, unspecific enough to allow Zola to praise, or condemn, a r t i s t s 

as he wished. The criterion for judging a painting was "originalite". 

Zola did not attempt to define the concept, but explained that, i n his 

opinion, whenever a painting was the sincere rendering of a r e a l i s t i c a l l y 

viewed scene, then the painting had succeeded. Art criticism rests dn 

personal taste. Zola's taste led him to search for "les senteurs apres 

et saines de l a nature vraie." (2) 

1) v. supra p. 112. 
2) Zola: O.C., 12, p. 793 and v. supra p. 91. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

HDYSMANS1 ART APPRECIATION AMD THEORY 

In this Chapter, a similar pattern i s followed to that of the 

previous Chapter. The f i r s t section attempts to give a general picture 

of the a r t i s t i c trends i n the 1880s and 90s, i n order to situate 

Huysmans' c r i t i c a l writings on art i n their context. Section two i s 

concerned with individual painters and their relationships with 

Huysmans. The final section deals with Huysmans' art appreciation. 

ARTISTIC TRENDS OF THE EIGHTiM EIGHTIES AND NINETIES. 

Zola had begun writing about the Impressionists when they were 

s t i l l unknown to the majority of people. Huysmans, however, published 

his f i r s t articles on contemporary French painters i n 1879» when the 

names of Renoir, Pissarro, Monet and the others were notorious. The 

progress of the c r i t i c a l reaction to Impressionism i s well documented 

by Letheve. ( l ) In 1875» there was the fiasco of the sale of 

Impressionist paintings, at which only very low prices were obtained 

for works which are nowadays considered as precious. (2) The 

Impressionist exhibition of this year (the second such) aroused much 

ridicule i n the Press. (3) The third Impressionist exhibition, held 

i n 1877» was less harshly received by c r i t i c s but the reviews were by 

no means favourable on the whole. Clzanne, of course, was not accepted 

yet by c r i t i c s or public. An example of the general attitude towards 

him may be seen i n Pothey's article i n Le Petit Parisien, 1877s 

"M. Paul Cezanne est un veritable intransigeant, emporte', fantastigue".(4) 

Lethlve points out the fact that i t was Zola who had introduced 

(1) Letheve: Impressionnistes et Symbolistes devant l a presse. 
(2) Bazin: Impressionist Paintings i n the Louvre, p. 33. 
(3) Letheve: op.cit., pp. 75-81• 
(4) Ibid., p. 87. 



Huysmans as art c r i t i c to Le Voltaire i n 1 8 7 9 * This might well be an 

indication of Zola's attitude at the time towards the painters he had 

reviewed favourably i n his article "Une Exposition: Les peintres 

Impressionnistes" of 1 8 7 7• In this a r t i c l e , Zola had stated that the 

Impressionists were original painters and that he wished them luck 

in the future.(l) I t i s possible that Zola's controversial reputation 

i n Paris prevented French newspapers i n subsequent years from opening 

their doors to further such articles from Zola. I t would appear that 

the campaign Zola' had f i r s t undertaken was continued by Huysmans in the 

columns of Le Voltaire. This point of view, however, conflicts with 

the attitudes expressed by Zola in his Russian a r t i c l e s of 1879» i n 

which he c r i t i c i s e d the technique of Monet and the Impressionists. ( 2 ) 

I t may be concluded that while Zola f e l t he could afford to be more 

honest, and more c r i t i c a l , i n his Russian articles, i n France he would 

continue to support the Impressionist cause by enabling Huysmans to 

write i n praise of the Independents. The articles written by Huysmans, 

republished i n his L'Art moderne, raised protest among traditionalist 

c r i t i c s . Rourget, Mallarme and, later, Monet paid tribute, however, to 

Huysmans' acumen as art c r i t i c . ( 3 ) 

While Manet and Renoir obtained favourable reviews from the c r i t i c s 

for their works exhibited at the 1 8 7 9 Salon ( c r i t i c s were by this time 

more accustomed to Manet), the Impressionists as a group did not begin 

to be accepted until approximately 1886. (4) Manet was, by 1 8 8 1 , 

"hors concours". ( 5 ) Degas, i t must be observed, was one of the earliest^ 

( 1 ) Zola: O J C . , 1 2 , p. 9 7 5 . 
( 2 ) v. supra, Chapter 4, P> 1 1 1 . 
( 3 ) Baldlck: The Life of J . K. Huysmans, p. 7 7 . 
(4) Letheve: Impressionnistes et Symbolistes devant l a presse. p.105 and p.130. 
( 5 ) Proust: Edouard Manet, p. 1 1 1 . 



of the Impressionists, with Renoir, to be received more favourably. 

A new set of c r i t i c s i n the 1880s contributed towards the gradual 

acceptance of- the Impressionists, and, by the 1890s, eulogistic 

articles were appearing, in tribute to the work of Monet, Fissarro 

and the rest. Zola's rather cold a r t i c l e of 1896 ("Peinture") forms 

a sharp contrast with articles by Georges Clemenceau, Octave Mirbeau 

and Georges Lecomte. ( l ) Thus, although by the 1880s, the group of 

Impressionists was much less tightly knit, their popularity began to 

be acclaimed. Two painters highly revered nowadays as Post-Impressionists 

- Cezanne and Gauguin - were not accepted until the late 1890s and early 

twentieth century. Huysmans was one of the f i r s t c r i t i c s to consider 

Cezanne seriously and the f i r s t to show an interest i n Gauguin.(2) 

The articles which were to form Huysmans' L'Art moderne thus came 

at a time when Manet was no longer a subject for controversy, but the 

Impressionists were, while Cezanne and Gauguin were s t i l l unknown 

figures. 

The Impressionists were essentially r e a l i s t s . Their r e a l i s t 

aims had much i n common with Zola's naturalist ideas, as has been seen 

in Chapter Four. Spurning anecdotal subjects, they followed the lead 

of Manet and concentrated on the actual aspect of a contemporary scene. 

Contemporaneity was the decisive factor, as Nochlin has observed. ( 3 ) 

Bastien-Lepage might paint an apparently r e a l i s t i c (almost photographic) 

Jeanne d'Arc but he i s distinguishable from the true r e a l i s t s 

( i . e . the Impressionists) since he chose a historical subject rather 

than an actual scene from contemporary l i f e . Letheve describes the 

characteristics of Impressionism: 

1 ) Letheve: op.cit., pp. 131-2. 
2 ) Ibid., p. 1 3 6 . 
3 ) Nochlin: Realism, p. 2 7 . 



Aux su^ets anecdotiques, laborieusement historiques ou mythologiquement 
erotiques, i l s ont pre'fere le spectacle brut de l a vie moderne, avec 
un gout particulier des effets de lumiere, de pluie, de neige - du 
plein a i r . ( l ) 

The Impressionists tried to interpret the patches of colour and light, 

viewed by the naked eye, as faithfully as possible onto the canvas. 

Their aim was not to reproduce photographically the details of a scene, 

but to capture i t s effect " " l ' e f f e t " ) . Thus, Monet stressed the 

importance of precise observation of the object at a particular moment 

of the day when he painted his series of studies of haystacks and of 

Rouen cathedral. ( 2 ) There i s inevitably an element of expressionism 

in Impressionist paintings, since the painter was depicting his own 

vision of a particular scene, but the basic intention i n Impressionism 

was to record the effect of an actual scene, as opposed to expressing 

an. emotion, a mood, or an idea. I f a mood were expressed (we may think, 

for example, of the gaiety of Renoir's Le Moulin de l a Galette 

of I 8 7 6 ) then i t would be the mood inherent in the scene observed, 

rather than the mood of the painter. 

While Zola found the Impressionists' technique lacking in'solidity" 

but praised their basic - re a l i s t - intention, there were other 

painters of the late nineteenth century who c r i t i c i s e d them for a 

different reason. A new movement, i n opposition to the aims of 

Impressionism, was gaining strength towards the end of the century: 

( 1 ) Letheve: op.cit., p. 1 6 . 
( 2 ) painted i n 1 8 9 1 and 1 8 9 4 respectively. 
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Symbolism, ( l ) Odilon Redon's much-quoted observation that the ceiling 

of Impressionism was "too low" expresses the essence of the objection 

made by Symbolist painters to Realists. ( 2 ) A comprehensive selection 

of painters, with illustrations, who might be included under the general 

term of "Symbolists" i s given by Philippe Jullian. ( 3 ) He includes 

such painters as Levy-Dhurmer, Aman-Jean, Toorop, Maurice Denis, Gauguin, 

Jean Delvilie, Serusier. The Symbolist movement was referred to as 

" l a tendance5 ideiste" by Albert Aurier i n an a r t i c l e i n the Mercure 

de France of March, 1 8 9 1 . A term which was also applied to these 

painters was "idealistes". ( 4 ) Mellerio, writing i n 1 8 9 6 , gave a 

definition of the "idealist's" attitude to painting, as distinct from 

the r e a l i s t ' s : 

( 1 ) The Symbolist movement i n painting coincides i n time with the Symbolist' 
movement in poetry. However, i t does not have underlying i t the vast 
mass of theoretical writing which has formed a subject for much study 
i n connection with the literary movement. More material may come to 
light i n course of time, but one would not expect painters to put 
their theories on paper with the readiness of writers. The use of 
the term Symbolism i n painting can therefore not be defined other 
than by the names of specific painters and works. I t can however be 
understood, and most easily by reference to the works of Philippe 
Jullian. What emerges i s that the painters were ready to use "symbols" 
drawn from many iconographies: pagan, Christian, Rosicrucian (and 
possibly other - esoteric - sources). What i s more important was that 
they wanted their visual images (content and brushwork) to be 
"suggestive", or "open-ended", not to state but to set the observer 
dreaming or meditating on the mysteries of this world and other possible 
worlds. In this they were close to Mallarme'*s dictum: "Suggerer, 
voila le reve..." 

( 2 ) Redon: A soi-meme, p. 1 1 6 . 
( 3 ) Jullian: The Symbolists. 
( 4 ) A recent exhibition (at the galerie Gaubert, Paris, December 1 9 7 3 ) 

was entitled "Idealistes et Symbolistes" and. included Redon, Moreau, 
Bresdin, Schwabe, Carriere, Delville, Levy-Dhurmer, Ranson, Puvis, 
Aman-Jean, et a l . 



...tandis que le "realiste" prend pour but final de reproduire l a 
nature dans l a sensation directe qu'elle f a i t eprouver - l'idealiste 
ne veut y voir que l e point de depart eloigne de son oe uvre. Tout 
reside pour ltd dans l a transformation cerebrale, entierement subjective, 
que l u i f a i t subir notre esprit. I I ne s'agit plus de "sensation", 
c'est-a-dire de l a chose percue independamment de l a volonte, mais de 
l'idee que nous en degageons, pur concept que 1*artiste cherchera a 
exprimer uniquement, sans se preoccuper des exactes objectivites qui 
en ont ete l a cause." ( l ) 

Ehrard defines Symbolist painting as " l a projection imagee d*emotions 

psychiques et de conceptions metaphysiques".(2) 

Three painters who had an important influence on the Symbolist 

movement and are discussed in both Mellerio's and Jullian's books, are 

Puvis de Chavannes, Gustave Moreau and Odilon Redon, a r t i s t s whose work 

has until recently, been overshadowed by the popularity i n the twentieth 

century of the Impressionists. All three c r i t i c i s e d the materialistic 

quality of Impressionism, and were indicators of a r i s i n g dissatisfaction 

with the positivistic outlook behind such painting. Gauss, i n his work 

on French aesthetic theories, i s referring to impressionism when he 

observes: 

Again, as with realism, positivistic description i s the ideal, 
( i . e . i n Impressionism) The painter records the perceptual surface 
of the world, i t s lighted, visual surface. To go beneath i t would be 
to inquire into metaphysical constituents or interior physical 
composition. (3) 

While Cezanne, not satisfied with the Impressionist view-point, painted 

more penetrating physical studies of natural scenes, Gauguin made the 

following criticism of the Impressionists: 

They pursued their searches i n accordance with the eye and not 
toward the mysterious centre of thought, and consequently f e l l into 
ijscientific rationalizations. (4) 

(1) Mellerio: Le Mouvement Idealiste en Peinture. pp. 9-10. 
(2) Zola: Mon Salon. Manet. Eorits sur l ' a r t . CGarnier-FLarnm^rion edition), 

Introduction by Antoinette Ehrard, p. 34. 
(3) Gauss: The Aesthetics of French Artists, p. 21. 
(4) Gauguin, cited by Gauss": op.cit., p. 55. I have not found the French 

source of this quotation. 
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Cezanne and Gauguin did not c r i t i c i s e Impressionist painters for the 

same reason. Cezanne i s cited, by Finke, as saying: 

(method) i s , you see, hatred for the fantastic picture, I have 
never had any other. I would like to be really stupid. My method, 
my book of rules i s Realism. But a Realism, understand me correctly, 
f u l l of greatness, unconscious. The heroism of Reality. Courbet, 
Flaubert, ( l ) 

I t i s obvious from Cezanne's paintings that his preoccupations were 

plastic rather than "idealist" (Symbolist). Gauguin, however, i n 

speaking of the "mysterious centre of thought" was expressing a 

Symbolist attitude. A similar aspiration to reach beyond the limits 

of materialism was revealed by Redon when he claimed, i n A soi-meme 

that his paintings opened a l i t t l e door into the mystery. (2) He 

further proclaimed, i n a diary entry of 1912, that "L'artiste vient 

a l a vie pour un accomplissement qui est mysterieux." (3) Painting 

which confined i t s e l f to the plastic was inferior to that which 

expressed a literary or philosophic idea, according to Redon: 

Presque tous les chefs-d'oeuvre de l a Renaissance expriment une 
idee l i t t e r a i r e , et souvent mime chez l e s peintres francais, une idee 
philosophique. L'art uniquement pittoresque est en inferiority, et 
ce n'est pas sans justesse que l a Hollande et l'Espagne n'ont ni 
1*eclat ni l e prestige de l ' a r t i t a l i e n . (4) 

Redon wrote this in 1879» the year when Euysmans* ar t i c l e s appeared i n 

Le Voltaire. I t i s noticeable that Redon, like Huysmans, i n his later 

volume of art criticism entitled Certains, turned his admiration to the 

It a l i a n painters of the Renaissance. The Dutch and Spanish r e a l i s t s , 

admired by Courbet and Manet, were not the favourite painters of the 

Symbolists of the 1880s and nineties. 

(1) Paul Cezanne: TJber die Kunst. Gesprache mit Gasquet und Briefe, p. 29, 
cited by Finke: French 19th century painting and literature, p. 358. 
Again -the French original has not been ascertained. 

(2) Redon: A Soi-meme, p. 92. 
(3) Ibid., p. 121. 
(4) Ibid., pp. 82-3. 
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Manet's comment on Gustave Moreau, according to Proust, was as 

follows: 

... Gustave Moreau, qui est un convaincu, aura une influence 
deplorable sur notre temps. I I nous ramene a 1'incomprehensible, 
nous qui voulons que tout se comprenne. ( l ) 

Such was the reaction of a r e a l i s t to a painter who described his own 

work as "le reve fixe." (2) Moreau's reaction to positivist painting, 

on the other hand, was i r r i t a t i o n : "Quelle singuliere manie a cette 

generation de vouloir tout expliquer et tout ramener a l a matiere et 

au positif." (3) Unlike the Impressionists and l i k e Hedon and 

Gauguin, Moreau revealed, in his Cahiers, his need for spiritual 

expression in his work. He was less interested i n conveying human 

passions than i n rendering visible: 

...les eclairs interieurs qu'on ne s a l t a quoi rattacher, qui ont 
quelque chose de divin dans leur apparente insignifiance et qui, 
traduits par les merveilleux effets de l a pure piastique, ouvrent des 
horizons magiques, je dirai meme divins. (4) 

Elsewhere, Moreau speaks of his ambition: "1'evocation de l a pensee 

par l a ligne, 1*arabesque et les moyens plastiques." (5) The Symbolist 

ambition, thus expressed, i s vague, as are Radon's and Gauguin's ideas 
1 

about the "mystery" they were seeking to penetrate and convey. The 

vagueness i s obviously inevitable, since the desire of the "Idealists" 

i s to capture and express the indefinable, the spiritual. I t i s 

debatable, however, whether the end result of, say, Moreau's paintings 

conveys more "vision" than do the later paintings of the r e a l i s t Monet. 

Through his very concentration on the material aspect of a scene, Monet 

gives to these works a sense of insight lacking i n many of Moreau's 

pictures. (6) On the other hand, while not denying the suggestive power 

(1) Proust: Edouard Manet, p. 88. 
(2) Moreau: Cahiers, vol. 1, p. 67. 
(3) Ibid., p. 73. 
(4) Id: Cahiers, vol. 2, pp. 7-8. 
(5) Ibid., p. 39. 
(6) The paintings (by Monet) referred to are his Nenuphars and Nympheas. 

his i r i s e s , Ponts japonais and houses among the trees exhibited i n the 
Orangerie and the Musee Marmottan, Paris. 



of Moreau's Salomes, for example, i t i s evident that much of his 

tremendous output remains merely a fascinating enigma to the observer 

(although this i s perhaps a fulfilment of Moreau's intention). The 

comments he himself made in his Cahiers demonstrate his quiet 

confidence in his art. Referring to the picture called Les Chimeres 

(which Jullian uses, i n his Dreamers of Decadence as his starting-point 

into Symbolism), Moreau wrote: 

Je tiens essentiellement a cette aeuvre. C'est par son esprit 
s i nouveau et s i initiateur un ouvrage qui bat en breche tout l ' a r t 
francais qui n'a jamais su s*elever jusqu'a 1*epopee lyrique et qui 
n'a jamais pu comprendre que l e malheureux et t r i s t e proces-verbal 
d'un f a i t positif mime chez les plus grands: Gros-David-Prudhon, mais 
je noue une chaine par l a avec l ' a r t i t a l i e n et flamand des meilleurs 
temps, tout en dormant une note profondement personnelle, originale et 
impregnee du genie francais - Le voila. aussi c l a i r que l'eau du 
Bocher. ( l ) 

What seemed perfectly clear to Moreau i s not so easily understood by 

an observer of a different period as i s , nowadays, the painting of a 

re a l i s t of the la s t century - Courbet, for example, or Pissarro. The 

very fact that a Symbolist painting holds implications which a r e a l i s t 

painting does not contain acts as a barrier between the observer and the 

painting. The presence of an "idea" necessitates some initiation. 

There i s an esoteric quality in Moreau's work which appealed to 

Huysmans. Whereas Zola found Moreau intriguing but nevertheless alien 

to his own way of thinking, Huysmans discovered in Moreau an echo of 

his own tastes. 

The Symbolists, according to Jullian, revolted against Academic 

painting and naturalism alike. (2) Moreau himself wrote, of his own 

style, that i t was "ramene a l a simplicite et, je crois, degage de 

toute einphase academique et d'ecole", as though he had tried to r i d 

his painting of the "Academic" look he had been acquainted with during 

(1) Moreau: Cahiers. vol. 1, p. 67. 
(2) Jullian: The Symbolists, p. 8. 



his friendship with Chasseriau. ( l ) However, the step i s not so great 

from the Academic style, with i t s historical and anecdotal subjects, 

to the painting of the Symbolists, with i t s insistence on literary I 

oruanystical values. Hence Zola's mistrust of the l a t t e r . (2) In 

practice, Symbolist paintings frequently degenerated into false art 

and "kitsch". (3) Chasse writes of the "sentimentality" of 

Symbolist art. (4) 

Symbolism was at i t s height i n the eighteen nineties. Mellerio 

describes i t s beginnings i n the 1889 exhibition at Volponi's entitled 

"Exposition des Peintres du groupe Impressionniste et Synthetiste" 
-.' I 

and i t s continuation i n the Rose + Croix exhibitions, at Durand-Ruel*s 
. . I 

between the 10th March and the 10th April, 1892. (5) The Rosicrucians, j 

as the term i s here understood, were an esoteric group of artis t s with 

the aim, according to Peladan's catalogue of the 1892 exhibition, of 

bringing art closer to Catholic ideas,, to mysticism, to legend, myth, 

allegory and dreams. (6) Toorop, Redon and Emile Bernard were a l l , i n 

1892, members of the society. The poster, by Schwabe, advertising 

the exhibition i s a good example of a Symbolist work: i t depicts two 

women, one being led by the other away from the mud of realism up a 

staircase towards a realm of light; the women are surrounded by l i l i e s 

and other flowers, while the border of the poster i s formed by a row 

of "roses plus crosses". Zola, i n his article "Peinture" of 1896 

spoke of the "debordement lamentable de mysticisme" with i t s "lys 

fetides". (7) The l i l i e s sacred to the Rosicrucians were thus an object i 

of scorn to the r e a l i s t Zola. Mirbeau was more caustic s t i l l : "Des l y s , ' 

(1) Moreau: Cahiers. vol. 2, p. 101. 
(2) v. supra, p. 110 and p. 113. 
(3) This i s always, of course, a matter of opinion, but we might cite as 

examples of false art Puvis* l'Esperance or Moreau*s Re tour des srgonautes 
(4) Chasse: Le Mouvement symboliste dans l ' a r t du XIX^s.,p.!97. (cat.20). 
(5) Mellerio: Le Mouvement IdealiBte en Peinture, pp.10 et seq. and J u l l i a n i 

op.cit., pp. 26 et seq. 
(6) The group comprised the Sarluis, Osbert, de Feure, Maxence Seon, Point et a i 
(7) Zola: O.C.. 12, pp. 1050-1. 



127 

des l y s , de l a m...." ( l ) But to Huysmans, the use of flowers and 

other objects as symbols was a matter for serious reflection. 

The general preoccupation, at the end of the nineteenth century, 

among ar t i s t s of a l l the genres, with things spiritual, as a reaction 

against an excess of positivist influence in the mid-years of the 

century has been described by Chasse, Martino, Jullian and others. (2) 

I t would be incautious to oversimplify the picture by speaking of an 

"age of positivism" followed by an "age of Symbolism." Pure positivism, 

as Charlton observes, was rare; idealism was present i n the ideas of 

Comte and Taine as i t was i n those of Renan. (3) The c r i t i c of 

positivism, Ravaisson, i n his Rapport surla philosophie au XD^s. of 

1867, made the point that materialism could not long be preserved from 

philosophical, spiritual and other influences, any more than i t was, 

we may point out, i n Balzac's Etudes philosophiques: 

. . . . i l n'arrive pas aussi souvent qu*autrefois qu'on reste enferme 
dans les-sciences dont le materiel de l a nature est l'objet,...sans 
commerce ni avec les sciences de l a vie, ni avec les beaux-arts et 
avec l a poesie qui en f a i t le fond, et, en general, avec les etudes 
de l'ordre intellectuel et moral. Le materialisme, des lors, sous 
ces puissantes influences, ne subsiste guere fidele a lui-meme, mais, 
peu a peu modifie, altere, se change en quelque theorie differente, plus 
ou moins empreinte de spiritualisme. (4) 

This observation, which might be considered as a truism about human 

nature, i s exemplified by the idealism present i n Zola's writings 

despite his sci e n t i f i c pretentions ( i n his ideas about genius breaking 

through a l l barriers, for example, i n his plans for the betterment of 

man's social conditions or in his Romanticism. (5) Huysmans, who might 

(1) Ibid., p. 78I (Besson's "Introduction" to Zola's Salons et EtudeB de 
critique d'art). •' • . 

(2) Chasse; Le-Mouvement symboliste dans l'a r t du XIY^s.,; Martino: Parnasse 
et Symbolisme (Chapter 8); Ju l l i a n : Dreamers of Decadence and 
The Symbolists. 

(3) Charlton: Positivist Thought i n France 1852-1870. p. 224 and relevant 
chapters on Comte, Taihe and Renan. 

(4) cited by Charlton: op.cit., p. 18. 
(5) v. supra, p. 114» p. 24 and p. 28, p. 26 and p. 42. 

o • 
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be described as "more imprinted with spiritualism", to use Bavaisson's 

phrase, than Zola, turned obviously i n later l i f e to an over-riding 

pre-occupation with the mystical. This i s evident i n his literary 

writings and his art criticism, ( l ) 

Nevertheless, i f pure positivism rarely existed, the widening 

interest in Symbolism towards the end of the century i s demonstrated 

by the work of creative a r t i s t s from Rimbaud, Mallarme and Verlaine to 

Moreas, who published a manifesto of Symbolism i n Le Figaro on the 

18th September 1886, and to the groups of painters already mentioned, 

flourishing in the eighties and- nineties. The most prominent c r i t i c 

of Symbolism i n painting was Albert Aurier. Stress was placed by him, 

as by Moreas (and by Hedon, Gauguin and Moreau as we have seen) on the 

-presence of an idea i n a work of art - to 'clothe the idea i n sensuous 

form*. (2) 

An interesting line of enquiry i s opened up by Charlton when he 

quotes the c r i t i c Fouillee as saying: 

.nous voyons, sous nos propres yeux, l e mouvement positiviste et l e 
mouvement idealiste tendre vers un meme but, aspirer, pour ainsi dire, 
aux memes conclusions. (3) 

This can be related to the r e a l i s t - idealist conflict i n painting. 

Both Monet and Moreau, to take an example from each side, might be 

said to be working towards the same revelation, or "vision". Monet, . 

using the r e a l i s t method of close, precise study of the object, attempted 

to reach a "naive" statement. Moreau, by compiling elements from 

different sources, by encrusting his paintings with r i c h colours and 

overlaying them with tracery, by his use of myth and allusion, tried to 

"build up" to some kind of revelation, i n incantatory fashion. Whereas 

the r e a l i s t concentrated on the physical appearance of the object, the 

(1) v. infra, section 3 of this Chapter. 
(2) Moreas, in Le Figaro, 18th September, 1886. 
(3) Charlton: op.cit., p. 22. 
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Symbolist consciously tried to transcend the object, or to use the 

object to express a thought. Slake made an interesting comment on 

how vision i s reached i n painting: "Vision or imagination i s a 

representation of what actually exists real and unchangeably". ( l ) 

Huxley explains this attitude i n The Doors of Perception when he 

speaks of the "cleansed perception" achieved-by great a r t i s t s . He 

quotes Constable's reply to Blake's exclamation: "This i s not drawing, 

this i s inspiration!" " I had meant i t to be drawing," Constable 

replied. And Huxley comments: 

I t was drawing, precise and veracious, and at the same time i t was 
inspiration - inspiration of an order at least as high as Blake's. 
The pine trees on the Heath had actually been seen as identical-with 
the Dharma-Body. The sketch was a rendering, necessarily imperfect 
but s t i l l profoundly impressive, of what a cleansed perception had 
revealed to the open eyes of a great painter. (2) 

How then i s "vision" best achieved? By the r e a l i s t method of 

Constable and Monet, or by the mystical method of Blake and Mbreau? 

To the uninitiated observer, the real (yet transcendent) scenes of the 

former are more accessible than the subjective creations of the l a t t e r . 

In the final analysis, i t i s the painter's s k i l l with his medium which 

may transform a r e a l i s t work into a painting of vision, or, alternately, 

confine a poetic vision to the appreciation of the author solely. The 

two opposing attitudes - i.e. the r e a l i s t and the Symbolist - are found 

i n Zola and Huysmans. Zola always emphasises the importance of 

faithfulness to reality, whereas Huysmans, i n his l a t e r art criticism 

which i s written from his own convictions rather than under the influence 

of Zola (c. I884 onwards) prefers the ambiguous complexities of Moreau. 

I t i s not proposed here to judge the work of, say Manet, whom Zola 

(1) quoted by Wilenski i n his "Introduction" to Poussin (The Paber Gallery 
edition), p. 6. 

(2) Huxley: The Doors of Perception, pp. 37-8. 

1 



defended, against the work of Moreau, whom Huysmans publicised; this 

would be presumptuous, and i s inevitably a matter of individual taste. 

An element which was common to late nineteenth century Symbolists 

and to re a l i s t s was "primitivism". The use of this term here may be 

illustrated by citing three examples: the Impressionists; Bernard, 

Gauguin and the"Pont-Aven" school; and Moreau. In the Impressionists, 

i t took the form of a r e a l i s t return to the sources of vision; the 

light rays and colour perceived by the "naive" eye, ignoring ideas 

about what constituted a worthy subject for painting, and rejecting the 

accepted ("academic") way of treating subject-matter. In the work of 

Emile Bernard and Gauguin, "primitivism" might be used to describe 

their technique of using simplified areas of pure colour i n order to 

achieve a "naive" expression, to convey an emotion through the primitive 

qualities of the colour, (as i n Gauguin's Le Christ jaune of 1889). 

Gauguin took the "primitivism" even further by going to l i v e among 

the so-called primitive tribes of Tahiti i n preference to the c i v i l i s e d 

French. Moreau's "primitivism" consisted in a reversion to ancient myth, 

to the legends of the Bible and to the Primitive painters of the pre-

Henaissance (These were also the preference, at a slightly earlier date 

of the English pre<-Raphaelites.) Speaking of "virginite retrouvee", ,_. 

Moreau cites Giotto, Masaccio, Filippo Lippi and Bo t t i c e l l i as examples 

of an art which, i n keeping with the characteristics of his contemporary. 

society, combined the earthly with the spiritual• 

On revient a cet art primitif, a. cet art de l a f i n du moyen-age, s i 
different de celui;: de l a Renaissance proprement dit, par cette raison 
seule, - c'est que cet art primitif est bien plus pres de l'e'tat de 
notre ame moderne que cet autre art decoratif et sensuel. ( l ) 

( l ) Moreau: Cahiers. vol. 2, p. 93. 



Moreau1s attitude w i l l be seen to be reflected by Huysmans i n his 

study "Trois Primitifs". 

In a sense, the r e a l i s t i s always a "primitive" since he 

rediscovers what has been clouded by an accumulation of attitudes and 

habits. But the Symbolist also may have the desire to return to the 

unclouded truth of primitive societies or of former times in order to 

arrive at "the mysterious centre of thought". In the l a t t e r case, the 

primitivism i s , as i t were, "second-hand"; there i s a philosophical 

or l i t e r a r y contrivance about, the endeavour, a conscious appropriation 

of the behaviour of some other culture - whether i t be the Tahitians 

or the late middle-ages. (This was the kind of contrivance Mallarme 

c r i t i c i s e d in Wagner, as not going "back to the source", ( l ) There i s , 

furthermore, a faulty logic in scorning contemporary r e a l i s t s but 

finding a mystic quality about the r e a l i s t s of another age. This 

brings us back, by an indirect route, to the consideration of whether 

the r e a l i s t ' s path or the Symbolist's i s the most successful way to 

"vision". I s Symbolism a sign of decadence, i n a derogatory sense, 

or are the paintings of Moreau just as valid as those of Manet? I t i s 

safer to conclude, with Laforgue, that "Tous les claviers sont 

legitimes". (2) The basic difference, however, between Zola's attitudes 

i n art and Huysmans * l i e s i n this controversy. Zola's opinion of 

Symbolism was a contemptuous dismissal. Before discussing Huysmans' 

views, a brief review w i l l be made of the three painters Jullien refers 

to as the main influences on the Symbolist movement of the 1890s: Puvis 

de Chavannes, Moreau and Bedon. 

(1) Mallarml: Divagations, Chapter: "Richard Wagner, Reverie d'un poete 
francais". p. 147-

(2) Laforgue: Melanges Posthumes, p. 141. 



INDIVIDUAL PAINTERS AND THEIR RELATIONSHIPS WITH HUYSMANS: 

Puvis de Chavannes; Gustave Moreau; Odilon Redon; Forain, Raffaelli 

and Rops. 

Puvis de Chavannes. 

Puvis was decribed by Zola as a "talent vraiment original" i n 

l875.(l) Edmond de Goncourt did not concur with this view i n his diary 

entry of 28th June 1887, where Puvis i s described as "banal". 

Contemporary opinions on his work varied, some finding Puvis original 

and others, like Huysmans, dismissing him as a "pasticheur". (2) 

Puvis 1 qualities as decorator on a large scale were acknowledged by 

Zola, while Redon made a sensitive assessment of him as follows: 

On ne comprendra pleinement l'a&uvre de ce maitre qu'en se mettant 
a son propre point de vue qui est c e l u i - c i , sans nul doute; modeler l a 
figure humaine et les arbres et toutes choses comme s ' i l s etaient au 
dixieme, au vingtieme plan; l a clef de son ceuvre est l a . 

Regardez un objet lointain et voyez comme les lignes se simplifient, 
comme les plans se reduisent, comme l'ecart des valeurs y est peu 
sensible. Les figures y ont une ombre, une lumiere, et 1'ombre projetee 
par les corps h'y est pas visible. A l 1 horizon les montagnes ne seront 
plus qu'une arete qui se decoupera sechement sur le c i e l , comme en-un 
decor. 

Puvis de Chavannes est presbyte par abstraction; i l a du reflechir 
longtemps avant de peindre et de trouver sa voie, cette voie discutee 
comme toutes celles qui decouvrent une intelligence personnelle. Bien 
l u i a valu pourtant de l a trouver et de l a suivre, puisqu'il a pu nous 
l i v r e r son esprit sans reserve, peindre son reve, et faire en un mot une 
oeuvre que l'on imite et qui restera: i l a trouve un style. (3) 

This passage by Redon i s a splendid technical explanation of how "le reve" 

i s achieved i n paint. The symbolic element i n Puvis' paintings i s 

undeniable: the silent tragedy of Le pauvre Pecheur of l88l; his 

symbolic figures of muses, angels and personified abstracts such as 

l'Esperance; the generalised, idealized qualities of his landscapes. 

Puvis was admired by and influenced Serusier and the "Nabis". (4) 

(1) v. supra p. 107. 
(2) v. infra, p. 151. 
(3) Redon: A Soi-meme, p. 159. 
(4) Wilenski: Modern French Painters, p. 105 and p. 137. 
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Along with the symbolic element, however, there i s an Academic 

quality i n Puvis' work. I t might appear surprising that Zola did not 

seize on and condemn this a r t i f i c i a l element, as he had with the 

paintings of Meissonier, except that Puvis* case was not so clear-cut. 

Chasse makes the general comment on Puvis' art: "Beaucoup de noblesse, 

mais noblesse un peu universitaire." ( l ) Gauguin made the criticism 

that Puvis' painting was too l i t e r a l and explicit: for a picture 

entitled f'Purete", Puvis would paint a young virgin holding a l i l y , 

whereas he, Gauguin, would paint a landscape with limpid waters. (2) 

Mellerio, the c r i t i c , was characteristically more favourable towards 

Puvis when he wrote: "I'idee se degage des oeuvres de Puvis de 

Chavannes, plutot qu'elle ne les dicte rigoureusement." (.3) Whether 

Puvis i s praised as a great painter or classed as not quite original 

enough i s ultimately a matter of individual opinion. The main points 

to be emphasised here are his separation, like Moreau, from the main 

camps of painters of his time: Impressionists and Academics, and his 

importance as a precursor of Symbolism. 

Gustave Moreau. 

Moreau was almost an exact contemporary of Puvis. He was born i n 

1824, two years earlier than Puvis, and both died i n I898. The two 

a r t i s t s had in common a solitary career, unallied with other groups of 

painters for the most part. Moreau, li k e Puvis, was an admirer of 

Chasseriau, the painter Baudelaire, among others, described as being 

a half-way stage between Delacroix and Ingres. (4) The death of 

Chasseriau, in I856, moved Moreau to begin his Jeune homme et l a Mort, 

which eventually figured at the I865 Salon. (5) A l e t t e r to Promentin 

(1) Chasse: Le Mouvement Symboliste dans l ' a r t du XIX e siecle, p. 43. 
(2) Ibid., p. 42. 
(3) Mellerio: Le Mouvement idealiste en Peinture, p. 15. 
(4) Baudelaire: Ô C., Curiosity esthgtiques. p. 27. 
(5)v. Paladilhe et Pierre: Gustave Moreau. p. 13 for further detail. 
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of December 1856 i s a testimony to Moreau1s allegorical intentions 

when he painted the picture: 

J'ajoute un enfant dans l e coin vide de gauche... Je ne vous ferai pas^ 
i c i 1*explication de cette addition allegorique; ce sera en f a i t d'idee 
tout ce qu'on voudra, bien que j'y en attache une tres nette... ( l ) 

This was an attitude in painting alien to the Impressionists (though 

not perhaps to Courbet who painted L'atelier du peintre with i t s 

allegorical significance.) Chasse appears to exaggerate his case when 

he claims, of Moreau, that "On pourrait meme soutenir que cet idealiste 

forcene represente mieux l e positivisme qu'aucun artiste de son temps," 

on the grounds that Moreau expressed himself by means of precise and 

concrete detail. (2) The positivist, as exemplified i n an Impressionist 

painter, for example Monet, made careful observation of a contemporary 

scene, whereas Moreau's method, on the contrary, was to assemble various 

historical, religious and architectural details. An example of this 

amassing of decoration and emblems from various sources might be 

Les Pretendants of 1853, or Jupiter et Semele of 1896 (3). With regard 

to this fastidious element i n Moreau's paintings, Degas' comment, or 

rather joke, i s very apt: " I I voudrait nous faire croire que les dieux 

portaient des chaines de montre." (4) However, whatever Moreau's methods, 

his intention was not po s i t i v i s t i c . Chasse i s very much nearer the point , 

when he makes the observation that there i s a lack of synthesis between 

Moreau's "pensee" and his "peinture": 

... dans sa peinture, on trouve une secheresse trop intellectuelle; 
quant a sa pensee, elle est fausseepar le souci qu'il a d'etre plastique.(5) 
The Symbolist's problem of closing the gap between thought and painting 

(1) Gustave Moreau et Eugene Fromentin. Documents inedits, ed. by Wright ; 
and Moisy, pp. 87-8. 

(2) Chasse: op.cit., p. 23. 
(3) Both these paintings are in the Musee Gustave Moreau, catalogue 19 

and 91 respectively. 
(4) cited by Chasse: op.cit., p. 39* 
(5) Ibid., p. 37-

1 
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was avoided by the r e a l i s t (who simply concentrated on the material 

aspect of the object before his eyes.) The sense of a r t i f i c i a l i t y 

present i n Puvis' work may be accounted for i n the same way; as with 

Moreau, there i s sometimes a dichotomy between the "idea" and the 

"painting". Gauguin, on the other hand, succeeded i n uniting both 

aspects, as in, for example, his Te Rerioa (Le Reve) or his D'ou venons-

nous? Que sommes-nous? Ou alIons-nous? of 1897• Gauguin considered 

that he had "freed painting from many of i t s former academic defects 

and from i t s symbolist defects (another form of sentimentality)".(l) 

Sentimentality may be derided or admired, according to one's personal 

tastes, but i t was certainly present in the Symbolist movement of the 

1890s. (2) The area where religion coincides with sentimentality, i n 

i t s derogatory sense, i s a vaguely defined one, depending as much on 

the observer as the painter; i t might be exemplified by Moreau's 

Orpheer or Puvis 1 le pauvre Pecheur. Huysmans saw a powerful mystical 

suggestion in certain of Moreau's works, while being attracted by their 

ambiguity. 

I f Huysmans was one of the f i r s t to come close to the s p i r i t of 

Moreau, he was not the f i r s t to give the a r t i s t favourable reviews. 

Unlike Manet and the Impressionists, Moreau had no problem with the 

Salon jury, or with newspaper c r i t i c s . His historical paintings: 

Darius fuyant apres l a bataille d'Arbeles and l a Sulamite found acceptance 

at the Salon of 1853. CEdipe et le Sphinx, ten years later, was acclaimed' 

by, among others, Theophile Gautier, Maxime du Camp, Paul, de Saint-Victor 

and Ernest Chesneau, who wrote, i n l e Constitutionnel: 

C'est une ceuvre unique qui, dans quelques galeries qu'elle prenne place, 
occupera toujours un rang eleve. (3) 

(1) Gauguin, notes by Herbert Head, p. 22. 
(2) v. Chasse: op.cit., p. 197. 
(3) v. Paladilhe et Pierre: Gustave Moreau. p. 25. 



Moreau thus found support among the important c r i t i c s of the day, 

but not, i t may be noted, among the less conventional c r i t i c s such as 

Castagnary and Edmond About. 

Moreau's work in subsequent years aroused no such scandal as 

that provoked by Manet and the Independents. Towards the end of the 

1860s, however, Moreau f e l l out of the c r i t i c s ' favour somewhat. Paul 

de' Saint-Victor, the vehement c r i t i c of Impressionism, wrote, i n I869, 

with reference to Moreau's Promethee: 

...Que signifie l e vautour qui git a ses pieds, mort d'indigestion, 
tandis que son remplacant dechire du bee et des ongles l e flanc du 
Titan? L'idee de ces rongeurs de r e l a i s est d'une recherche puerile... 
L'execution est penible et tourmentee comme l a conception, ( l ) 

Such a criticism i s an example of the incomprehension Moreau's 

painting aroused among c r i t i c s and public; the same enigma puzzled 

Zola i n I878 (v. supra p. 110) but sounded a common chord i n Huysmans, 

giving him the opportunity to indulge i n the suggestive descriptions 

of A Rebours, in 1884. The rehabilitation of Moreau's works with the 

public i s s t i l l taking place at present; he has been acknowledged as 

a precursor of twentieth-century surrealist painters, by Andre Breton.(2) 

Odilon Redon. 

Redon, li k e Moreau i n his writings, stressed the role of the 

imagination in a work of art. Redon's ambition, which he believed he 

had accomplished, was similar to Moreau's idea: "1*evocation de l a 

pensle par l a ligne...": 

Pour ce qui est de moi, je crois avoir f a i t un art expressif, 
suggestif, indetermine. L'art suggestif est 1'irradiation de divins 
elements plfstiques, rapproches, combine's en vue de provoquer des 
reveries qu'il illumine, qu'il exalte, en incitant a l a pensee. (3) 

The print, found i n Huysmans' 'chambre mortuaire' i s one of many 

examples of Redon's art which justify this claim: i t i s entitled 

(1) Ibid., p. 35. 
(2) Ibid., v. Chapter "Moreau surrealiste", pp. 165-171; v. also J u l l i a n : 

The Symbolists, Chapter 6. 
(3) Redon: A Soi-meme, p. 116 (written i n 1910). 



L'Esperance and portrays a lightly-drawn mysterious face, eyes half-

closed and with two fingers at i t s mouth, seen through a latticed 

window.(l) Although Huysmans did not write extensively about Redon's 

work, his admiration for the a r t i s t was a well-known fact. Deffoux, 

for example, speaks of Huysmans' attitude to Redon's Christ: 

"Huysmans admirait particulierement, dans l'oeuvre de Redon, ce 'visage 

supplicie strie d'epines* ".(2) Huysmans made contact with Redon when 

he wrote requesting a copy of a certain sketch and later visited the 

family regularly. Redon was grateful to Huysmans for the publicising 

of his work. (3) Deffoux cites Redon (according to the notes of 

Redon*s friends Marius and Ary Leblond) as saying of Huysmans: 

Quand je vis les longues etudes qu'il me consacra dans A Rebours et 
dans Certains, ce fut une surprise. Cela me repgndit beaucoup 
dans l e monde des artistes qui suivait sa litterature. (4) 

Huysmans was, of course, at this time well known as a Naturalist 

novelist, whereas Redon was unknown to the public. 

Redon's particular technique of combining the precise with the 

imprecise has been observed by KLingsor. (5) The synthesis between the 

thought and the plastic means of expression i s better effected i n 

Redon*s work than in Moreau1s. The sometimes excessive and "hard" 

detail of Moreau, which Degas described as the gods' "watch-chains!!,', 

i s fortunately not present i n Redon. He, in his sensitivity to the 

natural world around him, appears to have had a talent lacking i n 

Moreau. Redon found, i n his contemplation of nature - of people's 

faces, of flowers - a b a s i s from which to work; his insistence on 

the primary function of the painter as an eye looking at nature has 

(1) Deffoux: J . K. Huysmans sous divers aspects contains a reproduction. 
(2) Ibid., v. illu s t r a t i o n of Redon's Christ. 
(3) Baldick: The Life of J . K. Huysmans, pp. 73-6. 
(4) Deffoux: op. c i t . , p. 39. 
(5) v. Chasse: Le Mouvement symbolists dans l ' a r t du XlV^g ^ p p > 50 e t seq. 

A parallel might be made here with Verlaine's "Art poetique" i n which 
the poet advocates this combination. 



been illustrated above, ( l ) I t might be claimed that Redon's painting 

f i t s into the definition of a work of art given by Zola: "un coin de 

la'creation vu a. travers un temperament", since Redon succeeds i n 

combining the real aspect of an object with his own mystical vision of 

i t . His picture of his mother: Portrait de Mine. Redon (1882) may be 

cited as an example, or, even more convincingly, his paintings of 

flowers i n later years which are recognisable flowers but surrounded 

by a mysterious aura. However, Redon's more "surrealistic" pictures 

would move him out of the scope of Zola's formula. I t was the 

strangeness of pictures such as Bans le reve (a series of lithographs 

exhibited i n l 8 8 l ) which caught Huysmans' imagination. (2) Redon 

and Moreau, i t may be noted, were the only two l i v i n g painters 

admitted into des Esseintes* sanctum i n A Rebours. (3) 

Forain, Raffaelli and Rops. 

These three painters are not major figures in the history of 

art, but may be discussed briefly here since Huysmans was an admirer 

of their work. The f i r s t two, Forain and Raffaelli, are classed i n 

the French school of a r t i s t s , whereas Rbps, who was born i n Belgium, 

i s more properly an a r t i s t of the Belgian school, although his work was 

published in France. 

Forain worked mainly as an i l l u s t r a t o r in a r e a l i s t style. His 

illustrations of women and Parisian l i f e were, often caricatural and 

ironic to the point of being cruel. Huysmans' attitude to his pictures 

of prostitutes i s discussed in the third section of this chapter. Degas 

introduced Forain to the Fourth Impressionist exhibition of 1879, to 

which Forain contributed, among other pictures, his Cabinet particulier 

(1) v. supra, p. 88. 
(2) v. Wilenski: Modern French Painters, p. 46. 
(3) Huysmans: O.C., (A Rebours) pp. 96 et seq. 
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and his Coulisses de 1'Opera. Degas and Forain, both a r t i s t s greatly 

admired by Toulouse-Lautrec, were given good reviews by Huysmans. ( l ) 

Huysmans• friendship with Forain extended from their youth right 

up to the period of' Huysmans1 strong Catholic faith. A reference to 

the "sprees" i n Paris shared by the two men i s contained i n a letter 

written by Huysmans i n 1901. (2) Both Forain and Raffaelli collaborated 

with Huysmans i n the illustration of Croquis parisiens. which was 

published in 1880. Forain also produced a frontispiece for an edition 

of Huysmans' Marthe. (3) Like Huysmans, Forain followed the path of 

conversion to Catholicism and became a firm friend in later l i f e , 

v i s i t i n g Huysmans i n Paris and i n Liguge, at the Benedictine monastery 

where Huysmans became an oblate i n 1901. (4) 

Raffaelli was well-known by his contemporaries as a r e a l i s t painter 

and engraver of Parisian scenes, notably of bourgeois l i f e and of street 

Corners with their fortifications at the time of the Franco-Prussian war. 

Huysmans did much to bring Raffaelli to the public's attention by 

including him i n his Salon review of 1879, at a time when the a r t i s t was 

not yet established. His collaboration with Forain to il l u s t r a t e 

Croquis parisiens has already been referred to; he also illustrated a 

posthumous edition of Les Sosurs Vatard and, like Forain, he painted a 

.portrait of Huysmans, who possessed several works by the two a r t i s t s . 

Both Forain and Raffaelli had attended (Jerome's studio, but both a r t i s t s 

were converted to the depiction of contemporary scenes i n a r e a l i s t i c , 

often bitter manner. Documentary, evidence of Huysmans1 association with 

Haffaelli i s limited, but Baldick cites an invitation to Huysmans to 

have dinner with Raffaelli at Asnieres. (5) 

(1) For Lautrec's admiration of Forain v. Wilenski: Modern French Painters, 
p. 125. 

(2) v. Baldick: The Life of J . K. Huysmans, p. 288. 
(3) Ibid., p. 33. 
(4) Ibid., p. 288 and p. 294. 
(5) Ibid., p. 74. 
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The work of the Belgian a r t i s t P e l i c i e n Hops may not he classed 

along with that of Forain and R a f f a e l l i as r e a l i s t i c sketches of 

contemporary l i f e . For although Rops did portray such scenes (e.g. the 

lithograph entitled Un Monsieur et Une Dame which bears s i m i l a r i t i e s ', ' 

to the work of Forain) his art comprised a whole aspect not present i n 

the other two a r t i s t s , ( l ) This aspect was an excursion into perversity, 

satanism and blasphemy, and was the element which attracted the 

attention of Huysmans. 

Rops1 career began when Uylenspiegel was founded; th i s was a 

s a t i r i c a l weekly published in Brussels. (2) Rops contributed 

lithographs to the review (more and more infrequently) u n t i l 1862. 

During the s i x t i e s , Rops abandoned lithography for copper engraving, 

by which means he produced many frontispieces and i l l u s t r a t i o n s . The 

seventies were his period of intense production, and by the eighties 

he was i l l u s t r a t i n g works by such authors as d'Aurevilly and Peladan.(3) 

In 1881, Theodore Hannon's Les Rimes de Joie contained a frontispiece 

by Rops along with a preface by Huysmans. (4) The frontispiece, by Rops, 

for Peladah's Le Vice Supreme depicts a female skeleton ( i . e . a 

skeleton wearing a s k i r t ) appearing from a coffin and beside her a.male 

skeleton i n evening dress with his skull under his arm. The two figures 

are surrounded by vultures in f l i g h t . (5) Rops1 obsession with death 

and with woman i s further seen i n two of his i l l u s t r a t i o n s for Barbey 

d'Aurevilly 1s Les Diaboliques. (6) A un diner d'athees portrays a nude 

woman sprawled across the dinner table, while La Femme et l a Folie 

dominant le monde i s a picture of a young female nude, with cloven feet, 

(1) Ramiro: L'ceuvre l i t h o g r a p h i c de F. Rops contains examples of Rops' 
r e a l i s t work, e.g. Pn Monsieur et une Dame; J u i f et Chretien; 
Un Enterrement au Pays Wallon; Chez l e s Trappistes. 

(2^ Founded i n 1856. 
(3) Both names, i t may be remarked, loosely associated with the Symbolist 

movement in l i t e r a t u r e . 
(4) Hannon: Les Rimes de Joie published by Gay et Douce, 1881. 
(5) Exsteens; L'oe uvre grave~et.lithographie de F e l i c i e n Rops. vol.3 no.501 
(6) d'Aurevilly: Les Diaboliques published by Lemerre, Paris 1883. Rops1 

i l l u s t r a t i o n s were published i n 1886. 
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whose v e i l i s being pulled off by an old woman ("la Folie") behind 

her. ( l ) 

Les Sataniqu.es. a series of "vernis mous" by Bops were the subject 

ofaan essay by Huysmans, included i n Felicien Hops et son oeuvre. (2) 

The f i r s t of Les Sataniqu.es: Satan semant l'ivraie depicts a huge 

Satan with long thin legs, dressed i n Breton garb, striding across the 

Seine scattering feminine larvae as he goes on his way. (3) The satanic/ 

erotic element i s present i n Le Sacrifice and Le Calvaire. (4) The 

women i n these plates show an agonised joy which Huysmans linked with 

the s p i r i t of Japanese erotic engravings. L'Idole, portraying a 

woman coupled with a monstrous idol, a phallic "lampadaire" at either 

side, i s more obviously sexual, while Sainte. Therese verges on the 

pornographic, containing a statement about the subject's erotic attitude 

towards Christ. (5) The haunting image of death i s present in this 

series of pictures, as i n Hops' other works; grotesque skeletons are 

incorporated into many of his pictures, reminiscent of the mediaeval 

linage of the devil and the "danse macabre". A certain mediaeval attitude 

to Woman i s similarly exemplified i n Hops' numerous nudes or semi-nudes 

with cloven feet. (6) The pornographic element of such works as 

Le Joyeux Bidet and Le Velocipede w i l l not be dwelt on here, since such 

pictures do not contain the blasphemous element which was important to 

Huysmans. (7) 
1 

jj. 
(1) Exsteens: op.ext., vol. 3, hos. 509 and 512 respectively. < 
(2) Felicien Hops et son oeuvre, 1897 included Huysmans1 essay "L'oeuvre 

,erotique de Felicien Rops." 
(.3) Exsteens: op.cit., Planches libres no. 783* 
(4) Ibid., Planches libres, nos. 786 and 787 (v. also no. 942). 
(5) Ibid., Planches libres, nos. 785 and 797 respectively. 
(6) For example, v. ibid., Planches l i b r e s , no. 746: La Joueuse de Flute 

and no. 958: Printemps. 
(7) Ibid., Planches l i b r e s , nos. 751 and 752 respectively. 

http://Sataniqu.es
http://Sataniqu.es
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HUYSMANS' ART CRITICISM MP THEORY 

The art criticism of Huysmans spans the years 1879 to 1907, the 

year of his death. His f i r s t collection of reviews, entitled L'Art 

Moderne, was published by Charpentier i n 1883 and included articles 

previously printed in Le Voltaire, La Reforme and La Revue l i t t e r a i r e 

et artistique. I t has been noted already that Zola introduced 

Huysmans, i n 1879, to the editor of Le Voltaire; the verve with which 

Huysmans defended the new school of painters at this time i s second 

only to that of Zola himself. 

L'Art Moderne. 

The influence of Zola i s apparent i n Huysmans1 Salon reviews of 

1879> 1880 and 1881. The general attitudes towards art expressed i n 

these and, furthermore, the terminology used by Huysmans reflect the 

campaigning articles Zola wrote in the 1860s. A sample of Huysmans* 

terminology in his Salon of 1879, may be given as evidence; the 

qualities of good art are described by such phrases as: "vivant et 

urrai" ( l ) ; "vigoureusement peint... sincere" ( 2 ) ; "individualite... 

original" ( 3 ) ; "personnalite" ( 4 ) ; "virilemeht peint" ( 5 ) ; "franc, 

energique," "naturaliste". (6) Referring to the work of Caillebotte, 

the most neglected perhaps of the Impressionists, Huysmans writes, in 

his review of the Independents' exhibition of 1880: 

Cette qualite supreme de l ' a r t , l a vie, se degage de cette toile... 
C'est un coin de 1'existence contemporaine, fixe t e l quel. (7) 

Huysmans1 preoccupation with naturalism i n art i s seen i n his comments 

on nudes: 

(1) Huysmans: O.C., 6, p. 8. 
(2) Ibid., p. 31-
f3) Ibid., p. 32. 
(4) Ibid., p. 55-
(5) Ibid., p. 67. 
(6) Ibid., p. 71. 
(7) Ibid., pp. 110, 111. 



143 

Le mi, t e l que les peintres le comprennent, n'existe pas... le nu 
est un etat provisoire, et voila tout, ( l ) 

The "painters" who did not understand that a composed, a r t i f i c i a l 

painting of a nude was neither logical nor good art were those Zola 

had ridiculed: Cabanel, Bouguereau, Gerome. (2) Huysmans' attitude 

to Academic and o f f i c i a l painters was exactly similar to Zola's ( 3 ) . 

He c r i t i c i s e d them for being st i l t e d , l i f e - l e s s , unnaturalistic: 

M. Gerome (sic) avait renove deja l e glacial ivoire de Wilhelm Mieris, 
M. Bouguereau a f a i t pis. Be concert avec M. Cabanel, i l a invente l a 
peinture gazeuse, l a piece soufflee. Ce n'est mime plus de l a 
porcelaine, c'est du leche flasque... (4) 

Huysmans1 opinion, i n summarising his impression of the Salon of 1879» 

was that the "poncif habile" predominated at the expense of living 

art; he thus echoed Zola's assessments of the Salons i n the 1860s and 

seventies. The r e a l i s t i c painter&of nudes Huysmans hoped for was to be 

found in Degas (in the 1880s). Degas was to surpass other painters i n 

his sensitivity to the female body in each "etat provisoire" Huysmans 

wrote of in 1879* Huysmans' attitude to Degas' nudes, as expressed i n 

the volume entitled Certains (published i n 1889) was to include a 

certain misogynism, but in 1879, Huysmans found Degas' naturalism 

refreshing after the affectation of the o f f i c i a l Salon: 

... prenez un homme de grand talent, comme M. Degas, prenez mime son 
eleve, Mile. Mary Cassatt, et voyez s i les oeuvres de ces artistes ne 
sont pas plus interessantes, plus curieuses, plus distinguees que toutes 
ces grelottantes machinettes qui pendent, de l a cimaise aux fri s e s , 
dans les interminables salles de 1'Exposition. (5) 

Huysmans stressed the importance of contsmporaneity, without which 

a work lacked authenticity. An example of the "painter of modern l i f e " , 

the Baudelairian phrase which had appealed to Zola, was Degas, according 

to Huysmans. Degas, with his scorn of convention and his accuracy of 

1) Ibid., p. 24. 
2) Ibid., p. 25. 

(3) v. supra, p. 103 for Zola's comments. 
(4) Huysmans: op.cit., p. 25. 
(5) Ibid., p. 11. 
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observation, was a direct link with the art of Manet, as Huysmans 

correctly noted, ( l ) The views on architecture expressed in the Salon 

of 1879 have the same stress on "modernite". Gamier's Opera 

(constructed between 1862 and 1874) was described by Huysmans as a 

mixed-up pastiche of earlier styles. (2) The beginnings of a new style, 

an authentic style, i n architecture were seen by Huysmans i n the iron-

constructed gare du Nord and les Halles. (3) In the chapter "Le Fer" 

included in Certains similar views are expressed. 

The future of art i n general was envisaged, in Huysmans' SalonB of 

1879, 80 and 8 l , as a Naturalist development. The feeling that the art 

world was evolving and progressing towards "un art tout contemporain, 

approprie aux besoins de notre temps", reflects the democratic view­

point of Zola. (4) That this view was not as important to Huysmans 

as to Zola i s seen i n the later art criticism of Certains, where 

contemporaneity in art gives way to other considerations, notably the 

need i n Huysmans for a spiritual, esoteric art. This parallels the 

development i n his li t e r a r y attitudes (v. supra Chapter 3 ) . In his 

later Symbolist preoccupations, Huysmans was to turn to a r t i s t s of the 

past, but at the time of writing L'Art Moderne, Huysmans* particular 

individuality did not invade his art criticism to such an extent; he 

judged objectively the a r t i s t s of his day. 

The painters preferred by Huysmans in the three Salons referred 

to and i n the two reviews of the Independent exhibitions of 1880 and 

l 8 8 l , which together make up L'Art Moderne, were the naturalist painters 

of the time: Degas, Cassatt, Raffaelli, Bartholome and Forain. In the 

la s t of these a r t i s t s , Huysmans detected a "sens tres particulier et 

tres v i f de l a vie contemporaine." (5) A further quality admired by 

(1) Ibid., p. 44. 
2) Ibid., p. 95. 
3) Ibid., p. 94. 

(4) Ibid., p. 94. For Zola's democratic view-point v. supra, p. 102 and 
p. 106. 

(5) Huysmans: op.cit., p. 91. 
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Huysmans in the above painters was their elegance. The appeal of such 

a quality to Huysmans reflected his own sensitivity and his distaste for 

anything vulgar, (a similarity may be pointed out here with the Goncourt 

brothers' abhorrence of the vulgar.) The repulsion f e l t by Huysmans 

in front of Courbet's paintings, as expressed in a footnote to his 

Salon of 1880, was due partly to Courbet's lack of refinement. The 

harsh criticism levelled at Courbet, i n 1880, was a dramatic reversal of 

view-point; Huysmans, up to the time of writing the footnote, had gone 

along with Zola's opinion that Courbet was a powerful naturalist painter 

with an accomplished technique, ( l ) (in Certains, Huysmans went as 

far as calling Courbet a "gros mufle". (2) ) Huysmans, then, i t might 

be observed, had more of a taste for refinement than Zola. 

The appraisal of Impressionist painters Huysmans wrote i n 1880 and 

l 8 8 l was based on the ideas about naturalism and contemporaneity held 

by Zola. Like Zola, Huysmans lamented the excesses of the Impressionist 

technique. Zola's mockery of "orange horses" in his art i c l e of I896, 

may be compared with Huysmans' comments, in his 1880 review of the 

Independents' exhibition, on Caillebotte's "Indigomanie". The seeds of 

post-Impressionism mistrusted by Huysmans in 1880 were thus deplored by 

Zola sixteen years later. Huysmans' views on contemporaneity regarding 

architecture were echoed in his ideas about sculpture. Degas' 

revolutionary piece of sculpture entitled Petite danseuse de quatorze ans 

(revolutionary in that Degas incorporated pieces of material and gauze 

in her tunic) found praise for i t s "modernity". (3) Huysmans observed 

that the l i t t l e dancer was " l a seule tentative vraiment moderne que je 

connaisse, dans l a sculpture." ( 4 ) . 

l ) Ibid., p. 177; footnote on pp. 177 t8. 
2; Huysmans: O.C., 10, p. 165. 

(3) Huysmans: O.C., 6, p. 247. 
(4) Ibid., p. "230. 

I 
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In his review of the Impressionists of the following year, 1881, 

Huysmans was more generous with his praise of Pissarro than Zola. 

Pissarro was the Impressionist who least wanted to break down the 

object into pure light. He i s thought hereiby Huysmans to have realised 

the Impressionist formula, a fact which Zola did not admit, even when he 

nostalgically acclaimed the Impressionists in 1896 as the leading 

painters of the day. ( l ) Huysmans, in the appendix to his 1882 review 

of the Impressionists, commented: 

MM. Pissarro et Monet sont enfin sortis victorieux de l a terrible 
lutte. L'on peut dire que les problemes s i ardus de l a lung ere, dans l a 
peinture, se sont enfin debrouillls sur leurs toiles. (2) 

Huysmans' attitude to the ".juste milieu" a r t i s t s . 

The class of painters who combined characteristics from both 

Academic and r e a l i s t schools (and who thus found popularity in o f f i c i a l 

c i r c l e s ) included such painters as Bastien-Lepage, Carolus-Duran, Becker, 

Gervex, Cazin and Duez. (3) The line distinguishing the original from 

the non-original was obviously d i f f i c u l t to draw; Zola almost committed 

himself, i n 1879, to proclaiming Bastien-Lepage as the answer to his own 

demands for a fully accomplished, r e a l i s t painter. (4) Huysmans, however, 

showed himself to be more, discriminating; he condemned M. Bastien-Lepage 

outright as: 

un matois qui essaye du faux naturalisme pour plaire a une certaine 
categorie du public et qui enjolive cette apparence de verite' de toutes 
les fadeurs imaginables afin d'amadouer le reste des visiteurs...(5) 

Bastien-Lepage, according to Huysmans, represented cleverness without 

originality. (6) This assessment has been proved, by time, to be 

generally acceptable. As for Carolus-Duran, Huysmans1 opinion was l i k e 

that of Zola: that he was an unoriginal, pretentious painter whose 

(1) Zola: O.C., 12, pp. 1047-52 and v. supra pp. 113, 114. 
(2) Huysmahs: op.cit., p. 293. 
(3) v. supra, p. 65. 
(4) v. supra, p. 111. 
(5) Huysmans: O.C., 6, p. 150. 
(6) Ibid., p. 48. 
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popularity was soon over and whose paintings became hard, metallic-

looking soon after they were finished, ( l ) Huysmans did not spare the 

feelings of "juste-milieu" or Academic painters; his criticism was 

candid, even violent; he was incensed by the wide public acclaim 

enjoyed by such a r t i s t s . The painters i n question, .Crom Cabanel to 

Carolus-Duran, may be appreciated nowadays from a more balanced view­

point, since they have fallen into their rightful place as secondary to 

the inovatory painters of the day, the Impressionists; one can even 

praise their good qualities without the ris k of being accused of 

prejudice. (2) The emotion present i n Huysmans' condemnation of Gervex, 

for example, i s no longer necessary: "cet artiste ne sait meme plus 

peindre ... Ni dessin, no couleur, rien; M. Gervex est f i n i - 1 1 . (3) 

Huysmans1 comments on Bonvin and iQigoux may also be quoted as good 

examples of sarcasm: 

M. Bonvin, c'est l a secheresse incarnee... (4) 
M. Jean Gigoux est de l'entreprise cette annee. (l879) 
I I est done ressuscite - OhI pourqupi? (5) 

-Fantin-Latour, who might be included on the fringe of the "juste-milieu" 

painters since he combined a powerful r e a l i s t style with a more traditional 

attitude to subject-matter, was singled out by Huysmans as being a>\ 

"naturaliste", not a "faux naturaliste", thus demonstrating his accuracy 

of judgement, for Fantin-Latour i s s t i l l esteemed as a painter of merit 

today. The warm praise bestowed on this a r t i s t i n 1879 - "c'est un 

grand peintre qui serre et rend l a vie... un des meilleurs artistes que 

nous possldions en France* - was toned down, however, in 1881. (6) In 

this year;, Huysmans admitted Fantin-Latour's great achievements as a 

colourist, but observed that his paintings were a l l too similar: " I I 
(1) Ibid., pp. 75-6 and 159 
(2) Boime gives a f a i r appreciation i n his book: The Academy and French 

painting i n the nineteenth century. 
3) Huysmans: O.C.. 6. p. 200. 
4) Ibid., p. 85. 

(5) Ibid., p. 22. 
(6) Ibid., p. 75 and p. 203. 



y a l a , de l a part de ce peihtre, une immobilite par trop constante." ( l ) 

This i s a comment which might be j u s t i f i e d i f the painter's group portraits 

are considered: TJn atelier aux Batignolles.(1870) i s not so dissimilar 

from Hommage. a Delacroix (1864) or Autour du piano (1885). (2) 

Such paintings are excellent pieces of realism but are more of interest 

as documents than for their value as dynamic works of art. 

Huysmans' opinion of Manet. 

Manet's struggle for recognition was virtually over by the time 

Huysmans published his Salon of 1879* He was now exhibiting at the 

annusl Salons. Huysmans described Manet as one of the most fiery 

promoters of Impressionist art. The Impressionist style was characterised 

by Huysmans as: 

...observation tres curieuse ... vision etonnamment juste de l a 
couleur, mepris des conventions ... l a recherche du plein a i r , du 
ton r i e l , de l a vie en mouvement, l e proce'de des larges touches, des 
ombres faites par les couleurs complementaires, la.poursuite de 1 *ensemble , 
simplement obtenu. (3) 

These aqre accurate observations of the r e a l i s t intentions common to 

Manet and the Impressionists, although the description would be associated, 

nowadays, more with the latter than the former; more emphasis i s now 

placed on the works of Manet's " f i r s t manner" (which would include 

paintings such as Olympia, the Portrait de Zola, le Balcon, le Dejeuner 

dans 1'atelier. . . . " l a recherche du plein a i r ... de l a vie en mouvement," 

however, would aptly describe the works Manet exhibited at the 1879 Salon, 

when he was painting under Impressionist influence (his "second manner"): 

Dans l a serre and En bateau. Huysmans praised the two pictures by Manet 

in terms previously used by Zola: 

L'air circule... 
l a nature telle qu'elle est et t e l l e qu'il l a voit... (4) 

(1) Ibid., p. 203. " '. " 
(2) These paintings are a l l in the Louvre. 
(3) Huysmans: O.C., 6, p. 44. 
(4) Ibid., pp. 45-6. 
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Similarly, in his Salon of 1880, he followed Zola's lead by describing 

Manet's work as "oeuvre claire, debarbouillee des terres de momie..." ( l ) 

But he appears to identify Manet too closely with the Impressionist group: 

I I a, paxmi les impressionnistes, puissamment aide au mouvement actuel, 
apportant au realisme, que Courbet implant a i t par l e choix des sujets 
surtout, une revelation nouvelle, l'essai du plein a i r . (2) 

The evidence of Manet's work up to the period of Impressionist influence 

does not show him to have been particularly revolutionary as far as 

open-air work was concerned. Olympia, le Fifre and other portraits by 

him are indoor scenes, while the scandal-raising De.ieuner sur l'herbe of 

.1863 has a posed, "studio" look. Manet's ambition was not so much to 

capture the effect of outside light (until, of course, his Impressionist 

period, but to obtain, i n Venturi*s words, "a plastic-chromatic 

coherence." (3) In his Salon of l 8 8 l , Huysmans went further than Zola 

ever did i n adversely c r i t i c i s i n g Manet. The two paintings exhibited 

by Manej; in that year (Portrait de Pertuiset and Portrait de Rochefort) 

were not well received by the c r i t i c s in general. Huysmans found i n 

them "Nul accent, nulle vie." (4) 

Huysmans1 attitude to Manet was not based on a close relationship 

in the struggle for recognition which Manet shared with Zola during the 

1860s. When Huysmans f i r s t wrote about Manet, the painter was considered 

to have become "assagi", to be no longer controversial. (5) Huysmans 

did not discuss Manet's career as a whole but concentrated on the 

paintings of the Salons in question; he classed Manet with the group of 

Impressionists, not investigating the differences between the aims of 

the painter of Olympia and those of Pissarro or Monet. 

(1) Ibid., p. 176. 
(2) Ibid. 
(3) Venturi: Impressionists and Symbolists, p. 6. v. also supra Chapter 4,P-70. 
(4) Huysmans: op.cit., p. 201. 
(5) Letheve: Impressionnistes et Symbolistes devant l a presse, p. 105. 



Certains. 

In Certains, Huysmans devoted more space to certain individual 

a r t i s t s and. made more general comments on their work as a whole than was 

possible in his earlier reviews of exhibitions published i n the volume 

L 1Art Moderne. Certains i s a collection of articles f i r s t published i n 

La Revue Independante, L 1Evolution Sociale and La Cravache and reprinted 

in the single volume by Tresse et Stock i n 1889• More than i n L'Art 

Moderne, Huysmans' personality i s present in Certains, now that he i s 

writing about the a r t i s t s he prefers and finds interesting. The guide­

lines of naturalism, and especially of Zola's c r i t i c a l ideas, are l e f t 

behind and Huysmans indulges in his own tastes. The objectivity apparent 

throughout L'Art Moderne gives way, i n Certains, to Huysmans1 personal 

humours. Yet this second volume of art criticism i s i n some ways more 

interesting than the f i r s t . I t i s a mixture of f a i r , perceptive criticism 

(the chapter on "Clzanne", for example) and of subjective musings (for 

example, the chapter on Rops). As such, the work i s an insight into the 

mind of the author, more valuable perhaps than any "objective" art 

criticism. Certains was important also i n again bringing to the notice 

of the public the work of Gustave Moreau, the painter Huysmans1 hero 

des Esseintes had so much admired i n A Rebours, five years earlier. 

A Rebours, as has been observed i n Chapter Three, was a revolt against the 

a r t i s t i c ideas of Zola; des Esseintes 1 decadence was the beginning of 

Huysmans1 concern to include the s p i r i t i n literature. At the same time, 

the novel was the beginning of the author's expressed interest in "dream-

painters" such as Redon and in the spiritual ambiguities seen in Moreau. 

In Certains, Huysmans put forward his own anti-naturalist views without 

the 'cover" of his hero des Esseintes. In discussing Certains, the same 

chapter headings as Huysmans* a r e used, for the sake .of clarity, although 

the a r t i s t s are not discussed in the same order. 



Puvis de Chavannes. 

The attitude shown towards this painter has not changed radically 

from L'Art Moderne to Certains; Huysmans did not like Puvis' work 

because of i t s false naivete. Although the painter's individuality 

stood out among a l l the "boring pastiches" of the Salon, Huysmans had 

found Puvis "anguleux et dur" i n L'Art Moderne. ( l ) In 1880, Huysmans 

had admitted that Puvis was a "superior" ar t i s t to Moreau. (2) In 

1889, however, this view was no longer expressed. Huysmans gave his 

personal opinion of Puvis f u l l rein and wrote of the ar t i s t ' s 

unoriginality, his pastiching of the Italia n primitives and his 

"singer!e de l a f o i " . (3) Puvis was now compared to his disadvantage 

with Gustave Moreau. 

Gustave Moreau. 

Moreau's complexity of detail was obviously a vehicle more suited 

to Huysmans' particular type of evocative criticism than the simplicity 

of Puvis. Works such as Salome dansant gave much more scope to his rich 

imagination. In his Salon of 1880, Huysmans had characterised Moreau as 

a mystical, visionary painter: 

Abime dans 1'extase, i l voit resplendir les fieriques visions, les 
sanglantes apotheoses des autres ages. (4) 

Huysmans was aware of the literary aspect of Moreau's painting which 

allowed such descriptions to be written. (5) Examples may be given of 

the extremely imaginative evocations he wrote; the f i r s t , from A Rebours, 

describes Salome: 

... ses bracelets, ses ceintures, ses bagues, crachent des etincelles; 
sur sa robe triomphale, couturee de perles, ram age e d* argent, lame'e d'or, 
l a cuirasse des orfevreries dont chaque maille est une pierre, entre en 
combustion, croise des serpenteaux de feu, grouille sur l a chair mate, 
sur l a peau rose the, ainsi que des insectes splendides... (6) 

( l ) Huysmans: O.C., 6, p. 18. 
2} Ibid., p. 156". 
3) Huysmans: O.C., 10, p. 16. 

(4) Huysmans: 0.C, 6, p. 152. 
(5) Ibid., p. 153. 

(6) Huysmans: O.C., 7» PP« 8l-2. The paintings referred to by Huysmans are 
, L*Apparition (cat.222) and Salome dansant feat.211). 



The "langue persuasive et superbe, mysterieuse et neuve" of Moreau 

i s again evoked in Certainst 

Ce fut dans l a salle qui les contint un autodafe* de c i e l s immenses en 
ignition; des globes ecrases de sol e i l s saignants, des hemorragies 
d'astres coulant en des cataractes de poupre sur des touffes culbutees 
de n u e s . . . ( l ) 

The individualistic tendencies of Moreau's character probably endeared 

him further to Huysmans, whose own revolt against the society he lived 

i n was expressed in A Rebours. The description of Moreau as a "mystique 

enferme, en plein Paris" has been disputed by Paladilhe, who stresses, 

on the contrary, Moreau's sociability. (2) Huysmans found reflections 

i n Moreau of his own misanthropy and of his own mystical and perverse 

tendencies. Just as he exaggerated the idea of Moreau's asceticism, he 

saw, i n Salome, the inspiration for des Esseintes' nervous disorders 

and "erudites hysteries". (3) Moreau's symbolism thus found an eager 

response in Huysmans' writings, whereas Zola, mistrusting anything 

anti-naturalist, was fascinated but baffled. (4) 

Degas. 

Degas, we have seen, was admired i n L'Art Moderne for his naturalistic 

pictures of Parisian l i f e ; Huysmans had found i n him "le peintre de 

l a vie moderne" whom Baudelaire had found in Guys. (5) In Certains, 

however, Huysmans' attitude to Degas' realism took on a further aspect-. 

Degas had, by 1889* painted several of his studies of nudes which are now 

considered as among his best work. (6) In reviewing Degas' nudes, 

Huysmans made the point that Degas was being iconoclastic - he was 

destroying the false image of the nude cultivated by Regnault and others: 

the pink, idealised image. (7) The beauty of the sketches and paintings 

CO Huysmans: O.C., 10, p. 15 and pp. 16-17. 
(2; Paladilhe et Pierre: Gustave Moreau, Chapter 9* For Huysmans' description 

of Moreau v. Huysmans: O.C., 6, p. 152 and O.C., 10, p. 16. . 
(3) Huysmans: O.C., 7» p. 80. 
(4) v. supra, p. 110. 
(5) Huysmans: O.C., 6, p. 131. 
(6) Degas: Le Tub (c.1884-6); La Toilette (c.1885-6); Apres le bain, Pemme 
(7) Huysmans: O.C., 10, pp. 23,4- s'essuyant les pieds (1886). 
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stemmed from the fact that they were based frankly on reality. This i s 

a very true observation. However, before making this point, Huysmans 

indulged in misogynistic descriptions which were not necessarily present 

in Degas' studies: 

I c i , c'est une rousse, boulotte et farcie, courbant l'echine, faisant 
poindre l'os du sacrum sur les rondeurs tendues des fesses; elle se 
rompt, a vouloir ramener l e bras derriere l'e"paule afin de presser 
l'lponge qui degouline sur le rachis et clapote l e long des reins..(l) 

He wrote about the "accent particulier de mepris et de haine." (2) 

Evidently, Huysmans was glad to find a slightly distasteful, sordid 

flavour in paintings of nudes: "Elles glorifient meme le dedain de l a 

chair." (3) This attraction for the sordid flesh-side of l i f e takes us 

back to the descriptions Huysmans himself made in works such as 

Le Drageoir aux epices and Marthe. (4) A distinction may be made here 

between the robust love of the flesh present in Zola's c r i t i c a l writings 

on art (esx>ecially with reference to Courbet) and Huysmans* decadent, 

potentially Catholic view-point. The scorn of the flesh Huysmans detects 

in Degas i s an imposition of his own spiritual conflict. Degas' nudes 

are essentially beautiful pictures, not social or religious illustrations. 

Venturi interprets the paintings as follows: 

(Degas') nudes are researches into form, into light and movement, into 
the mechanism of the body and of i t s action. He aims to be the portraitist 
of the "bete humaine", but his enthusiasm for the action and energy of the 
human mechanism i s such that intellectual coldness disappears from the 
images. Indeed his whole passion, and sometimes his desperation are 
reflected in them. (5) 

This i s a more accurate and objective criticism of the actual pictures 

than that of Huysmans, who went on, i n Certains, to compare Degas with 

the Primitives: 

(1) Ibid., p. 22. Baldick: The Life of J . K. Huysmans, p. 147 attributes 
Huysmans1 misogynism at the time of writing this to frustration i n his 
own relationship with'Anna Meunier. 

(2) Huysmans: Ô C., 10, p. 23. 
(3) Ibid., p. 25. 
(4) v. supra Chapter 3. 
(5) Venturi: Impressionists and Symbolists, p. 47. 



... son aeuvre appartient au realisms, t e l que ne pouvait l e comprendre 
l a brute que fut Courbet, mais t e l que l e concurent ce r t a i n s des P r i m i t i f s , 
c'est-a-dire a, un a r t exprimant one surgie expansive ou abregee d'ame, 
dans des corps vivants, en p a r f a i t accord avec l e u r s alentours, ( l ) 

Such an interpretation i s i n t e r e s t i n g , but obviously subjective. 

Cezanne. 

Huysmans showed himself to be more aware of Cezanne's importance 

than Zola ever did. I n assessing "ce peintre trop oublie", Huysmans 

pinpointed the most important quality of Cezanne: h i s extreme s e n s i t i v i t y 

to colour. Cezanne was, i n Huysmans1 words, a " c o l o r i s t e revelateur". (2) 

The author" of Certains was perceptive i n commenting, at t h i s early stage, 

that i n Cezanne la y " l e s prodromes d'un nouvel a r t " . (3) Fauvists and 

Cubists were to acknowledge t h e i r debt to the a r t i s t . Thus Huysmans, 
• i 

despite the s u b j e c t i v i t y which clouded h i s appreciation of some a r t i s t s 

(e.g. Rops) i n Certains, demonstrated a very discerning a r t i s t i c judgement 

i n the case of Cezanne. This was the same perception he had shown i n 

L'Art Moderne i n s i n g l i n g out, for example, Gauguin and Redon. (4) 

Bartholome, R a f f a e l l i , Stevens, T i s s o t , Wagner, Forain, Cheret, Whistler. 

This selection of a r t i s t s written about i n Certains demonstrates 

further the wideness of Huysmans1 appreciation. His tastes included 

the r e a l i s t as well as the i d e a l i s t or dream-painter. Praise was given 

of Bartholome 1s "observation precise" ( c f . the approval shown towards 

t h i s a r t i s t i n L'Art Moderne). (5) S i m i l a r l y , R a f f a e l l i ' s "veracity" 

was admired, while i n Stevens' p o r t r a i t de f i l l e Huysmans found authenticity 

and contrasted T i s s o t * s "moderne anglais" paintings with M. de N i t t i s * 

"agacantes f r i v o l i t e s " . (6) As i n L'Art Moderne, Forain's pungent 

CO Huysmans: O.C., 10, p. 25. 
(2; I b i d . , p. 40. 
(3) I b i d . 
(4) Huysmans: O.C., 6, p. 26l and p. 214. 
(5) Huysmans: O.C., 10, p. 30. 
(6) I b i d . , pp. 32, 35 and 36 r e s p e c t i v e l y . 



realism was praised; t h i s a r t i s t was accurately described as deriving 

from Manet and Degas, but possessing an individual t a l e n t , along with 

a desire to be the Guys of h i s time, ( l ) Cheret succeeded, according 

to Huysmans, i n conveying the bubbling surface of P a r i s i a n l i f e . (2) 

Yet, at the same time, Huysmans cculd show an understanding for the 

"maladive llegance" of Wagner's "peihture noyee de reve". (3) The 

characterisation of Whistler's work was very s e n s i t i v e l y done. Huysmans 

remarked on the realism present along with "un cote surnaturel emane 

de ce peintre mysterieux". (4) He made, the apt description of Whistler: 

" A r t i s t e extra-lucide, degageant du r e e l l e supra-sensible". Whistler, 

i n much the same way as Redon, may be seen as forming a bridge between 

the r e a l i s t s and the i d e a l i s t s of the l a t e nineteenth century; there 

are s i m i l a r i t i e s between the two p o r t r a i t s of t h e i r mothers, for example -

i n the r e a l i s t i c yet mystical portrayal of the two women. (5) Huysmans 

did not make t h i s comparison; he chose to compare Whistler with Verlaine: 

(Whistler) evoque, a i n s i que ( V e r l a i n e ) , a c e r t a i n s instants, de 
s u b t i l e s suggestions et berce, a d'autres, de meme qu'une incantation 
dont l'occulte sortilege Ichappe. (6) 

This comment, Mallarmean i n feeling, s e n s i t i v e l y describes the 

suggestiveness present i n Whistler, i n h i s Nocturnes, for example, with 

t h e i r blurred, misty quality. 

Rops. 

The ideas contained i n the chapter on "Rops" i n Certains are the 

same as those Huysmans included i n the a r t i c l e published i n the volume 

F e l i c i e n Rops et son oeuvre, eight years l a t e r to which other contributors 

(1) I b i d . , pp. 40-43. 
(2) I b i d . , p. 50. 
(3) I b i d . , p. 38. 
(4) I b i d . , p. 62. 
(5) Whistler: The A r t i s t ' s Mother ( f i r s t exhibited I872); Redon: P o r t r a i t 

de sa mere. (1882). ~ r~r~' 
(6) Huysmans: O.C., 10, p. 65. 
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were Alexandre and B a i l l y . ( l ) Deman, the publisher, gave the reasons 

for producing the book: f i r s t l y , to present a general view of Rops' 

work and, secondly, to c l e a r him of the charge of being pornographic. (2) 

Huysmans, i n Certains, traced a b r i e f history of e r o t i c a r t from 

Rowlandson's "gaiete debraillee", which treated woman as purely animal, 

to the Japanese pr i n t s which portrayed the suffering inherent i n 

eroticism (he c i t e s the picture of the woman and octopus). (3) However, 

only i n Bops' e r o t i c works did Huysmans find the "tige s p i r i t u e l l e " 

which imbues the e r o t i c pictures with transcendent meaning. (4) Thus, 

from the s t a r t , i t may be remarked that Huysmans' i n t e r e s t i n Rops was 

not so much from an aesthetic point of view as from a moral, s p i r i t u a l 

one. 

Huysmans1 fascination with the "femme diabolique" idea, part of the 

Catholicism's inheritance from mediaeval times, may or may not have 

been a r e s u l t of h i s own experience, but evidence of t h i s fascination 

i s seen i n h i s novel La-bas, of 1891, as well as i n h i s writings on Hops. 

Rops portrayed, according to Huysmans, " l a femme e s s e n t i e l l e " - the 

slave of the d e v i l . (5) Huysmans appears to have been obsessed with t h i s 

idea. His sense of g r a t i f i c a t i o n on contemplating the "humiliating" 

studies of female nudes by Degas i s a different aspect of the same 

obsession. The "di a b o l i c a l woman" idea i s of course present i n the 

figure of Salome and i s the source of the fascination Huysmans found i n 

the various paintings of t h i s subject by Mbreau. The s i n provoked by 

woman which was an important idea i n mediaeval C h r i s t i a n i t y recurs, as 

a concept, i n many works of a r t , but with the resurgence of Symbolism 

(1) F e l i c i e n Rops et son 0 3 uvre, Brussels 1897» pub.: Deman. 
(2) I b i d . , "Preface" by Bemah. 
(3) Huysmans: O.C., 10, pp. 76-80. 
(4) I b i d . , p. 80. 
(5) I b i d . , p. 106. 



i n the eighteen eig h t i e s i n France such images as Salome, Helen and 

Judith became common, ( l ) Huysmans saw Rops as following i n the steps 

of Baudelaire and d'Aurevilly, who had portrayed " l a diabolique ampleur 

des passions charnelles". (2) 

The Catholic element of Bops' work was stressed by Huysmans. 

Rops' e r o t i c drawings were not mere perversity, according to him, but 

exemplified the " e s p r i t de Luxure", defined by Huysmans as Satanism, 

the exact opposite of pure Chr i s t i a n works of a r t by Memling, Fra 

Angelico, Grunewald and Van der Weyden. Huysmans' theory i s i n t e r e s t i n g : 

he claims that a r t , l i k e humanity, fluctuated between the two poles of 

purity and "Luxure"; F&licien Rops was described as "une ame de 

P r i m i t i f a, rebours... l'oeuvre inverse de Memlinc". (3) While much of 

Rop8' work was pure pornography, the blasphemy which transformed i t 

into fundamentally Catholic work, i n Huysmans' opinion, i s c e r t a i n l y 

present i n many of h i s sketches and i l l u s t r a t i o n s . The s e r i e s e n t i t l e d 

Les Sataniques, which has been described b r i e f l y i n the second section 

of t h i s chapter, i s an example of such conscious blasphemy. I n h i s 

study L'oeuvre erotique de F e l i c i e n Rops, published eight years a f t e r 

Certains, Huysmans described imaginatively separate drawings of the 

s e r i e s , appending h i s own interpretation and the images awakened i n 

h i s own mind by the o r i g i n a l work. The long-legged figure of Satan i n 

the f i r s t of the plates, Satan semant l ' i v r a i e , aroused the following 

speculation: 

I I semble q u ' i l s o i t pass! par ce nouveau-monde qui a lave dans 
sa cupide hypocrisie, t o n i f i e , r a j e u n i , l e s v i c e s de l a v i e i l l e Europe. 

En scrutant 1*horrible face, l'on peut discerner l a j u b i l a t i o n 
froide et decidee du Diable qui s a l t de quelles vertus infames sont 
douies l e s larves q u ' i l essaime. I I s a i t aussi que l a recolte est 

(1) Praz: The Romantic Agony, chapter 4 "La B e l l e Dame sans Merci." 
(2) Huysmans: O.C., 10, p. 105. 
(3) I b i d . , pp. 80-82. 
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sure et ses hideuses l e v r e s susurrent des Rogations a rebours, i n v i t e n t 
railleusement son i n e r t e R i v a l a. benir ces maux de l a t e r r e , a consacrer 
l a formidable moisson de crimes que ce grain prepareI ( l ) 

The second of Les Sataniques gave Huysmans the opportunity of a i r i n g 

some of the thoughts h i s researches into Satanism had given him. The 

picture i s e n t i t l e d L'Enlevement, and contains a nude witch on a broom­

s t i c k l e d by the d e v i l . I n Huysmans i t aroused "long reve r i e s " , 

"monstrous memories": 

On songe au depart pour l e sabbat, aux pommades e x t r a i t e s des 
mandragores, des jusquiames, des sues des solanees, dont l e s femmes 
s'enduisent l e corps; on pense aux p h i l t r e s dont e l l e s s'enivraient, 
des p h i l t r e s composes, d'apres Del Rio, "de fl u x menstrual, de sperme, 
de c e r v e l l e de chat ou de p e t i t anon, de ventre d'hyene, de p a r t i e s 
genitales de loups et surtout d'hippomane...(2) 

Thus, Huysmans was by t h i s time (l897) using h i s a r t c r i t i c i s m , as he 

was using h i s novel-writing, as a v e h i c l e for the speculations which 

preoccupied him. Aesthetic considerations were submerged by h i s 

nascent Catholicism. I n Rops, above a l l else Huysmans saw the 

"spiritualisme de l a Luxure qu'est l e Satanisme", " l e surnaturel de 

l a perversite, l'au-dela du Mai". (3) 

Le Monstre. 

Huysmans* fascination with the odd and ugly l e d him, i n Certains, 

to an appreciative description of Jan Luyken's repulsive s e l f - p o r t r a i t 

( i n which he detected a "fanatisme de f o l i e mystique"). (4) He further 

investigated the ugliness of mediaeval gargoyles and t h e i r symbolic 

significance i n h i s chapter "Le Monstre". A s i m i l a r i n t e r e s t i n church 

symbolism i s evident i n La Cathedrale, of I898, the novel i n which the 

hero, Durtal, spends h i s time conversing with the abbot and others on the 

significance contained i n the architecture of Chartres cathedral. (5) 

(1) Huysmans: "L'Ceuvre erotique de F e l i c i e n Rops" i n F e l i c i e n Rops et son 
oeuvre, p..20. 

(2) I b i d . 
(3) Huysmans: O.C., 10, p. 106. 
(4) I b i d . , p. 119. Jan Luyken was one of the a r t i s t s des Esseintes admired: 

v. Huysmans, O.C., 7, p 
(5) Huysmans: O.C., 14- v., for example, the speculations on the o r i g i n a l of 

gothic forms, pp. 8l et seq. 
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S i m i l a r l y , i n Trois E g l i s e s , published with Trois P r i m i t i f s posthumously 

i n 1908, Huysmans discussed the symbolic content of Notre Dame de P a r i s 

and of Saint-Germain l'Auxerrois. ( l ) Such subjects tend to cater f o r 

the s p e c i a l i s t i n t e r e s t , but the chapter on "Le Monstre" of Certains 

has a more general import, since Huysmans went on from mediaeval 

gargoyles to consider the macabre creations of Goya, the decorative 

chimaeras of Japanese p r i n t s and, f i n a l l y , the f a n t a s t i c creations of 

Odilon Redon. (2) His comments on t h i s l a s t a r t i s t are e s p e c i a l l y 

i n t e r e s t i n g . 

The works by Redon which ins p i r e d the passage i n question were the 

lithographs i l l u s t r a t i n g Flaubert•s La Tentation de, Saint-Antoine. 

Redon 1s images, Huysmans observed, were the. dream paintings of an age 

i n which minds were occupied with the theories of Wagner and Darwin. , 

I f t h i s were to be expressed i n the post-Freudian language of the 

twentieth century i t might be said that Redon i l l u s t r a t e d the subconscious 

fears of modern man. Although the term "I'Inconscient" was not yet i n 

general use i n France, the i n t e r e s t i n dreams and poetic visions was present.; 

i n what has been described as the Symbolist movement of the l a s t quarter 

of the century. Laforgue writes of "1 1Inconscient". (3) The phenomenon 

of the subconscious i s touched on by Huysmans when he describes des 

Esseintes response to the f a n t a s t i c drawings of Redon, i n A Rebours; 

Ces dessins etaient en dehors de tout; i l s sautaient, pour l a plupart, 
par-dessus l e s bornes de l a peinture, innovaient un fantastique t r e s 
s p e c i a l , un fantastique de maladie et de d e l i r e . 

E t , en e f f e t , t e l s de ces visages, manges par des yeux immenses^ 
par des yeux fous; t e l s de ces corps grandis outre mesure ou deformes 
comme au travers d'une carafe, evoquaient dans l a memoire de des 
Esseintes des souvenirs de fiev r e typholde, des souvenirs restes quand 
mime des nuits brulantes, des affreuses visions de son enfance. (4) 

CO Huysmans: O.C.. 11, pp. 169-222. 
(2) Huysmans: OuC., 10, pp. 132 - 135. 
(3) v. for example the f i r s t poem of the "Livres de Poche" edition of 

Laforgue's P o l s i e s : "Complainte p r o p i t i a t o i r e a l 1 I n c o n s c i e n t . " Hartmanh!s 
Philosophy of the Unconscious was being publicised during' the 1880s i n 
France.. 

(4) Huysmans: O.C., 7, p. 97. 
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Huysmans1 response to the f a n t a s t i c a r t of Redon, l i k e h i s response 

to Moreau and to Rops 1 sgtanic works i s perhaps the only v a l i d kind. 

For what c r i t i c could say for sure exactly what a symbolic or a f a n t a s t i c 

work of a r t should mean to other observers; the most he can do i s to 

give h i s personal reaction and the dreams i t awakens within him. 

Huysmans* great s e n s i t i v i t y to the paintings and lithographs he 

admired enabled him to extract much more from them than a l e s s g i f t e d 

observer and to distinguish the q u a l i t i e s of painting. Odilon Redon 

himself paid tribute to Huysmans1 capacity for s e i z i n g on good painting: 

"C'etait un o e i l ! Quand i l y ayait un coin de bon dans un tableau, i l 

e t a i t ik pour l e v o i r . " ( l ) Huysmans' subjective r e v e r i e s caused him 

at times to lose the good aesthetic judgement of which he was possessed, 

i n the case of Rops for instance, who has never been considered as a 

major a r t i s t . Nevertheless such r e v e r i e s served to open up the work 

of Moreau, Redon and others who might be classed under the general t i t l e 

of "Symbolists" to a public who could not see anything beyond the 

enigma. 

Goya and Turner. 

I n discussing Goya's B u l l f i g h t . Huysmans used h i s command of words 

to express the swirling, vibrant application of the paint to produce, 

at a distance, a tremendous impression of l i f e . The comparison made 

with the s t y l e of the Impressionists - " d e l i r e d'impressionniste" - i s 

apt. (2) Turner's painting of landscape was seen to be s i m i l a r to 

Goya's since i t too was a " b r o u i l l i s absolu" at close range which became 

a balanced composition when viewed from a c e r t a i n distance. The r e a l 

quality plus the element of imagination present i n Turner appealed to 

(1) c i t e d by Deffoux: J . K. Huysmans sous divers aspects, p. 40. 
(2) Huysmans: O.C., 10, pp. 179-80. 



Huysmans. The word by which he described Turner's pain-teLng was 

" v o l a t a l i s e . " ( l ) This i s a very f i t t i n g description of the 

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c peculiar to Turner, e s p e c i a l l y i n h i s seascapes, where 

water and a i r combine i n a s w i r l i n g m ass. The r e a l and the sublime 

are found together i n Turner's painting, and i n Huysmans* opinion t h i s 

was the mark of a great poet. (2) There i s nothing to dispute i n t h i s 

appreciation of Turner; Huysmans gives an accurate a n a l y s i s . 

La S a l l e des E t a t s au Louvre. 

Further sound judgement i s present i n the chapter of Certains 

concerning the S a l l e des Etats i n the Louvre. Huysmans* description of 

Delacroix as a "Rubens degraisse et a f f i n e par des nevroses" suitably 

characterises the painter of l a Mort de Sardanapale (1827). (3) Ingres 

i s found to have a dry " g l a c i a l " quality i n a l l but h i s p o r t r a i t s . (4) 

This too i s a defensible assessment, since much of Ingres' work su f f e r s 

from the coldness of the Academic technique of " f i n i s h i n g " a painting 

to perfection. (5) His p o r t r a i t s have a more human quality. (Compare, 

for example, h i s P o r t r a i t de M. B e r t i n (l832, Louvre) with Le Bain turc 

(1862, Louvre) ) . Huysmans' choice of expression i s rather too harsh; 

even i n h i s coldest works Ingres i s more than a "calligraphe patient... 

un pete-sec laborieux." (6) 

Bianchi 

Huysmans' admiration for the Primitives has already been i n evidence. 

I n Bianchi's painting of the v i r g i n and c h i l d with Saint Benedict and 

Saint Quentin i t was above a l l the ambiguous element which appealed to 

him. Huysmans interpreted the painting i n true " f i n - d e - s i e c l e " fashion; 

(1) I b i d . , p. 182. 
(2) I b i d . 
(3) I b i d . , p. 188. 
(4) I b i d . , pp. 190 et seq. 
(5) We might c i t e the example of Roger et Angelica as a perfectly "f i n i s h e d " 
(6) Huysmaris: O^C., 10, p. 191. painting. 



St. Quentin i s seen as an androgynous decadent creature: "un ephebe au 

sexe inde c i s , un hybride a l a beaute mysterieuse..." ( l ) Such an attitude 

i s very revealing not so much of Bianchi's intentions but of Huysmans1 

mental attitude. The symbolic significance he saw i n the picture i s 

reminiscent of the ambiguities Walter Pater perceived i n l a Gioconda: 

The presence that rose thus so strangely beside the waters, i s 
expressive of what i n the ways of a thousand years men had come to 
desire. Hers i s the head upon which a l l "the ends of the world are come", 
and the eyelids are a l i t t l e weary. I t i s a beauty wrought out from 
within upon the f l e s h , the deposit, l i t t l e c e l l by c e l l , of strange 
thoughts and f a n t a s t i c reveries and exquisite passions. (2) 

St. Quentin i n Bianchi's painting was seen by Huysmans as a decadent, 

ambivalent figure. 7ftiat i s more, Huysmans detected i n the resemblance 

between physionomies an incestuous relationship between St. Quentin and 

Marie, brother and s i s t e r , which had produced the infant on her knee. (3) 

The interpretation i s an example of the decadent state of mind, del i b e r a t e l y 

seeking ambiguity and hidden secrets, and perversely inventing unnatural 

reasons for them. Ambiguous androgynous characters are common i n the 

paintings of Symbolist painters - for example Moreau (v. Le Sphynge), 

i n the works of the English painters Burne-Jones and Rossetti and of 

Belgian Symbolists such as Knopff and KLimt. (4) 

Trois P r i m i t i f s . 

The volume e n t i t l e d Trois P r i m i t i f s was published i n 1908, a f t e r 

Huysmans1 death, together with Trois E g l i s e s . (5) The Primitives dealt 

with are Grunewald, " l e maitre de Flemalle" (who has been i d e n t i f i e d i n 

recent years as Robert Campin, or possibly Rogier van der Weyden), and 

Bartolomeo Veneto, the creator of l a Florentine (more correctly known 

( l ) I b i d . , p. 202. 
(2; Praz: The Romantic Agony, p. 243 c i t e s the passage from Pater's study 

of Leonardo. 
(3) Huysmans: O.C., 10, p. 204. 
(4) J u l l i a n : Dreamers of Decadence and The Symbolists contain numerous 

i l l u s t r a t i o n s . 
(5) Huysmans: Trois E g l i s e s , Trois Primitifs,. 1908 pub. by Plon. 



as Courtisane), ( l ) The work of these, painters was viewed by Huysmans 

during h i s t r a v e l s i n Germany (which included stays i n Colm ar and 

Frankf urt-am-Mein) i n the year 1903. (2) 

Huysmans' attitudes towards the three painters was i n l i n e with 

thoughts he had expressed previously. I n the Grunewald Crucifixion and 

Resurrection h i s two-fold need - for the utmost realism and at the 

same time for a s p i r i t u a l quality - was f u l f i l l e d . The c r u c i f i e d C h r i s t 

of Grunewald, studied from bodies i n the morgue, i s a s t a r t l i n g work of 

realism, to the l a s t d e t a i l s of erupting sores on the body and 

putrescent feet. Huysmans gives a graphic description of the painting 

i n the novel La-bas. He lingers on the humiliation, or rather the 

humility, of the Christ figure who has suffered the ultimate torments 

and degradation of the f l e s h . (3) Yet Grunewald's C h r i s t possesses a 

mystic quality: 

De cette tete ulceree f i l t r a i e n t des lueurs; une expression surhumaine 
i l l u m i n a i t 1'effervescence des c h a i r s , l'eclampsie des t r a i t s . (4) 

Grunewald i s seen to be " l e plus forcehe des r e a l i s t e s " but, at the same 

time " l e plus forcene des id&alistes". (5) Durtal, the partly auto­

biographical hero of La-bas says that he f i r s t conceived the idea of a 

s p i r i t u a l i s e d Naturalism when he saw Grunewald's C r u c i f i x i o n i n Germany.(6): 

The importance to Huysmans of the s p i r i t u a l element he found i n Grunewald , 

must be stressed. The humiliation of the f l e s h he had seen i n Degas' 

nudes was invested with greater meaning i n Grunewald's Cruci f i x i o n - not 

only was the f l e s h destroyed, but the s p i r i t was transcendent. 

(1) Huysmans: Trois P r i m i t i f s , Flammarion, 19671 edition contains a 
catalogue of paintings by these a r t i s t s . 

(2) Baldick: The L i f e of J . K. guysmans, p..324. 
(3) Huysmans: O.C., 12, pp. 17-18. (La-bas). 
(4) I b i d . , pp. 18-19. 
(5) I b i d . 
(6) I b i d . , pp. 13-14 and v. supra pp. 51-2. 
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The p o r t r a i t of " l a Florentine" seen i n Frankfurt gave Huysmans 

a further subject for speculation, i n Trois P r i m i t i f s . not, t h i s time, 

about the paintingfe ugliness as i n the case of Grunewald's Chr i s t , but 

about the g i r l ' s androgynous, mysterious, provocative yet menacing 

nature, as he understood the picture, ( l ) He summarised the "Florentine" 

as ' l a purete de l'impurete "puritas impuritatis" *; the phrase r e c a l l s 

Huysmans' attitude to Rops' e r o t i c works. Just as Huysmans detected i n 

Rops "l'au-dela. du Mai", he saw " l a Florentine" as a "chef - d'ceuvre de 

l a Perversite t r a n q u i l l e " . (2) The work i s examined as an enigma, i t s 

separate features, for example the flowers held by the g i r l , provoking 

s p i r i t u a l r e f l e c t i o n s i n Huysmans, a s the work of Moreau had done. 

The trend i n Huysmans' thinking ( i . e . towards a preoccupation with 

Catholicism, and h i s eventual conversion to t h i s f a i t h ) i s thus 

r e f l e c t e d i n h i s c r i t i c i s m of painting. He was attracted to those works 

i n which he detected a s p i r i t u a l element. Grunewald's Issenheim 

al t a r p i e c e , " l a Florentine", the V i r g i n of the "mattre de.Flemalle" 

a l l l e d him to considerations of a r e l i g i o u s nature. The l a s t picture, 

the Virgin,(seen i n Frankfurt) transported him not to the "au*dela du Mai" 

of Rops but to the "au-dela d i v i n " . (3) Because of t h i s power which he 

experienced on looking at the painting, Huysmans put the work above 

that of Rubens and other Flemish painters. (4) The aesthetic of 

Huysmans by t h i s time i n h i s l i f e revolved around h i s r e l i g i o u s 

obsession. 

(1) Huysmans: O.C., 11, pp. 323 et seq. 
(2) I b i d . , p. 3257 
(3) I b i d . , pp. 339-40. 
(4) I b i d . , p. 357. 



Summary. 

Huysmans was capable of very perceptive c r i t i c i s m ; he was more 

sure i n his taste than Zola. This i s demonstrated by the volume 

L'Art Moderne and by parts of Certains. Certains. as a work of 

c r i t i c i s m , i s fascinating, but uneven i n quality, whereas L'Art Moderne 

i s an example of l u c i d , s e n s i t i v e a r t appreciation. As Huysmans' 

personal, s p i r i t u a l needs were incorporated more and more into h i s 

c r i t i c i s m , causing him to turn to the painters of the Quattrocento, 

to the e r o t i c , satanic works of Rops, to the ambiguities of Moreau and 

the fantasies of Redon, Huysmans1 c r i t i c a l powers were obscured by h i s 

own speculations. These speculations nevertheless served to arouse 

public i n t e r e s t i n the individual painters Redon and Moreau, and they 

remain extremely powerful and suggestive pieces of writing today, 

giving i n s i g h t into the workings of Huysmans* mind and imagination as 

well as into the paintings discussed. 



CONCLUSION 

A b r i e f assessment may now be attempted of the contributions 

made by Zola and Huysmans to a r t c r i t i c i s m . I t i s evident that both 

had an advantage, as l i t e r a r y men, over some of the l e s s t a l e n t e d 

c r i t i c s of the day such as Wolff or Bernard. The breaking down of 

convention and acceptance of the Independent p a i n t e r s was p o s s i b l y 

speeded by the p u b l i c i t y Zola gave Manet. The I m p r e s s i o n i s t s found 

a much-needed support i n the w r i t i n g s of both Zola and Huysmans, 

while Gauguin, Cezanne, Redon and Moreau a l s o were indebted to 

Huysmans. 

I n a consideration of Zola and Huysmans• l i t e r a r y c r i t i c i s m we 

detect s i m i l a r i t i e s with other authors, i n the ambitious imagination 

common to Balzac and to Zola, f o r example, or between Huysmans and 

Goncourt i n t h e i r f a s c i n a t i o n with s q u a l i d d e t a i l . But t h i s i s of 

secondary importance. I t i s the p a r t i c u l a r o r i g i n a l i t y or combination 

of c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s i n each c r i t i c which i s s i g n i f i c a n t . A comparison 

between Huysmans' Eroile Zola e t l'Assommoir and Zola's Le Roman 

experimental demonstrates that Huysmans was more c r i t i c a l l y astute 

and p r e c i s e . Le Roman experimental s u f f e r s to some extent from a 

s u r f e i t of imagination. Emile Zola et l'Assommoir i s a work of 

sound, perceptive c r i t i c i s m . 

The d i s t i n g u i s h i n g c h a r a c t e r i s t i c of Zola's a r t c r i t i c i s m i s 

not so much i t s perception as i t s vigour. Zola's "Salons", 

e s p e c i a l l y those of the 1860s are an admirable example of powerful, 

i n c i s i v e w r i t i n g . Although the ideas of " o r i g i n a l i t y " and 

"temperament" were not new, under Zola's pen they became slogans of 

b a t t l e . S i m i l a r i t i e s may again be discerned between Zola's terms 

and those used by Baudelaire. Zola, Huysmans and Baudelaire a l i k e 



s t r e s s e d the importance of "modernity", contemporaneity, i n a r t . ( l ) 

The p a r t i c u l a r c h a r a c t e r i s t i c of Zola's a r t c r i t i c i s m i s h i s 

i n s i s t e n c e upon a l i v i n g a r t ; he mistrusted the word ' a r t ' , 

p r e f e r r i n g to i n s i s t upon l i f e . (2) T h i s preference, r e f l e c t e d i n 

h i s l i t e r a r y theory, coincided with the contemporary e f f o r t s of 

Manet, Monet, P i s s a r r o et a l . to portray r e a l i t y as they saw i t , 

breaking through t r a d i t i o n and convention. I n Manet, Zola saw an 

opportunity to admire the q u a l i t i e s he valued above a l l : s i n c e r i t y , 

i n d i v i d u a l i t y and a u t h e n t i c i t y . (3) These were the q u a l i t i e s he 

himself pursued i n h i s novels-writing. C e r t a i n of Zola's observations 

are exemplary pieces of good sense: 

La r e a l i t e . . .est uiie bonne mere qui n o u r r i t ses enfants d'aliments 
toujours nouveaux...(4) 

L ' o r i g i n a l i t e , v o i l a l a grande epouvante... I I nous faut toujours l e 
meme horizon; nous r i o n s ou nous nous i r r i t o n s des choses que nous ne 
connaissons pas. (5) 

His formula f o r desc r i b i n g a work of a r t "...un coin de l a c r e a t i o n 

vu a. t r a v e r s un temperament" - was undeniably apt, though i t does 

not help us to d i s t i n g u i s h good a r t from banal a r t . Zola's a r t 

c r i t i c i s m was too much confined to g e n e r a l i t i e s , however. He did 

not examine to the same extent as Baudelaire or Huysmans the terms 

used nor the elements he admired or condemned i n s p e c i f i c a r t i s t s . 

Moreover, he was l i m i t e d to a N a t u r a l i s t v i s i o n of p a i n t i n g . 

Huysmans, on the contrary, could appreciate not only the 

r e a l i s m of the I m p r e s s i o n i s t s , and e s p e c i a l l y of Degas, but could go 

on to admire the suggestive dream q u a l i t i e s of Redon, and the e s o t e r i c 

"horizons magiques" of Moreau. (6) A f u r t h e r d i s t i n c t i o n which 

( l ) v. supra pp. 92 et seq. and pp. I 4 3 - 4 . ^ 
2} v. supra p. 92. I 
3) v. supra p. 83. 

(4) v. supra pp. 87-8. 
(5) v. supra p. 102. 
(6) v. supra pp. 124-5. 



becomes apparent when the c r i t i c a l w r i t i n g s of Zola and Huysmans 

are compared i s between Zola's i n c r e a s i n g l y broad, democratic 

view-point and Huysmans 1 i n c r e a s i n g l y narrow, i n t r o v e r t e d view­

point. Contrast Zola's dream of a democratic S a l o n - s e l e c t i o n 

system, f o r example, with Huysmans' s u b j e c t i v e speculations on a 
i; ' 

Rops engraving, ( l ) 

I n e v i t a b l y , questions of o b j e c t i v i t y are r a i s e d . I s the a r t j 

c r i t i c , we might ask, confined to seeing only himself i n the i, ' 
• . i!1 

j! , 

paintings he observes? Do c r e a t i v e w r i t e r s i n t h e i r own r i g h t 

make good c r i t i c s ? Both authors were i n e v i t a b l y l i m i t e d to some 

extent by t h e i r p a r t i c u l a r t a s t e s and each e x c e l l e d when he saw 

r e f l e c t e d i n a p a i n t e r the q u a l i t i e s he himself possessed. I n 

Zola's case i t was the s o l i d i t y of Courbet, the frank r e a l i s m of 

Manet. Huysmans, with h i s t a l e n t f o r evocative and subtle 

d e s c r i p t i o n , r e v e l l e d i n the symbolism of Moreau, the ambiguities j 

of B i a n c h i and the a n t i - n a t u r a l i s t i c elements be detected i n Degas , 

- whether these elements are present or not. (2) I n Zola's < 

a e s t h e t i c , a r t was l i n k e d i n e x t r i c a b l y with l i f e . Huysmans' • 

a e s t h e t i c , on the other hand, was i n c r e a s i n g l y l i n k e d with s p i r i t u a l " 
i' 

considerations; the i m p a r t i a l i t y of L'Art Mod erne was l o s t i n j: 

Huysmans 1 l a t e r w r i t i n g s . The imaginative pieces of a r t 

a p p r e c i a t i o n Huysmans composed are works of a r t i n themselves, 
is ; 

however, complementing and e n r i c h i n g p a i n t i n g s they d e s c r i b e . i'i ; 
Despite the l i m i t a t i o n s of t h e i r p a r t i c u l a r t a s t e s , both Zola and i , 

.;•! i 
i:' ••' 

Huysmans were able to appreciate the q u a l i t i e s of maligned and 

unknown a r t i s t s of t h e i r day. T h i s i n i t s e l f i s an answer to 

the questions we have posed. ,< 1 

• t • 

: : ; . . !... «. 
(1) v. supra p. 106 and p. 158 r e s p e c t i v e l y . 
(2) v. supra p. 151, pp. 161-2 and p. 153. j: 



I n a r t c r i t i c i s m a t t i t u d e s are c o n s t a n t l y s h i f t i n g . Moreau 

i s a recent example of an a r t i s t going through the process of 

" r e h a b i l i t a t i o n " i n p u b l i c t a s t e . Carolus-Duran, the " j u s t e - m i l i e u " 

a r t i s t , and Meissonier are not now viewed so h a r s h l y as Zola might 

have wished. Zola's a r t i c l e "Peinture" serves as a warning that 

one's own former opinions may be doubted. Moreau experienced the 

same s e l f - q u e s t i o n i n g i n l a t e r years when he r e f l e c t e d on the 

innovations of young a r t i s t s and concluded: 

. . . l a v e r i t e qui e s t peut-etre l a v e r i t e seulement pour s o i , mais qui 
pourtant vous creve l e s yeux de l'ame et de 1 ' e s p r i t au point de vous 
f a i r e c r i e r . 

E t r i e n ne se peut prouver. 

Zola and Huysmans may claim, above a l l , the merit of d e t e c t i n g 

and defending a r t i s t s whose names were to remain i n the h i s t o r y of 

a r t - P i s s a r r o , Manet, Cezanne, Redoh - when the popular a r t i s t s of 

the day had been forgotten. Perhaps the t r u t h seen by Zola and 

Huysmans was not the ultimate t r u t h , but i t was the t r u t h f o r 

themselves. I f t h e i r judgements on Courbet, Rops and Moreau have 

not a l l been accepted by today's opinions, n e v e r t h e l e s s they remain 

v a l i d . The opinions of tomorrow may v i n d i c a t e them, j u s t as many 

of t h e i r views, c o n t r o v e r s i a l i n the nineteenth century have been 

proved sound. The c o n f l i c t between r e a l i s m and symbolism w i l l no 

doubt continue. I n matters of a r t nothing i s f i x e d , " . . . r i e n ne 

se peut prouver." 
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