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INTRODUCTION

NANA was the ninth in Zola’s vast cyclical fresco of twenty
novels, first planned in the sixties of the nineteenth century
under the title of ‘natural and social history of a family under
the Second Empire’. Balzac’s similarly vast project, the
Comédie humaine, was always in his mind, and he was
determined that his cycle dealing with several generations of
the Rougon-Macquart family should be different. He had
been impressed by the ideas of the positivist philosopher
Taine, who stressed the importance of three so-called natural
laws in determining personality: heredity, environment, and
what he calls le moment, the dynamic momentum of a
particular period. Zola’s cycle was to be openly and
consciously scientific, which he understood to mean giving the
physical a predominant role in human affairs. For this method
he coined the term ‘naturalism’. He was even led to hope that
he might turn the novel into a scientific experiment to prove
certain hypotheses, though it would be indeed a strange
science where the data, the development, and the conclusion
depended on one man’s imagination and choice. In Nana,
though material and social pressures are given considerable
emphasis, psychology is nowhere completely sacrificed to
physiology; the main characters are far from single-
dimensional, and minor ones, especially the women, are often
markedly individual. The male protagonist, Count Muffat, is
an excellent example: originally swept off his feet by Nana’s
physical beauty, his purely physical passion is gradually
sublimated into tender devotion. What is more, by an
ingenious twist, apart from being highly sexed, he 1is
unsatisfied in his marriage and deeply, even mystically pious,
almost a Baudelairean character for whom one of the pleasures
of love seems to be the thrill of sinning and even the
masochistic anticipation of chastisement. And this tormented
man is not just anybody; he is the chamberlain to the Empress
Eugénie, and as such can be made the scapegoat for Imperial
society.
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As part of his methodical approach to novel-writing Zola
always prepared a preliminary sketch of his general
intentions, of his characters, major and minor, and later even
detailed chapter-schedules, though modifications would come
while writing. The notes on Nana are very enlightening and
very explicit: ‘the philosophical subject is this: a whole society
rushing to get sex. A pack after a bitch who’s not on heat and
despises the dogs following her... Nana dominates and
crushes everything . .. the various episodes have only a
secondary value.’ To achieve this dominance of a sex-obsessed
society she needs a beautiful body, and the reader is
constantly present, almost as a voyeur, at her display, naked
or nearly naked, on stage and off. She is, however, more than
a body; the wily theatre-manager Bordenave who launches her
in the first chapter, surely one of the most brilliant and
intriguing chapters in any nineteenth-century novel, puts the
reason for her success in a nutshell: she’s got a voice like a
corncrake, she can’t act, but besides her obvious physical
charms, she has ‘something else’, an indefinable, magical
aura, and it is this that captures the public. It is a charm far
from purely physical: in her last triumphal appearance on the
Paris stage, in Chapter 13, although she is wearing only white
tights and a gold belt, she is almost disembodied; she no
longer tries to sing or act, not even to move: she stands in a
grotto of sparkling mirrors gleaming with electric light,
amidst cascades of diamonds and streams of glittering pearls,
and strikes an ‘artistic’ pose. She has become a fairy princess.
Someone who sees her describes her as ‘like an image of the
Good Lord’. Her vulgar, titillating display of sexual bravado
is gone; she is, as Zola said in his notes, ‘flesh, but flesh with
all its grace...sex on an altar with everybody offering
sacrifices to it.’

One thing is quite plain: she is no ordinary brothel inmate,
though shown as no stranger to maisons de rendezvous, nor a
street-walker, even if occasionally reduced to the streets when
pressed for cash. There would in any case have been little
point in writing a novel on such a well-worn theme. Zola had
himself in his semi-autobiographical first novel, La Confession
de Claude, dealt with this subject in 1865, where the torments
of the idealistic Claude to reform a prostitute have similarities
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with Muffat’s predicament in Nana. More recently, similar
ground had been covered by two fellow-writers, Huysmans
in his Marthe, histoire d’une fille of 1876, and Edmond de
Goncourt in La Fille Elisa in the following year; the theme
had obvious appeal to a society in which male sexuality was
so deeply brothel-based. Nana is on quite a different scale:
although an individual with strong personal characteristics,
she i1s the epitome of a whole class of courtisanes, kept women,
often associated with the stage, luxury articles which were so
prominent a feature of smart society, the world of galanterie,
of amorous intrigue, the demi-monde, where respectable
women were never seen but only their wealthy husbands and
bachelor men-about-town, a society which flourished during
the Second Empire behind the official facade of hypocritical
decency maintained by the censor and backed up by the law
courts, an age which saw the prosecution of Les Fleurs du mal
and Madame Bovary.

Zola detested the Second Empire, which he saw as an
unholy alliance of an authoritarian police state and a trium-
phantly dogmatic, all-powerful Roman Catholic hierarchy,
both of which he was able to encapsulate in Muffat. It was a
society singularly propitious for the rise of the courtesans he
had in mind, a world of festivity which was to reach its zenith
in the World Fair of 1867, the year in which his novel starts,
when royalty and notables flocked to Paris from all over
Europe and beyond; ironically, the name of Bismarck turns
up in many conversations—an irony underlined in-the last
chapter. But the surrender at Sedan was still three years
away, and the Second Empire could still be seen as a brilliant
regime that, having toppled a divided and discredited Second
Republic in 1852, had launched into a career of galloping
free enterprise and intensive industrialization, with its con-
comitant of rabid speculation and a booming—occasionally,
of course, busting—Stock Exchange, a phenomenon which
Zola was to examine more closely in his novel L’Argent in
1891. Paris itself was being revamped into its modern guise by
the transforming genius of Baron Haussmann, whose splendid
straight boulevards were not only grand but offered a clear
line of fire in the case of any attempt by mob violence to
overthrow an unpopular government. At the top of one of the
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grandest streets Garnier’s almost outrageously grand opera-
house was rising at the end of its Avenue—we see poor
Muffat wandering around there in Nana. Paris was well on
the way to becoming the capital of the world, gay Paree, la
Ville Lumiére, a centre of brilliance of all sorts, of which
Zola was determined to expose the shady side. It was a
cosmopolitan world; even the Empress Eugénie and court
ladies derived much of their chic from Lincolnshire-born Mr
Worth, the fashion designer. He also designed for the stage, a
lucrative trade given the many ‘little theatres’ active in the
environs of the grands boulevards, an essential ingredient of
the hectic life of the capital and the principal backdrop of
Nana’s public career. Here were staged the sparkling opéras
bouffes of Offenbach, also a foreigner, whose witty subversion
of the regime Zola quite failed to grasp, viewing him instead,
with great distaste, purely as the impudent representative of
frothy frivolity—the show which launches Nana is obviously
based on Offenbach’s skits on classical antiquity. And to
crown the Second Empire’s brilliant image, it was also suc-
cessful abroad: it had fought beside Great Britain in the
Crimea against the Russians as well as in China, and had
helped Italy in her war of independence against Austria.
True, the attempt to establish a French protégé as emperor of
Mexico was a disastrous failure; but French colonial ambi-
tions flourished in North Africa and as far afield as Indo-
China.

In sum, then, an age when the prosperous middle classes
and a renewed and powerful aristocracy combined under a
semi-dictatorial rule to form what Zola saw as a flashy,
pleasure-loving plutocracy with money to burn; and what
better and more pleasurable status symbol than a stunningly
striking sexy young actress? For a basically materialistic
society, she is a highly desirable sex-object to parade at a
supper-party or at a race-meeting—Nana’s appearance at the
Longchamp racecourse in Chapter 11 represents almost the
apogee of her career—or in expensive restaurants—though
for professional or conjugal reasons, a discreet private room 1s
sometimes better. You know that such appearances will be
saucily reported in the gossip-columns of newspapers read by
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envious friends and competitors, all the smart people, le Tout
Panris, les clubmen; it must not be forgotten that Nana’s
success 1s shown as stemming from male-group crass
sensuality, though when she becomes fashionable even women
are enticed into copying her.

Though Zola constantly asserts his intention of being the
impartial recorder of the society of his time, engaged in a
scientific endeavour, in fact there was inside him a social
moralist constantly struggling to get out. One obvious
moralizing intention in Nana—it had not yet turned into the
preachifying of his disastrous later novels—can be detected in
the choice of his heroine’s status. This epitome of kept
women has started life as a pretty working-class girl whose
vitality—perhaps ‘oomph’ is the proper word—contrasts with
the often enervated and effete males sniffing around her. Zola
goes further; by breaking into this smart society, this poor
working-class girl from a slum background becomes the
symbolic instrument of its downfall, as is clearly—perhaps
rather too clearly—spelt out in the Golden Fly article in
Chapter 7. Through Nana, not only do male chauvinists
receive their just deserts but the poor get their revenge on the
inhuman bourgeoisie, men and women, held responsible for
social injustice.

Such a clash between two social levels obviously fitted very
neatly into Zola’s belief in the importance of environmental
factors. The second main factor of his naturalistic creed,
heredity, which could easily have become a rigid formula, is
not so much in evidence. It is true that when Zola first notes
the existence of Anna, or familiarly Nana, Coupeau in a
genealogical tree of the Rougon-Macquart family in 1868,
before she had been thought of as the future ‘heroine’ of a
novel, she had been described as having an inherited tendency
towards drunkenness but there is little trace of such a
weakness in the eventual Nana who, although she imbibes
quite freely, is in no way an alcoholic. Environment thus
remains the principal ‘scientific’ factor; Zola scatters
important details of Nana’s early life throughout the novel.
He must also have been able to rely on the fact that many of
his readers would be familiar with Nana’s background from

Introduction X1
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their knowledge of L’Assommoir', published three years
earlier, where her past is abundantly detailed. It will,
therefore, be helpful to make a brief reference to this work for
a better understanding of Zola’s intention.

In L’Assommoir Nana is born in a slum and brought up in
appallingly traumatic conditions, which would have justified a
plea for extenuating circumstances before any reasonable
judge. However, she is a bonny baby, already heading for the
plump juiciness which Zola is perhaps rather too much at
pains to stress in Nana; a perennial problem: Zola was often
accused of being a conniving voyeur. At the age of 3, by
inadvertently causing her father, a tiler, to fall from a roof,
Nana unwittingly sets him on the path of his alcoholism when
he becomes idle and work-shy as a result of his injury. She
turns into a noisy, mischievous child, good-natured though
described as possessing a ‘vicious curiosity’, so that one night
she sees her mother slip, half-naked, into the bedroom of her
former lover while her husband, Nana’s father, lies grunting
in a drunken torpor in his own vomit. At 12, she is sticking
pieces of paper into her bodice to enhance the shape of her
breasts. Though expelled from catechism classes, she enjoys
her first communion, chiefly because it involves receiving
presents and wearing a lovely new white dress. At 15,
doubtless influenced by her milieu, she is foul-mouthed and
becoming keen on boys. She gets a job at a florist’s, where she
picks up all sorts of street wisdom from the chat of older girl
assistants; she also develops a talent for making violet
posies—hence, no doubt, the heady scent of violets which
pervades her grand house in the Avenue de Villiers in Nana.
She starts frequenting dance-halls—another taste she retains
in later life—and hangs about in the streets. Finally, fed up
with parental drunken brawling and parental disapproval, and
especially with having her behind tanned by her alcoholic
father, she runs away from home and takes up with a rich
50-year-old man who’s been prowling around her for some

"The title L’Assommoir comes from a nineteenth-century colloquialism
(from assommer, to stun, knock out) for a spit-and-sawdust pub where the
working classes could drown their sorrows cheaply and drink themselves
senseless.
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time, but whom she then impulsively throws over in a sudden
infatuation for a good-looking, penniless layabout; this sort of
impetuous action against her own best financial interests is
also repeated in the later novel; she 1s by no means an
exclusively mercenary girl. Finally, she leaves home for good
and disappears from L’Assommotr, though we have news that
she’s been seen driving round in a smart carriage and is later
reported as having snaffled a viscount. From then on the ups
and downs of her life depend on her relationships with men,
usually for money. In any case, she’s plainly now ready to
embark on a wider world, where we meet her again in the first
chapter of Nana, rather older than Zola’s original birth-date
warrants.

For a naturalistic novelist, perhaps even more than for a
realist, authenticity and accuracy are prime considerations,
both in general background and in the particular detail. Zola
was fortunate in that, as a journalist of long standing, he had
considerable familiarity with the theatrical world which
provides the main background for Nana. He had done a good
deal of dramatic criticism and in 1874 had himself been
involved in putting on plays professionally, with an adaptation
of Thérése Raquin, one of his earliest novels. In 1878 a farce he
had written had been put on in one of the ‘little theatres’; it
was, indeed, the utter failure of this play that sent him back
to writing novels, and he started working on Nana. In a
further search for authenticity we find him going behind the
scenes of the Variétés theatre, where he shows Nana making
her début in the first chapter. So his scenes in a green room,
in various dressing-rooms, or at a rehearsal rest on solid
factual knowledge.

His knowledge of the demi-monde was bound to be less
direct; neither his temperament, his principles, nor, until the
prodigious success of L’Assommoir, his finances could have
made him familiar with the life of the high-class tart.
However, his journalistic experience again stood him in good
stead. As a writer of chatty articles for a number of Parisian
and provincial papers he had picked up a good deal of gossip
about these expensive ladies of pleasure. For example, in 1872
he tells the readers of a provincial paper about the suicide
attempt of a man who had been squeezed dry and discarded
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by a certain Cora Pearl [sic], one of the most notorious kept
women of the period, and of the actual suicide of a member of
the smart Jockey Club, ruined by investing all his wealth in
an unsuccessful racing-stables. Both these events have an echo
in Nana; we must clearly beware of suspecting Zola of being
over-dramatic in his incidents, even if the more lurid details
are 1maginary. And why not? Zola’s naturalism never
excluded poetic licence.

Zola also had far more reliable and direct sources of
information than gossip. A friend of Flaubert, Edmond
Laporte, and a fellow novelist, Henri Céard, were experts in
this disreputable field and supplied great quantities of detail
on it. Zola even commissioned Céard to write a series of
reports on specific incidents that he’d witnessed, which Zola
utilized extensively, sometimes using the very words and
phrases of his friend. His preparations were so thorough that
we can recognize, or make a good guess at, which real woman
provided the model for Nana. From Zola’s notes we learn that
the splendidly named Blanche d’Antigny was also blonde,
busty, impulsive, free-spending, superstitious, promiscuous
(clearly a professional necessity), achieved success almost
over-night, suffered a sudden infatuation for an actor, and
made a trip to the East. Nana’s Prince-of-Scotland encounter
comes from Hortense Schneider’s affair with the Prince of
Wales, the future King Edward VII (still very much alive
when Nana was published), when she was singing, rather
badly but probably still better than Nana, in Offenbach’s La
Grande Duchesse de Gérolstein in the very same Variétés theatre
where Nana is shown making her début.

Obviously such details of appearance, character, and career
are merely bare bones to be fleshed out in accordance with his
specific image of her. This image goes far beyond the social-
moralizing conception of her as a deprived working-class girl.
There is in Zola a strain of lyricism and a sense of the epic
which is far from naturalistic. In this conception of Nana, she
is not only the slum child, not even the representative of the
grand Second Empire tart, but a combination of the Scarlet
Woman, Sexuality personified, and an incarnation of the
goddess of love, a living Venus. Her sexual frolics are shown
in great detail, but our final impression of Nana is of
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something far grander and less fleshly. Chapter 11, which
gives an account of a race-meeting at Longchamp, is a
brilliant example of this sort of metamorphosis. It starts on a
note of light-hearted frivolity, with amusing side-glances at
Nana’s tarts dressed up iIn various alluring roilettes, and
glimpses of stuffy Imperial grandeur against a background of
surging humanity; then come a few hints of menace laced
with humour: the majestic bawd Tricon, whose sinister
presence presides over many scenes of the novel; the
flamboyant bookies; then the mad excitement of the Grand
Prix, won by a mare named after Nana herself; this leads to
an extraordinary final scene where Nana is acclaimed by the
adoring, even worshipping multitude as she strikes the Venus
pose which had made her famous on the stage. We have
indeed moved very far away from the trivial concept of sex-
kitten, though she is plainly no angel either; the mob isn’t
applauding a saint.

But even at her silliest and nastiest, the readers of Nana,
and particularly those who know her life in L’Assommorr, are
unlikely to forget how much she is a victim of society and that
it is society, and above all the male elements of that society,
which bears a great deal of responsibility for her deplorable
behaviour. Nor does Zola neglect her endearing sides, her
good humour, her frequent acts of kindness and disinterested
charity. Zola did not want to risk alienating his readers by
depicting too flawed a character.

He also succeeds in breathing life into minor characters. He
was helped in this inasmuch as many had already existed in
his consciousness before starting to plan Nana, and though
they are collectively required to represent a particular type
of smart society, he’d gathered sufficient personal details of
character and situation to avoid making them too puppet-like,
especially as he was always prepared to let his imagination rip
on occasion; the novel was indeed, as he wrote in his notes, ‘a
poem about male desires’. The way he depicts these charac-
ters serves greatly to increase our sympathy for Nana: self-
indulgent, deceitful, and selfish, they seem also uniformly,
single-mindedly, and unrepentantly lustful, from the young-
est, barely more than a schoolboy, to the oldest, the dreadful
old state councillor and keen Sabbatarian the Marquis de
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Chouard, passing through the vulgar comedian Fontan
(modelled on the famous contemporary comic actor, the
younger Coquelin), the vain jeune premier Prulliére, the crafty,
witty journalist and dramatic critic Fauchery, his cousin, the
provincial coxcomb and would-be young blood la Faloise,
the sex-crazy Jewish banker Steiner, and the civilized but
effete Count de Vandeuvres—all recipients of Nana’s favours
(though the list is far from complete), and who all come, in
one way or another, to a bad end. True, the women they
patronize when Nana is not available, her colleagues and
competitors, are no angels. Based, like the men, on a blend
of real information and Zola’s invention, they are bitchy,
envious, and grasping; surrounded by male sharks, they
surely have to be. They certainly seem rather kinder and,
above all, less vindictive than their male partners. Vindictive-
ness seems, indeed, a hallmark of these smart young men: la
Faloise, humiliated by Fauchery, enjoys getting his own back,
or at least trying to; Fauchery, humiliated by Muffat, enjoys
humiliating Muffat in turn; Labordette contemptuously
depreciates Vandeuvres out of sheer bitchiness; and nobody
has a good word for Steiner. On the other hand, the women—
their ‘ladyships’ as Zola frequently refers to them—may
squabble amongst themselves but they have far greater loyalty
to each other: the men are prepared to let Vandeuvres sink
without trace, but in Nana’s last desperate hours her women
friends rally round in support, at considerable danger to
themselves, albeit perhaps with a certain morbid curiosity,
while the men who’ve all enjoyed her favours wait in cowardly
safety outside in the street below.

That sexuality involves struggle between the sexes is hardly
an original concept, but there are other areas of sexuality
explored by Zola which are far more novel, in particular
lesbianism which, though it plays a very important part in
Nana’s life, has been little commented on by critics, perhaps
because most of them are male. Lesbianism is by no means
restricted to Nana herself; its prevalence in certain milieux is
unfolded dramatically in a way that recalls Proust’s similar
exposure of male homosexuality in Sodome et Gomorrhe and Le
Temps retrouvé a generation later. In Nana Zola dwells
particularly on one centre of lesbianism, a restaurant in the
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Rue des Martyrs—a street where Nana herself could have been
seen lurking in L’Assommoir as an adolescent. This popular
restaurant, based on a well-known existing establishment, is
largely frequented by mature, burly, butch ladies who go
there to wine and dine or perhaps pick up, at a price, more-
or-less obliging young female partners; there are also a few
young men and women of means and kinky curiosity who go
slumming to observe the public behaviour of this peculiar,
extremely animated fauna. A frequent visitor to this
restaurant is Satin, a piquant young prostitute and former
schoolmate of Nana; she copulates with men out of financial
necessity, usually reluctantly, but with women by choice. It is
through her that Nana gets to know this milieu, and after
initial disgust she discovers the attractions of this form of love
and forms a lesbian relationship with Satin, who is so taken
by Nana that she becomes violently jealous of her friend’s
male companions, while Nana herself develops a love for Satin
which is both passionately sexual and tender. They clearly
experience a shared enjoyment and understanding which they
do not find in their heterosexual encounters. Zola makes it
plain that such relationships are to be considered vicious; he
could hardly have done otherwise to avoid falling foul of the
censor and public opinion; he was well aware that a banned
and unread book serves no financial and little moral purpose.
Similarly the clientele of Madame Piédefer’s restaurant is
depicted, not without flamboyant touches of humour, as
shady and reprehensible. All the same, although neither Nana
nor Satin gives up her wayward promiscuity, their
relationship is something special and has a tenderness which
Nana feels in only one of her heterosexual relationships
which, interestingly enough, starts when the boy, Georges
Hugon, is dressed in women’s clothes—as Georges presses
her, Nana is said to feel as if she were being pestered by a
girl-friend.

But we must not enrol Zola too hastily in any feminist
camp. The concept of femme fatale, implying a woman cap-
able of causing havoc by sex-appeal alone, is a myth objec-
tionable to feminists, female or male, even though it does
represent a persistent belief; it seems indeed unlikely that
Helen of Troy launched a thousand ships by her force of
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character, her spiritual qualities, or even her face alone and,
rightly or wrongly, it does seem a myth central to Zola’s
moral and social intention in this novel. His treatment of
sexuality elsewhere also bears a traditionally male stamp when
he stresses the masochistic tendencies of two of his female
protagonists. Nana and Satin have both had male partners
who have shown them physical violence. At one point Zola
has them settling down cosily to exchange reminiscences
about their lovers’ brutality, ‘in a euphoric daze . . . wallowing
in the tired warm feeling of being so outrageously knocked
about’; and he adds that, although reluctant to admit it, they
preferred those days ‘when there were thrashings in the air,
because it was more exciting’. Zola confessed to writing his
novels in a state of repressed sexuality and he may here
be indulging in private sexual fantasies, while his heated
imagination is surely taking over in this description of the
effect of repeated thrashings on Nana: she becomes ‘as soft as
fine linen, her skin delicate, her complexion peaches-and-
cream, so tender to the touch and so radiant that she looked
even lovelier.’(!) Despite such oddities, Zola maintains some
claim to impartiality by not restricting masochism to the
female sex alone. He gives a number of glimpses, one of them
lifted straight from a play by the Restoration dramatist
Otway, of various forms of this sexual pleasure enjoyed by
male characters at Nana’s hands. Muffat, the main recipient,
accepts and seems even to need mental and physical chastise-
ment, perhaps as a substitute for the divine punishment
he feels he deserves, while la Faloise, for different, largely
snobbish reasons, seems to enjoy having his face slapped by
Nana as much as Nana enjoys doing it and as his cousin
Fauchery enjoys watching it.

So perhaps the battle of the sexes is a drawn game, the
blame distributed with a fairly even hand. On the whole, the
women appear in a rather better light; their conduct is largely
forced on them, and it is interesting to see that the woman
with the least social or moral justification for her behaviour,
Countess Sabine, is in many ways the least sympathetic of the
female characters. Perhaps she gets a black mark from Zola
for the whole-hearted pleasure she takes in her affairs, at least
at the start; later, she too is shown as sinking into degrada-
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tion. At this stage in his life, the puritanical Zola takes a very
jaundiced view of sexual intercourse and depicts it largely as
pure lust; he once stated that any love not aiming at produc-
ing children was basically debauchery. In Nana the sexual
conduct—perhaps ‘capers’ is a better word—of his characters
proceeds from boredom, envy, snobbery, ambition, a need for
money, a desire for power, or to display wealth; it is, in the
circumstances, not surprising that sexuality appears largely as
joyless and that many of the characters are bedevilled by
private torments.

None is more bedevilled, in the Christian religious sense,
than Count Muffat. Although starting as an abstract idea—
Zola needed a representative of authority, in league with the
Church, and thus forced into hypocrisy when involved in an
adulterous love-affair—the court chamberlain develops into a
far more complex and dramatic figure than the other male
characters also required for the logic of his plot. Muffat’s
strong sensuality which is the original cause of his falling for
Nana’s sex-appeal turns into an overwhelming passion, which
is then considerably sublimated into a tender devotion akin to
the religious fervour to which he has always been subject.
There are further ingenious complications: Muffat’s wife is as
strongly sexed as her husband, but by an ironic mischance
they have failed to hit it off in the nuptial bed; Muffat has
been so strictly brought up by his mother that, still a virgin
on his wedding-night, he seems to have muffed it. It is a
complex, convincing situation, which greatly enhances the
drama and deepens the pathos of Muffat’s plight, and of
course makes nonsense of the accusation occasionally levelled
at Zola of being psychologically simplistic. We may, indeed,
surmise that Zola could have fleshed out Muffat from self-
knowledge, for at the time of writing Nana the novelist was
himself a middle-aged man who hadn’t sown any wild oats
and was uncomfortable in his own marriage. Whether, in view
of his negative attitude towards religion, he was in a good
position to give a plausible account of religious agonies is
another matter; not everyone will be satisfied with the
portrayal of Muffat’s pious ecstasies and contrition.

Never entirely puppets, the other males, apart from
Labordette, appear more stereotyped than the women.
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Labordette is a homosexual whose presence in the novel
enables Zola to complete his full picture of types of sexuality
and to show us what might be the position and status of such
a man in the society of his time. Labordette is shown as a
far-from admirable person: he is a parasite, with even a touch
of pimp, always too ready to oblige everybody; but he is never
shown as ridiculous; on the contrary, he enjoys general
consideration, even respect, amongst his contemporaries;
Muffat is prepared to accept his acquaintance, and he is
certainly portrayed rather more sympathetically than most of
the other men. Women are very fond of him: he is always
courteously considerate towards them and can be relied on
never to harass them sexually; if he helps them, as he
frequently does, he won’t expect, unlike their other men
friends, to be paid in kind. He is also physically brave—he
has fought a couple of duels—though in moral cowardice he
seems to match the rest of the men. Altogether, he can in no
way be considered a stereotype and Zola shows in him that he
is ready to disregard a shibboleth.

In a fascinating coincidence, two considerable writers were
called upon to express views on Nana simultaneously in
February 1880, immediately after its first publication in
book form; the not yet famous Henry James, in a review
article, and the most famous living French novelist, Gustave
Flaubert, in an enthusiastic letter to his friend Emile Zola;
both views are extremely instructive. James cautiously pays
careful lip-service to Zola’s ‘intrinsically respectable qualities’,
his ‘incontestably remarkable talent’, and even to ‘the large-
ness of his attempt and the richness of his intentions’. He
claims not to have been shocked by his choice of subject—
perhaps a good example of gqui s’excuse s’accuse. But when he
comes down to specifics, the tone is very different; the novel
is, he says, ‘a combination of the cesspool and the house
of prostitution’—no doubt metaphorically, for no brothel
appears in Nana. He speaks of the ‘singular foulness of
[Zola’s] imagination—never was such foulness so spontaneous
and so complete!’, a remark which completely disregards the
Frenchman’s painstaking technique of documentation. In a
word, despite his denials, James’s peculiarly delicate sen-
sibility has been shocked by Zola’s explicitness and this has
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thrown his judgement off balance; but one of his comments
strikes so hard at our understanding of the novel that it is
worth looking at more closely. Speaking in the name of the
‘English reader’—presumably meaning ‘English-speaking’—
James was a New Yorker living in Paris—he writes: ‘what
will strike [him], if he has stoutness of stomach enough
to advance in the book, is the extraordinary absence of
humour, the dryness, the solemnity, the air of tension and
effort... M. Zola would probably disapprove of humour,
if he knew what it is’—a sentence which, whatever else it
suggests, certainly proves that James had never read any of
Zola’s short stories.

No one will deny that there is in Nana an air of tension,
effort, and even solemnity: Muffat’s dilemma is surely no
joke, nor is Nana’s fate; a more positive way of expressing
James’s concern would be to say that the novel contains
many dramatic situations, some pathetic, some tragic. Or
does James harbour the conventional misconception that
prostitutes are incapable of experiencing normal human
emotions? But the truth is that in Nana there is humour
in abundance: at the most elementary level, la Faloise, the
provincial fop, is a figure of fun throughout as is the busty
and obtuse Tatan Néné, most appropriately named—néné is a
colloquialismm for ‘tit’. The impresario and theatre-manager
Bordenave has a number of repulsive traits as a brutal macho,
but his colourful bluntness, particularly when contrasted with
his fawning obsequiousness before the Prince of Scotland, his
behaviour at Nana’s supper-party, and many other of his
attitudes are rich in broad humour. The Mignons’ unconven-
tional mutual-benefit society, based on an actual married
couple brought to Zola’s notice by Ludovic Halévy, one
of Offenbach’s librettists, is obviously involved in funny
scenes—Mignon’s fight with Fauchery, his earnest educa-
tional concerns for his sons, his amazed appreciation of
Nana’s accumulated splendour—both of these last two scenes
were picked out particularly by Flaubert in his extremely
detailed letter to Zola. Even the tragic figure of Muffat is
not entirely unrelieved by comedy: his preoccupied fumbling
with a theatrical prop—a plaster egg-cup—as he awkwardly
negotiates with his wife’s lover on Nana’s behalf, even some
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of his sexual antics, have a funny or grotesque side. The
humour is frequently ironic: Nana’s constant yearning for
respectability, not only in society but on the stage, is a normal
and touching desire, but ludicrous because of her manifest
unsuitability in either case. Minor characters provide many
more humorous incidents: Foucarmont’s drunken boasting is
only one of many retailed in the course of Nana’s blunder-
ing attempt at giving a smart supper-party; Bosc’s drunken
gluttony matches Prulliére’s silly vanity; the portrayal of the
massive Madame Piédefer (Ironfoot!) presiding over her fat,
middle-aged lesbian flock; the furtive embarrassment of a
large collection of males following Nana’s miscarriage, each
wondering uneasily if he is not the bereaved father—a scene
which Flaubert singled out again unerringly but callously as
adorable; and rather shamefully, as a hardened bachelor and
something of a mysogynist, Flaubert, with all his aesthetic
insight, made no mention of Nana’s feelings, nor did he seem
to appreciate the symbolism of the inability of Nana, the toy
of a sterile male society and already the mother of a sickly
child (whom she loved and who was to be the instrument of
her downfall) to give birth to healthy offspring. In any case,
while not all the ironical and humorous details are particularly
subtle (Madame Maloir’s hats here spring to mind), they are
so numerous that we must convict James of reading with
insufficient care or of himself lacking humour.

Flaubert’s letter, written after a first and doubtless rushed
reading, is in basic disagreement with James’s article. Parallel
quotations prove the point: James: ‘this last and most violent
expression of the realistic faith is extraordinarily wanting in
reality’—we wonder what basis of knowledge James can
muster to question, for example, the authenticity of the
depiction of the theatrical milieu which Zola knew intimately.
Here 1is Flaubert’s statement: ‘the characterization is
remarkably truthful’—and no one can doubt Flaubert’s
familiarity, in 1880, with the Paris scene; he had kept a flat in
Paris for the last twenty-five years. Above all, however,
Flaubert has grasped Zola’s grand design. For James, Nana
was a ‘brutal fille without a conscience or a soul’ (had he read
the beginning of Chapter 12, or in any way appreciated its
irony?) ‘with nothing but devouring appetites and ignorance’
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(had he read the country idyll between Georges Hugon and
Nana? Had he considered her countless charitable actions?),
‘fwhich] has become the stalest of stock properties of French
fiction . . . she is not made human’. This view might perhaps
have had more substance had Zola stuck too rigidly to his
preliminary notes, some of which we have already quoted,
and it was partly echoed by some contemporary critics, one of
whose major strictures was that Nana was too stupid and
vulgar to represent the more polished image of the Second
Empire courtesan, who was expected to charm by her social
gifts and conversation rather than by her physique and erotic
skills, a gift vaguely discernible indeed in one or two of the
minor tarts, ‘their ladyships’. James’s view clearly fails to take
into account all sides of Nana’s character. Flaubert makes no
such mistake: ‘Nana’, he writes in his letter, ‘tends towards
myth but never ceases to be real’. By real, he obviously means
human: a woman of complex emotions and strivings; a
mother, a woman who has to make her way in a frivolous,
licentious society and who, in order to succeed, has to fight it
with its own weapons, a woman still capable of disinterested
affection which transcends purely physical attraction. Above
all, Flaubert has realized the epic nature of her career; she has
become, so to speak, the Helen of Troy of the Second
Empire. Flaubert had already greeted Nana’s apotheosis at
Longchamp as ‘épique, sublime!’; but it was the grandeur of
the dramatic last chapter which most impressed him—so awe-
inspiring and horrible that we are not surprised to learn that
writing it reduced Zola to a state of nervous prostration—
Flaubert was similarly affected after poisoning Madame
Bovary. Nana’s fate reduced Flaubert to almost inarticulate
gasps of admiration: ‘Chapter 14, unsurpassable!. .. Yes!.. .
Christ  Almighty!. .. Incomparable. .. Straight out of
Babylon!” And he sums up: ‘Worthy of Michelangelo!’
Flaubert’s insight is once again unerring: this last chapter
draws together all the threads of the novel. We see again Nana
as mother caring for her sick child, the product of her early
life in the slums, by whom she is fatally infected; we witness
the loyalty of her women friends, even those who have been
her rivals; we are reminded of the cowardice of the males
while at the same time receiving further proof of her magical
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charm: all those who have known her, men and women, are
drawn together as if by magnetic attraction; the mark she has
left on them is indelible, particularly of course on Muffat
who, as the one who has loved her most truly and tenderly, is
shown as holding apart from the others whose love has been
snobbish or purely physical. The wider implications of the
novel are also set in perspective: Nana’s radiant beauty of
Chapter 1 has become a festering lump of flesh; she has
reaped what she has sown, for it is through her flesh that she
has corrupted and been corrupted by the society of her time,
an inwardly rotten society whose decay becomes manifest in
her; and that society, stupidly obsessed, which blindly
acclaimed her at Longchamp, is now equally stupidly and
blindly bellowing ‘On to Berlin!’ outside the windows of the
hotel where she is lying, just six months before the Prussians
will march victoriously down the Champs-Elysées; the
Parisians have chosen another false god, the god of war, and
in the same way that Nana’s face is disfigured they too, in
Mignon’s picturesque phrase, will ‘get their blocks knocked
off’. The Empire will collapse as dramatically as Nana’s
beauty, and seeing their parallel fates we ask ourselves
whether either was ever more than a glittering facade, an
illusion of beauty in her, an illusion of grandeur in the
Imperial society? As she lies on her bed, we ask ourselves
what benefit did she either give or receive in her career; she
certainly never achieved permanent happiness, any more than
all the men lured by her charm. Was she more than a false
Venus, created as much by the successful publicity of the
entrepreneurial Bordenave as by any gifts of her own? Wasn’t
this ‘something else’ which the theatre-manager exploited,
this indefinable charm, not the appeal of Venus but the false
promises of the enchantress Circe? (though Nana’s task was
easier than Circe’s, since her victims were already swine)? In
any case, we know that the world of Nana and her society is
coming to an end, though with no thought of any better one
emerging; it has been a show and now it is closing down.
Fiction is, as we know, a craft and Zola’s is considerable.

2 Circe: a beautiful sorceress who transformed the companions of Ulysses
into swine by a magic drink.
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He started from an excellent base: the world of the theatre
always fascinates, particularly when portrayed in authentic
detail; it lends itself to humour, too, and actors and actresses
are always good for a laugh; there is a sharp look at the
feverish, fashionable Paris society at the height of its luxur-
ious, legendary, Second Empire brilliance, and all-the-more
interesting because of its hint of hollowness; that society’s
obsession with sexual activity, orthodox and less orthodox, is
matched by an equal interest on the part of the author in the
moral and social repercussions of such behaviour at various
levels of that society. The care with which Zola drew up
and worked out his plans, and his methodical gathering and
ordering of the necessary material, is exemplary. He was
particularly conscious of the need for variety of tone and
scene, a factor which was rendered doubly important as the
novel was written to appear as a serial: thus we find scenes
devoted to particular forms of theatrical life, in the audi-
torium, before and during performances, at rehearsals, in the
boxes and the foyer as well as backstage, in the wings, the
green room and, most dramatically and pungently—Nana is
full of odours of all sorts—in the dressing-rooms; life on the
boulevards, in the charming, covered Paris arcades—a few
still exist; scenes of street-walking; more domestic scenes in
drawing-rooms, dining-rooms, a variety of flats and hotel
rooms, and, naturally, bedrooms; a sober, aristocratic evening
‘at home’; a noisy, drunken supper-party; a grand society
private dance and a boisterous public dance-hall—Zola enjoys
inviting comparisons; even a breath of fresh air away from the
steamy atmosphere of the boudoir, though the air can be
steamy here, too; and, of course, the splendid day at the
races, whose background Zola researched very -carefully.
Zola’s skill in bringing such scenes to life had been honed by
long practice as a short-story writer’> where he had, in par-
ticular, learned the art of building up suspense to a climax or
anticlimax, essential to leave the reader of a serial with an
exciting impression at the end of each episode, eager to learn
‘what is going to happen next’.

3See, for example, Emile Zola, The Auack on the Mill and other Stories
(Oxford, 1985).
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In his preparatory notes Zola wrote: ‘there’s only sexuality
and religion’; money, so central in Nana, is presumably
considered as largely subsumed under sex. Religion is chiefly
represented by the Muffat clan: the count himself; his father-
in-law, a staunch upholder of religion for the lower classes;
his surprising daughter Estelle, who proves conclusively
and amusingly that a plain girl, as thin as a rake, can still
make good when she determinedly brings the light-hearted
Daguenet, one of her father’s mistress’s ‘fancy men’, firmly
under her pious thumb after their marriage; the grey emi-
nence of the family, the sinister but ultimately successful
Venot, who brings the unhappy Muffat back into the fold;
and there is also a most sympathetic portrait of Madame
Hugon, who needs all her Christian fortitude to withstand the
blows dealt to her family by fate, in the form of Nana. And it
must be noted that, in spite of Zola’s unbelief, Religion can in
the end be seen to triumph over Sex. It is, however, safe to
assume that this moral ending is not the main reason why,
on its first publication in 1880, Nana went through more
than fifty editions in a few weeks. A very vigorous publicity
campaign by the publisher, perhaps taking a leaf out of
Bordenave’s book, certainly helped, but this would hardly
explain the work’s enduring success, the reason for which
must surely be sought in the eponymous heroine. Not, of
course, purely in sex-appeal, nor in the many scabrous situa-
tions in which her glamour, in every sense, placed her, but also
in Zola’s careful exploration of the career, at a psychological
and social level, of a fascinatingly complex character, an
unhappy corruptress corrupted by a closely observed luxur-
ious and pleasure-loving society, brilliant, shallow, and
doomed. Quirky, impulsive, and incalculable (whatever will
she be up to next?—she doesn’t even know herself...);
ruthless and pitiful, generous and criminally wasteful, a Circe
of epic proportions, Nana will surely continue to charm and
outrage the prurient and the pious, the student of social and
political relations or of the psychology of sex and crowds, the
feminist (she is beginning to receive her due share of critical
attention in this respect after years of male neglect), the male
chauvinist, and of course the sturdy ‘general reader’, who will

ensure that this will remain amongst the most widely read of
Zola’s novels.
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A CHRONOLOGY OF EMILE ZOLA

1840

1843
1859
1862

1864

1865

1867

1870

1877

1878

Emile Zola born in Paris of French mother and Italian
engineer father, who died in 1847

Family settles in Aix-en-Provence
Emile twice fails the school-leaving baccalauréat

Destitute in Paris, already writing poems and short stories,
Emile obtains a job in recently-founded publisher’s
bookshop of Hachette. His poverty during this period
makes him familiar with low life and slum conditions

In charge of Hachette’s publicity, Emile has Contes a
Ninon, his first collection of short stories, published

His first novel, La Confession de Claude, published: a semi-
autobiographical account of a young idealist’s attempt to
reform a prostitute. Starts liaison with a florist, Gabrielle-
Alexandrine Meley, whom he marries in 1870. Emile leaves
Hachette to embark on a writing career, at first largely as a
journalist (book-reviewer, drama-critic, short-story writer,
feature articles, gossip columns), and continues to
contribute to numerous Parisian and provincial papers and
magazines for many years, particularly before 1880

Frequenting artistic circles, which include his friend and
fellow-Provencal Paul Cézanne and many Impressionists.
Publishes the novel Thérése Raquin, which he turns into a
play in 1873

Publication of La Fortune des Rougon, first of the twenty
novels of the Rougon-Macquart series. Takes refuge from
invading Prussian army in Marseilles; his journalism
includes being parliamentary correspondent to French
government which had retreated to Bordeaux

Immense success of L’Assommoir, seventh in the cycle,
brings fame and financial security, enabling him to buy a
country property in Médan, a village on the outskirts of
Paris

Publication of Une Page d’Amour, which includes a
genealogical table of the Rougon-Macquart family with the
first mention of Anna Coupeau



1880
1885
1887

1893
1894

1898

1899

1902

A Chronology of Emile Zola xxix

Publication of Nana
Publication of Germinal

Publication of La Terre. Emile starts lifelong liaison with
Jeanne Rozerot, a servant of the Zolas, with whom he was
to have two children; his marriage had been childless

Publication of Le Docteur Pascal, last in the series

Publication of the novel Lourdes, first of a trilogy, Les Trots
Villes (the other cities were Rome, 1896, and Pans, 1898),
concerned with social and religious questions; the first two
went quickly on to the I'ndex.

Zola publishes his article 7’Accuse asserting Dreyfus’s
innocence and is forced to go into exile in England to avoid
imprisonment

Publication of Fécondité, first in a proposed series of four
didactic, social-humanitarian novels, of which only one
more (Travail, 1901) was published in his lifetime; the
third, Vérité, strongly anti-Christian, was serialized in 1902/3;
the fourth, never completed, was to have been called
Justice, and preached an end to war and the establishment
of world peace

On 29 September Zola is found dead, asphyxiated in his
Paris flat overnight; there is evidence that his chimney had
been deliberately blocked by a nationalistic Frenchman
disapproving of Zola’s political pro-Dreyfus stance
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Chapter 1

AT nine o’clock the auditorium of the Variétés* was still
deserted. The gas-jets of the chandelier were turned down and
in the half-light a mere handful of people sat waiting in the
rows of dusky red-plush seats of the stalls and dress-circle.
The large red patch of curtain was in shadow, the stage
completely silent, the footlights were unlit, the orchestra
desks unoccupied. Only in the gods, at the very top, round
the dome where naked women and children were depicted
cavorting against a sky stained green by gas fumes, was there
a steady buzz of voices punctuated by shouting and laughter,
where rows of heads in caps and bonnets were stacked in tiers
in the large, gilt-framed, round bays. An occasional usherette
bustled in with tickets in her hand, propelling a man and
woman in front of her, the gentleman in evening dress, the
lady slim, with her back arched, slowly casting her eyes
around before subsiding into her seat.

A couple of young men appeared and stood beside the
orchestra pit, observing the scene.

‘I told you so, Hector!’ exclaimed the elder of the two, a tall
young man with a small black moustache. ‘We’re too early.
You could easily have let me finish my cigar.’

An usherette was going by.

‘Oh, hullo Monsieur Fauchery’, she said familiarly. “The
performance won’t be starting for another half hour yet.’

‘Then why did they put nine o’clock on the poster?’
muttered Hector, screwing his long, thin face up irritably.
‘Clarisse is in the show and assured me only this morning that
it’d begin at nine sharp.’

They broke off for a moment to peer up into the dimly lit
boxes, but their green wallpaper made them even darker.
Below, under the dress-circle, the ground-floor boxes were
shrouded in complete gloom. In the dress-circle boxes there
was just one very large lady, relaxing over the plush-covered
rail. The stage boxes on the left and right, with their long-
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fringed pelmets between tall columns, were unoccupied. The
auditorium itself, white and gold picked out in a delicate
green, was In shadow, as if filled with a fine haze by the
dimmed lights of the cut-glass chandelier.

‘Did you get Lucy her stage box?’ asked Hector.

‘Yes, but it wasn’t easy’, replied the other man. ‘Oh,
there’s no danger of Lucy arriving early!’

He half-stifled a yawn, paused and then went on:

‘You’re lucky, you’ve never been to a first night
before . . . [The Blonde Venus is going to be the event of the
year. People have been talking about it for the last six
months . . . ] The music, old boy! Something really special . . .
Bordenave, who knows what he’s doing, has kept it for the
World Fair.’*

Hector was listening closely; he asked:

‘And what about that new star Nana, the one who’s going
to play Venus? Do you know her?’

‘Oh God, here we go again!’ cried Fauchery, flinging his
arms in the air. ‘People have been pestering me about Nana
all day. I’ve met more than twenty people and it’s been
nothing but Nana, Nana all the time! What can I say? Can I
be expected to know every little Paris tart going? Nana’s been
dreamt up by Bordenave. It’s bound to be something pretty
revolting.’

He calmed down; but the empty auditorium, the dim
chandelier, the devout religious atmosphere full of whispers
and slamming doors, was getting on his nerves.

‘Oh no!” he exclaimed suddenly. ‘This is adding years to
my life. I’'m going out...Perhaps we’ll find Bordenave
downstairs. He’ll give us some details.’

Below in the large, marble-paved lobby, the public was
beginning to collect beside the ticket-check. Through the
three open entrance gates you could glimpse the bustling life
on the boulevard, glittering and crowded with people on this
lovely April evening. Carriages were rumbling up and halting,
their doors were slammed, and little groups of people were
making their way in, stopping to have their tickets checked
and moving along up the double staircase at the back, where
the ladies were lingering, swaying their hips. In the harsh
glare of the gas-lamps outside, on the pale, bare facade,
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with its skimpy Empire decoration producing the effect of a
cardboard temple peristyle, garish yellow posters were dis-
playing the name ‘Nana’ in large black letters, read by men
who looked as if their eyes had been suddenly caught as they
were passing by; others were standing chatting, blocking the
entrance, while beside the box-office, a burly man with a big,
clean-shaven face was giving short shrift to the people who
were pressing him for seats.

“That’s Bordenave’, said Fauchery as they were going down
the stairs. The manager had spotted him.

‘Well, what a nice chap you are!’ he called out across the
hall. ‘So that’s the publicity I get, is it?. .. I looked through
the Figaro* this morning. Not a single word!’

‘Hang on’, Fauchery replied. ‘I’ll have to get to know your
Nana before writing about her. ... Anyway, I didn’t make
any promises.’

To change the subject, he introduced his cousin: Monsieur
Hector de la Faloise, a young man who’d come to complete
his education in Paris. The manager threw him a sharp glance
to size him up, but Hector was gazing at him, thrilled: so this
was the Bordenave who put women on show and drove them
like galley slaves, who always had some publicity stunt or
other bubbling away in his head, shouting, spitting, slapping
his thighs, a cynic with the mentality of a sergeant-major!
Hector felt he ought to say something pleasant.

‘Your theatre’, he began in a piping voice.

Calmly, like a man who doesn’t want any misunderstand-
ing, Bordenave interrupted him:

‘Call it my knocking-shop, will you?’

Fauchery gave an approving laugh but la Faloise was deeply
shocked, with his compliment stuck in his throat, trying to
look as if he appreciated the comment. The manager had
dashed over to shake hands with an extremely influential
drama-critic. When he came back, la Faloise was recover-
ing; he was afraid of being thought provincial if he seemed too
flustered.

He made another attempt, determined to say something:

‘I’ve heard Nana has a delightful voice.’

‘Her?’ the manager exclaimed with a shrug. ‘She’s got a
voice like a corncrake.’
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‘And a first-rate actress, I’m told’, the young man added
hurriedly.

‘Nana? . . . She’s a lump! She doesn’t know what to do with
her hands or her feet.’

La Faloise flushed pink. Completely at a loss, he
stammered:

‘I wouldn’t have missed this first night for worlds. I know
your theatre. ..’

Once again, with the quiet persistence of a man of strong
convictions, Bordenave cut him short:

‘Just call it my knocking-shop.’

Meanwhile Fauchery was calmly watching the women going
in. Seeing his cousin standing open-mouthed, not knowing
whether to laugh or be angry, he came to his rescue:

‘Do oblige Bordenave and call his theatre what he wants,
since he likes it that way. ... And as for you, old boy, stop
keeping us in suspense. If your Nana can’t sing or act, you’re
heading for a flop, that’s plain. Incidentally, that’s what I'm
afraid of.’

‘Did you say a flop?’ snorted Bordenave, going purple in
the face. ‘Does a woman need to be able to sing or act?
Ah, my lad, you’re too stupid. Nana’s got something else,
for Christ’s sake. Something that makes everything else
superfluous. I’ve got a nose for that sort of thing, and she’s
got oodles of it or I'm a Dutchman. You’ll see, you’ll see. ..
All she’s got to do is to come on stage and the whole audience
will sit there with their tongues hanging out.’

In his enthusiasm he was waving his large hands about in
the air; then, calming down, he grunted to himself, under his
breath:

‘Oh yes, she’ll go far, yes, by God, very, very far ... That
skin of hers! . .. and all that flesh underneath it!

Then, in answer to Fauchery’s questions, he agreed to
give some details, with a coarseness of language which
embarrassed la Faloise. He’d had it off with Nana and now he
was anxious to launch her on a career. At that particular
moment he happened to be looking for a Venus. He never
lumbered himself with any woman for long, he preferred to
pass on the benefit to the public straight away. But he’d had a
hell of a job in his outfit, where the arrival of this fleshy
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young piece had been causing quite an upset. Scenting a
rival, his star turn Rose Mignon, herself a very gifted actress
with a charming singing voice, had been threatening every
day to leave him in the lurch. And what a fuss over the
poster, heavens above! In the end it’d been decided to print
the actresses’ names in the same size letters. He didn’t like
being buggered about. When one of his ‘little women’, as he
called them, didn’t toe the line, he’d give her a kick up the
arse. Otherwise life would be unbearable. After all, he knew
what the sluts were worth, he sold them!

‘Well, well’, he said, suddenly breaking off. ‘Mignon and
Steiner . . . The heavenly twins...You know, Steiner’s
beginning to get fed up with Rose, so her husband won’t let
him out of his sight, in case he tries to do a bunk.’

The whole pavement in front of the theatre was flooded
with light by a row of blazing gas-jets along the cornice; two
small trees stood out in a lurid green, and on the brightly lit
advertising-pillar in the distance the posters could be read as
easily as in broad daylight; further on, where the shadows
were already deeper, the confused, constantly moving mass of
people on the boulevard was dotted with tiny specks of light.
Many of the men didn’t go in immediately but waited outside
to finish their cigars; in the glare of the gas-jets their faces
were ghastly pale, and on the asphalt their shadows were short
and very dark. Mignon, an extremely tall, burly fellow, with
the square head of a fairground strong man, was elbowing his
way through the knots of people, dragging the banker Steiner
along with him by the arm—a tiny little man, already pot-
bellied, with a round face fringed by a greying beard.

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

‘Oh, so that was her!’ exclaimed Steiner. ‘I thought it might
have been, but as I was going out as she was coming in, I only
caught a glimpse of her.’

Mignon was staring at the floor, nervously twisting a large
diamond ring round his finger. He’d realized that they were
referring to Nana. Then, as Boirdenave started giving a
description of his latest discovery which brought a glint into
the banker’s eye, he finally spoke out:

‘Oh, come on, my dear chap, she’s a slut! The public will
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send her packing on the spot . .. Steiner, old man, you know
my wife’s waiting for you in her dressing-room.’

He tried to get him away. Steiner was reluctant to leave
Bordenave. Behind them a queue of people were storming the
box-office and the hubbub of voices was growing louder and
louder, with the name ‘Nana’ providing a lively and
melodious refrain. The men stationed in front of the billboard
were spelling it out in full, while others mentioned it in
passing, with a questioning note; the women, smiling
uneasily, were whispering it quietly, with a look of surprise.
Nobody knew Nana. Where on earth had she sprung from?
People were telling each other stories. Jokes were being
exchanged in whispers. The name sounded endearing, it had a
nice familiar ring, everybody liked pronouncing it; merely
saying it made the crowd cheerful and sympathetically
inclined. Paris society was being gripped by a typically
feverish curiosity, a sudden, stupid craze. People couldn’t
wait to see Nana. One lady had the flounce of her dress ripped
off, a gentleman lost his hat.

‘Oh, you’re wanting to know far too much!” cried
Bordenave, besieged by a score of men asking for
information. ‘You’ll be seeing her...I’ve got to go, they
need me somewhere else!’

He slipped away, delighted at having fired his public’s
interest; Mignon shrugged his shoulders and reminded
Steiner that Rose was waiting to show him her first-act
costume. ,

‘Look, there’s Lucy getting out of her carriage’, said la
Faloise to Fauchery.

It was indeed Lucy Stewart, a plain little woman, about 40
years old, with too long a neck, a thin, drawn face, and thick
lips, but very charming, vivacious, and graceful. She had
brought Caroline Héquet and her mother along with her;
Caroline was beautiful; her mother looked like a highly
respectable stuffed owl.

‘Come and sit with us, I’ve booked an extra seat’, she said
to Fauchery.

‘Oh no, thanks very much’, he replied. ‘I suppose you want
me not to see what’s happening! I’ve got a seat in the stalls, I
prefer that.’
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Lucy was annoyed. Was he afraid to show himself with her
in public? Then she suddenly quietened down and changed
her tack.

‘Why didn’t you tell me you knew Nana?’

‘Nana? I’ve never even seen her!’

‘Are you telling the truth? Someone swore you’d been to
bed with her.’

But Mignon came up with his finger to his lips, warning
them to keep quiet, and in reply to Lucy’s query, pointed to a
young man going by and whispered:

‘Nana’s fancy man.’

They all looked at him: a nice chap. Fauchery recognized
him as Daguenet, who’d got through three hundred thousand
francs on women and was now dabbling in the Stock
Exchange so as to be able to offer them flowers and the odd
meal. Lucy thought he had wonderful eyes.

‘Ah, there’s Blanche!’ she cried. ‘She’s the one who told me
you’d been to bed with Nana.’

Blanche de Sivry, a strapping blonde, with pretty features,
showing signs of becoming rather blowzy, was coming in with
a slightly built man, very elegant and distinguished-looking.

‘Count Xavier de Vandeuvres’, whispered Fauchery into la
Faloise’s ear.

The count shook the journalist’s hand while Blanche and
Lucy launched into a lively altercation, blocking the way with
their heavily flounced dresses, one blue, the other pink. The
name ‘Nana’ was coming up in such shrill tones that people
started listening. Count de Vandeuvres took Blanche away;
but now curiosity had become even keener, and Nana’s name
was being taken up more and more loudly all round the foyer.
Weren’t they ever going to begin? Men were pulling out their
watches, late-comers were leaping out of their carriages even
before they stopped, groups of people were coming in from
outside where passers-by were craning their necks to look in
as they dawdled along the now-deserted stretch of pavement
under the glare of the gas-jets. A down-at-heel young tough
came up whistling, stopped at the entrance in front of a
poster, called out: ‘Olé Nana!’ in a husky, drunken voice, and
went swaying off along the boulevard. People laughed and
some very distinguished-looking gentlemen repeated: ‘Olé
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Nana!” There was a lot of jostling, a row broke out at the
ticket-office, the buzz of voices was becoming an uproar as, in
a heady wave of crude sensuality and stupidity typical of
crowds, everybody began clamouring for Nana to appear.

Above the babel of voices the bell started ringing and the
cry: ‘It’s the bell! It’s the bell!” even spread to the boulevard
outside. There was a general stampede, with everyone anxious
to get in; more attendants were fetched to check the tickets.
The worried Mignon at last managed to get hold of Steiner,
who hadn’t gone to look at Rose’s costume. At the first sound
of the bell, la Faloise had dashed off through the crowd,
dragging Fauchery with him, determined not to miss the
overture. Such eagerness on the part of the public annoyed
Lucy Stewart: how rude people were, pushing ladies about!
She waited till last, with Caroline Héquet and her mother.
The foyer was empty; in the background, the rumble on the
boulevard continued.

‘As if their shows were always funny’, Lucy kept saying as
they went upstairs.

Inside the auditorium, Fauchery and la Faloise stood in
front of their seats, once again looking round.

The theatre was ablaze with light. The gas-jets were now
full on, and the huge, glittering, crystal chandelier was
flooding the audience in a dazzling pink and yellow light from
the proscenium arch down to the pit. The deep red of the
seats had a silken shimmer, while the bright gleam of gilt was
toned down by the soft green of the decoration running along
under the garish ceiling paintings. The footlights were turned
up and suddenly the heavy, dark red curtain glowed with the
opulence of some fabulous palace, somewhat grander than the
peeling gilt stucco surrounds, where patches of bare plaster
could be seen. It was already hot. The musicians were tuning
up at their desks; the light trills of the flutes, the muffled
sighs of the horns, and the tuneful voice of the violins rose
above the increasing buzz of conversation. The audience were
all chatting, pushing, and settling down after the scramble for
their seats; In the corridors, a jostling mass of people was
jamming the doorways; the stream seemed endless. People
were waving to each other, dresses were being crumpled, the
parading skirts and hairstyles were interspersed with black



Chapter 1 9

frock-coats or tails. But the rows of seats were gradually filling
up; the eye was caught by a pale dress, a face with a delicate
profile bending forward, a flash of jewellery entwined in a
chignon. In one box, a patch of bare shoulder gleamed white
as silk. Other women were languidly fanning themselves,
casting glances over the hustle and bustle; smart young men
in low-cut waistcoats and with a gardenia in their buttonholes
had stationed themselves beside the orchestra, peering
through opera-glasses poised in their gloved fingertips. The
two cousins were looking for familiar faces. Mignon and
Steiner were together, side by side in a ground-floor box,
resting their wrists on the velvet-covered rails. Blanche de
Sivry seemed to have a stage box all to herself. But la Faloise
was particularly interested in Daguenet, who was in an
orchestra stall two rows in front of his own. Next to him sat a
very young man, 17 at the most, a schoolboy playing truant;
he had the look of a little cherub, with superb eyes which
were popping out of his head.

‘Who’s that lady in the dress circle?’ asked la Faloise sud-
denly. ‘The one with the girl in blue beside her.’

He pointed to a large, tightly corseted woman, whose hair,
once fair but now white, fell in a profusion of yellow-rinsed
girlish curls over her round, puffy face plastered with rouge.

“That’s Gaga’, Fauchery replied simply and as his cousin
appeared perplexed by the name, he added:

‘Don’t you know Gaga? . . . She was the darling of the early
thirties.* Now she lugs her daughter around with her all the
time.’

La Faloise didn’t look at the girl; he was thrilled by the
sight of Gaga and couldn’t take his eyes off her; he thought
she still looked wonderful, but was afraid to say so.

Meanwhile the leader of the orchestra was raising his bow
and the musicians launched into the overture. People were
still coming in, and the din and general commotion were
increasing. In this first-night audience, always full of the same
people, there were little private groups smilingly acknowledg-
ing each other, while the regular theatre-goers, still with their
hats on, were exchanging waves and nods, relaxed and very
much at home. This was Paris: the Paris of literature, finance,
and pleasure; lots of journalists, a few authors, stockbrokers,
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and more tarts than respectable women; a strangely mixed
bunch, comprising every kind of genius, tainted with every
kind of vice, with the same look of feverish excitement and
weariness painted on every face. In response to his cousin’s
questions, Fauchery pointed out the boxes occupied by news-
papermen and members of clubs, then told him the names
of the dramatic critics, one lean and shrivelled, with thin,
malicious lips, and one especially, fat and good-natured in
appearance, who was lolling against his neighbour’s shoulder,
an ingénue whom he was ogling with a loving, fatherly eye.

But seeing la Faloise bow to some people sitting in a box
facing the stage, Fauchery stopped in surprise:

‘Good Lord, do you know Count Muffat de Beuville?’ he
asked.

‘Oh, I’'ve known them for ages’, la Faloise replied. ‘The
Muffats own a property close to ours. I often go and see
them . .. The count’s with his wife and father-in-law, the
Marquis de Chouard.’

Flattered by his cousin’s surprise, he smugly enlarged on
the details: the marquis was a member of the Conseil d’Etat*
and the count had just been made the Empress’s chamberlain.
Fauchery had picked up his opera-glasses and was looking at
the countess, who was plump, with a fair skin, brown hair,
and fine dark eves.

‘You must introduce me in the interval’, he said finally.
‘I’ve already met the count but I’d like to be invited to their
Tuesday parties.’

The upper galleries yelled: ‘Quiet down there!” The over-
ture had begun, though people were still coming in. These
late-comers were forcing whole rows of spectators to stand up,
box-doors were being slammed, there were loud disputes in
the corridors. The continued chatter was like the busy chirp-
ing of noisy sparrows at dusk. It was chaotic, a confused
jumble of heads and waving arms, with some people sitting
down and making themselves comfortable, others stll stub-
bornly on their feet, determined to have one final look round.
From the obscure depths of the pit there came a violent call
to: ‘Sit down! Sit down!” A thrill had run through the house:
at last they were about to make the acquaintance of that
famous Nana, whom the whole of Paris had been talking
about for the last week!
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Gradually, apart from the odd raucous outburst, the talking
gently died down, and in the middle of this muffled murmur,
as the noise subsided to a whisper, the orchestra burst into a
lively sort of jig, a waltz with a rhythm as vulgar as a dirty
laugh. The audience, titillated, started to smile, while the
claque in the pit-stalls broke into wild applause. The curtain
was going up.

La Faloise was still chatting away: ‘I say, Lucy’s got a man
with her.’

He was looking at the dress-circle box on the right where
Caroline and Lucy were sitting in front. At the back could be
seen the dignified face of Caroline’s mother and the profile of
a tall, immaculately dressed young man with a superb mop of
blond hair.

‘Look’, la Faloise insisted again. ‘There’s a gentleman

there.’

Somewhat reluctantly Fauchery pointed his opera-glasses in
the direction of the box and immediately turned away.

‘Oh, it’s Labordette’, he said offhandedly, as if everyone
would consider it natural and of no importance for that man
to be there.

Behind them someone called out: ‘Be quiet!” They stopped
talking. From the stalls up to the top gallery the packed house
now sat motionless and upright, intent on the stage. The first
act of The Blonde Venus took place in Olympus, a pasteboard
Olympus with clouds as side-wings and Jupiter’s throne on
the right. First of all, Iris and Ganymede, attended by a choir
of celestial servants, had to sing a chorus whilst arranging the
seats for a meeting of the gods. Once more, paid clappers
broke into their planned round of applause; the general
public, still somewhat at sea, suspended their judgement.
However, la Faloise had clapped Clarisse Besnus, one of
Bordenave’s ‘little women’, who was taking the part of Iris,
dressed in a delicate blue costume with a broad, rainbow-
coloured scarf tied round her waist.

‘You know, in order to get into that dress, she’s had to
leave off her slip’, he said in a stage whisper. ‘We tried it on
this morning. . . . You could see her slip under her arms and
down her back.’

There was a fresh, stir in the audience: Rose Mignon had
just come on stage. She was Diana, and being dark and thin
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had neither the face nor the figure for the part, but her
adorably impish ugliness, so essentially Parisian, was
charming, a sort of parody of the character. The words of her
first song, in which she complained that Mars was on the
point of deserting her for Venus, were unbelievably silly, but
she sang them with such coyness and so many saucy
innuendoes that the public warmed to her. Her husband and
Steiner, sitting cheek by jowl, were tactfully laughing. And
the whole house exploded when the highly popular actor
Prulliére came on stage: he was Mars, a Mars straight out of
pantomime, dressed up as a general with a giant plume on his
helmet and wielding a sword which reached shoulder-high.
He’d had his bellyful of Diana; she fancied herself too much.
At this, Diana swore she’d keep a sharp eye on him and take
her revenge. Their duet ended with a comic yodelling song
which Prulliéere brought off hilariously, in a voice like a
squawling tom-cat, with the asinine self-satisfaction of a
juvenile lead conducting a torrid love affair, rolling
swashbuckling eyes in a way which brought high-pitched
laughter from the boxes.

After this the audience became lukewarm again: they found
the next scenes boring. Old Bosc, a moronic Jupiter with his
head squeezed into an immense crown, barely managed to
raise a smile in his domestic squabble with Juno over the
cook’s bill. The parade of gods and goddesses, Neptune,
Pluto, Minerva, and all the rest, almost wrecked the show;
the public was getting impatient; a sinister muttering was
slowly spreading through the house as people started to lose
interest and let their eyes wander round the theatre. Lucy was
laughing with Labordette; Count de Vandeuvres was craning
his neck behind Blanche’s plump shoulders; meanwhile
Fauchery was examining the Muffats out of the corner of his
eye: the count was looking solemn as if he didn’t know what
was happening, the countess had a vague smile on her face
and was gazing dreamily into space. But suddenly, at this
awkward moment, the claque began loudly clapping, in time,
like the rattle of gunfire. People looked towards the stage: was
it Nana at last? She was certainly taking her time!

But it was a deputation of mortals introduced by Ganymede
and Iris, respectable middle-class citizens, all deceived



Chapter 1 13

husbands coming to lay a complaint with the master of the
gods against Venus, who was making their wives far too
passionate. This chorus, sung in a mournful, simple tone, full
of hidden admissions, aroused great amusement. Some wit
made a comment which ran round the theatre—‘the cuckolds’
chorus’, and the remark stuck. People started shouting
‘Encore!’ The chorus had funny faces and really looked the
part, particularly one fat, moon-faced man. Meanwhile
Vulcan came in, furiously demanding to see his wife who
hadn’t been home for the last three days. The chorus took up
their refrain again, appealing to Vulcan, the King of the
Cuckolds. This character was played by Fontan, a vulgar
comedian, very clever and original, who lurched around
crazily like a village blacksmith, in a flaming red wig and with
bare arms tattooed with hearts pierced by arrows. In the
audience a female voice blurted out, very loudly, ‘What a
hideous man!” and the women all started laughing and
clapping.

There followed a scene which went on too long: Jupiter
spent ages assembling a meeting of the gods to put the
deceived husbands’ petition before them. And still no sign of
Nana! Were they keeping her just for the final curtain-call?
This long-awaited event had finally made the audience
irritable and the muttering started again.

“This looks ugly’, Mignon said delightedly. “There’s going
to be trouble, you’ll see.’

At that moment, the clouds at the back of the scene parted
and Venus appeared. Dressed as a goddess in a white tunic,
with her long blonde hair hanging completely loose over her
shoulders, Nana was very tall and sturdy for her eighteen
years. With complete self-assurance, she advanced laughing
towards the footlights and launched into her big aria: “When
Venus goes prowling at night . . ..

She had barely reached the second line before the audience
started exchanging glances. Was this a joke, one of
Bordenave’s calculated risks? They’d never heard a worse-
trained voice, nor one singing more out of tune. Her manager
had summed her up exactly: she sang like a corncrake. And
she didn’t even know how to hold herself on the stage—she
was flinging her arms about in front of herself and swaying in
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a way that seemed both graceless and inappropriate. Oohs and
ahs were coming from the pit and the cheaper seats, and
people began quietly hissing; then a cracked voice, like a
moulting cockerel’s, in the orchestra stalls called out
enthusiastically:

‘Fantastic!’

The whole house gaped. It was the cherub, the schoolboy
playing truant, with his eyes popping out of his head, his pale
face pink with excitement at the sight of Nana. Seeing
everybody looking at him, he went as red as a beetroot,
realizing that he’d spoken out loud without meaning to. His
neighbour Daguenet was examining him with a smile, and the
audience, disarmed, started laughing, no longer having any
thought of booing, while the smart young men in white
gloves, also carried away by Nana’s shapely curves, were
clapping ecstatically.

‘That’s right! Wonderful! Bravo!’

Seeing the audience laughing, Nana had begun to laugh
herself. The laughter became even louder. This splendid-
looking girl really was funny. When she laughed, a delicious
little dimple appeared under her chin. She stood waiting,
relaxed and quite unembarrassed, establishing immediate
contact with her audience; she seemed to be saying openly,
with a wink, that she’d got no talent at all but it didn’t
matter, she’d got something else. And making a sign to the
leader of the orchestra, as much as to say: ‘Let’s get going,
old boy!” she began her second verse: ‘At midnight Venus
passes by . . . .

It was the same vinegary little voice, but now it was
rubbing the audience the right way and occasionally making
them twitch. Nana was still laughing, her tiny red lips curling
in amusement and with a twinkle in her large, bright blue
eyes. In certain rather saucy passages her cheeks started to
glow and she tipped up her dainty little pink nose; her nostrils
were quivering. She continued to sway from side to side
because that was the only thing she knew how to do; but now
nobody found that at all ugly, far from it; the men were
peering through their opera-glasses. As she was reaching the
end of the song her voice gave out completely, and realizing
she’d never be able to finish it, quite unperturbed, she gave a
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sideways flick of her hip, so that the curve of her buttock
showed under the thin tunic and, leaning back, she held out
both arms, thrusting her breasts out towards the audience.
People started applauding, whereupon she quickly swung
round and moved upstage; from the back, her red hair looked
like the tawny mane of a wild animal. The applause became
frantic.

The end of the act was less exciting. Vulcan wanted to slap
Venus’s face. The gods held a meeting and decided that,
before satisfying the deceived husbands’ demands, they’d go
down and hold an enquiry on Earth. Overhearing Venus and
Mars flirting together, Diana swore she’d never let them out
of her sight throughout the whole trip. There was also a scene
where Cupid, played by a little girl of 12, kept replying: ‘Yes,
Mummy...No, Mummy...” to every question, In a
snivelling voice, at the same time sticking her finger up her
nose. Then Jupiter, behaving like an irate schoolmaster, shut
Cupid up in a dark cupboard, ordering him to conjugate the
verb ‘to love’ twenty times. The finale was more enjoyable:
accompanied by the orchestra with tremendous brio, the
whole company sang a final chorus. However, at the end, the
claque failed in its attempt to force a curtain-call; the audience
were already on their feet making for the exit, and as they
stumbled and jostled each other, jammed between the rows of
seats, they exchanged their impressions. The general verdict
was:

‘It’s idiotic!’

A critic was heard to say that they’d need to make a good
few cuts. Anyway, the play itself didn’t much matter: people
were above all talking about Nana. Fauchery and la Faloise
were among the first out, and in the stalls corridor they met
Steiner and Mignon. It was stifling in the passage, which was
lit by gas and as low and narrow as the gallery of a coal-mine.
They stood for a minute at the foot of the right-hand
staircase, protected by the curving handrail. The people from
the cheaper seats were steadily thudding their way down the
stairs in their heavy shoes; there was a constant stream of
white ties; meanwhile an attendant was trying hard to prevent
a chair which she’d piled up with clothes from being
overturned.
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‘I know her!’ exclaimed Steiner as soon as he saw Fauchery.
‘I’'m certain I’ve seen her somewhere ... At the Casino de
Paris,* I think it was, and she was picked up for being
drunk.’

‘Well, speaking for myself, I’m not sure’, said the
journalist. ‘I’m like you, I’ve certainly met her somewhere or
other.’

Lowering his voice he added with a laugh:

‘At Tricon’s place, perhaps?’

‘Hell, yes, in some sleazy dive or other’, Mignon exclaimed.
He seemed exasperated. ‘It’s disgusting for the public to give
that sort of reception to the first little slut that comes along.
Soon there’ll be no respectable actresses left... Yes, I’m
going to end up having to forbid Rose from appearing on the
stage . ..’

Fauchery couldn’t suppress a smile. Meanwhile the heavy
clatter of shoes coming down the stairs continued, and a little
man in a cloth cap was saying with a drawl:

‘My word, she’s a plump bit! . .. And tasty, too!

In the corridor, two young men with carefully frizzed hair,
very spruce in their butterfly collars, were quarrelling with
each other; one kept saying: ‘Loathsome! Loathsome!’
without explaining his reasons, the other kept replying;
‘Absolutely divine! Divine!’, similarly not bothering with any
arguments.

La Faloise thought she was very good, merely venturing the
opinion that she’d be better if she could do something about
her singing. Then Steiner, who’d stopped listening, seemed
suddenly to come to life. In any case, they’d have to wait; in
the remaining acts everything might go wrong, and while the
audience seemed quite well-disposed, they certainly weren’t
yet completely won over. Mignon was convinced the play
wouldn’t last out to the end, and as Fauchery and la Faloise
were leaving them to go up to the foyer he took Steiner’s arm
and, leaning on his shoulder, whispered into his ear:

‘My dear fellow, you’ll be seeing my wife’s costume in the
second act, it’s so sexy!’

Upstairs, the foyer was ablaze with the light of three
chandeliers. For a second the two cousins hesitated; the glass
‘doors were wide open and they could see the whole length of



Chapter 1 17

the gallery in which a heaving mass of faces was milling round
in two streams. However, they decided to venture in. Five or
six groups of men, talking very loudly and waving their arms
about, were resisting all the pushing and shoving; the others
were moving in lines, tapping their heels on the waxed
parquet flooring as they did a right-about turn. Between the
mottled marble columns on each side women were sitting on
long red-velvet seats, wearily watching the crowd flow past, as
if exhausted by the heat; their chignons were reflected in the
tall mirrors behind them. At the far end, in front of the
buffet, a man with a paunch was drinking a glass of cordial.

Meanwhile Fauchery had gone out on to the balcony in
search of fresh air. He was followed by la Faloise who had
been studying the framed photographs of actresses hanging
between the mirrors. The lights running along the front of the
theatre had just been put out; it was dark and very cool on the
balcony, which seemed to be empty. However, the glow of a
cigarette in the shadow of the right bay revealed a young man,
all alone, leaning over the balustrade, smoking. Fauchery
recognized Daguenet. They shook hands.

“What on earth are you doing out here, my dear chap?’ the
journalist asked. ‘Here you are, hiding yourself away when
you normally never leave the stalls on first nights.’

‘'m smoking, as you can see’, replied Daguenet.

Trying to embarrass him, Fauchery said:

‘Well, what do you think of our new star? . . . People don’t
seem all that enthusiastic, to judge by what I heard in the
corridor.’

‘Oh, that’ll be men whom she’s turned down’, muttered
Daguenet.

That was the only verdict he passed on Nana’s acting
ability. La Faloise was leaning over, looking down into the
boulevard. Opposite, he could see the brightly lit windows of
a hotel and a club; down below there was a dark mass of
customers sitting at the tables on the terrace of the Café de
Madrid; and in spite of the late hour the pavements were
packed, people were picking their way along with tiny steps,
and a constant stream was coming out of the Jouffroy Arcade;
pedestrians were having to wait five minutes to cross the road
because of the long queue of carriages.
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‘What a scramble! And what a din!’ la Faloise was saying;
Paris still amazed him.

A bell started to ring; the foyer emptied. People were
hurrying down the corridors; many were still coming in after
the curtain had gone up, to the annoyance of those already in
their seats. There was an air of eager expectancy. The first
thing la Faloise did was to look at Gaga, but to his surprise
she had been joined by the tall fair-haired man who’d
previously been in Lucy’s box.

‘What’s that man’s name again?’ he asked.

Fauchery couldn’t see him properly.

‘Oh yes, that’s Labordette’, he said eventually, with the
same unconcern as before.

The set for the second act was a surprise: it was Shrove
Tuesday in The Black Ball, a low dance-hall in the seedy
outskirts of Paris. Masked revellers were singing a sort of
roundelay and tap-dancing to the refrain. The audience found
this unexpected glimpse of low life amusing, and demanded
an encore of the song. This was the place where the gods,
misled by Iris, who’d boasted quite falsely that she knew the
Earth, had come to conduct their investigation. To keep their
incognito, they’d disguised themselves. Jupiter appeared as
King Dagobert,* with his breeches on back-to-front and
wearing a huge tin crown. Phoebus was the Postilion of
Longjumeau,* and Minerva a wet-nurse from Normandy.
Wearing an outlandish Swiss admiral’s uniform, Mars was
greeted by hoots of laughter which took on a very offensive
tone when Neptune shuffled in, dressed in a workman’s
smock and matching tall puffed cap and slippers, with his
temples plastered with kiss-curls, and smirking in an oily
voice: ‘What are you on about? When you’re a good-looking
man, it’s wrong not to let ’em love you!” There were a few
shocked exclamations and the ladies tried to hide their faces
behind their fans. In her stage box Lucy was laughing so
loudly that Caroline Héquet had to give her a tap with her fan
to restrain her.

From this moment on, the play had no further fears; it was .
well on its way to becoming a great success. This carnival of
the gods in which Olympus was dragged through the mud and
the poetry and religion of an entire civilization was made fun
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of, was seen as a delicious treat. These intellectual first-
nighters were beginning to revel in this avalanche of
irreverence; legendary figures were being kicked around,
images of antiquity were being smashed. Jupiter was a bit of a
mug, Mars was weak in the head. Royalty was being turned
into farce and the army was just one big joke. When Jupiter
suddenly fell for a little laundress and started strumming a
wild can-can, Simonne, who was taking the part, kicked her
foot up under the nose of the master of the gods and
addressed him in such a comical voice as ‘my big Daddy!’ that
the audience went into fits of laughter. While they were
dancing, Phoebus was buying Minerva one salad bowl after
another of mulled wine, and Neptune was lording it over
seven or eight women who were stuffing him with cakes.
People were picking up all sorts of innuendoes, adding their
own smutty comments, while perfectly innocent expressions
were being deliberately misinterpreted by interjections from
the stalls. The public hadn’t been able to wallow in such
stupid impudence for ages. They felt refreshed.

However, in the midst of all this crazy by-play the action
was proceeding. Vulcan, dressed as a dashing young fellow in
the height of fashion, all in yellow, with yellow gloves and
complete with monocle, was continuing to pursue Venus, who
finally came on stage as a fishwife with a handkerchief tied
round her head, her breasts bursting out of her dress and
covered in masses of gold jewellery. She had such a white
skin, she was so plump, such an absolute natural for this
broad-beamed loud-mouthed character, that she immediately
won over the whole house. She outshone Rose Mignon, a
delicious baby, with a wicker head-pad* and short muslin
dress, who warbled Diana’s grievances in her charming
melodious voice. But the other woman, this strapping young
wench who kept slapping her thighs and cackling like a hen,
exuded an exuberant, overpowering sex-appeal that
intoxicated the audience. By this second act she’d already got
them eating out of her hand whatever she did, singing out of
tune, holding herself awkwardly, forgetting her lines; all she
needed to do was to turn round and laugh and people would
cheer. Each time she gave her famous flick of the hips the
stalls went into a frenzy, and the excitement was spreading
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upwards from one gallery to another, right up to the gods.
When she took over the orchestra, she received a magnificent
ovation. With her hand on her hip, she was really at home
with her Venus—in the gutter and all set to walk the streets.
And the music was just right for her vulgar voice, with its
echoes of trashy fairground music, its snorting clarinets and
squeaky piccolos.

Two more pieces were encored. The waltz from the
overture, with the saucy rhythm, reappeared and captivated
the gods. Dressed as a farmer’s wife, Juno caught Jupiter
red-handed with his little laundress and smacked his face.
Diana overheard Venus making a date with Mars and quickly
told Vulcan the time and place; he cried: ‘I’ve got a plan!’
The rest seemed rather obscure. The enquiry ended in a final
galop, at the end of which, having lost his crown and his
breath and dripping with sweat, Jupiter declared that the little
women on earth were delightful and that the men were
entirely to blame.

As the curtain fell, there were deafening calls for the whole
cast, even louder than the cheers.

So the curtain was raised again and the actors and actresses
came on holding hands, with Nana and Rose Mignon in
the middle, bowing together. People were clapping, the
claque were screaming: ‘Bravo! Bravo!’ Then one half of the
audience slowly went out.

‘I must go and pay my respects to Countess Muffat’, said la
Faloise.

‘Right you are, and you can introduce me’, said Fauchery.
‘We can go downstairs in a minute.’

But it wasn’t easy to get to the dress-circle boxes. The
upstairs corridor was packed. To make any progress between
the knots of people you had to slip sideways and elbow your
way through. Leaning against the wall under a brass gas-
lamp, the stout critic was passing judgement on the play to a
circle of eager listeners. People were whispering his name to
each other as they went by. In the corridor, it was being said
that he’d been laughing throughout the whole act; however,
he was now talking about good taste and morality, and adopt-
ing a very strait-laced attitude. Further on, the thin-lipped
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critic was being very benevolent, with a sting in the tail, like
the aftertaste of sour milk.

Fauchery was peering into the boxes through the round
hatch in their doors when the Count de Vandeuvres stopped
him to ask whom he was looking for. They told him that
they were going to call on the Muffats, and he pointed to
Box Seven, which he’d just left. Then he whispered in the
journalist’s ear:

‘I say, old man, that Nana must be the girl we saw one
night on the corner of the Rue de Provence.’*

‘Good Lord, you’re right!” exclaimed Fauchery. ‘I've been
saying I knew her!’

La Faloise introduced his cousin to Count Muffat de
Beuville, who greeted him very distantly. But, hearing
Fauchery’s name, the countess had looked up; she volun-
teered a discreet compliment on his articles in the Figaro. She
was resting her elbows on the velvet-covered rail, and the
movement of her shoulders as she half turned was charming.
They chatted for a moment and the subject of the World Fair
came up.

‘It’s going to be very fine’, the count said; his square face
with its regular features bore a fixed expression of official
solemnity. ‘I visited the Champs-de-Mars today and I came
away very greatly impressed.’

‘People are saying it certainly won’t be ready on time’, said
la Faloise, tentatively. ‘There’s been some mix-up ...’

The count’s stern voice cut him short.

‘It will be ready. The Emperor insists that it must be.’

Fauchery gave a lively account of nearly ending up in the
aquarium, at that moment under construction, one day when
he was visiting the site in search of a subject for an article.
The countess was smiling. Now and again she would look
down into the auditorium, lifting one of her arms in their
white, elbow-length gloves and fanning herself more slowly.
The almost empty house was half-asleep; in the stalls, a few
gentlemen had opened newspapers; women were relaxing
while their friends greeted them as if in their own homes.
Under the chandelier, whose light had been dimmed by the
fine dust-haze raised by the scramble during the interval, the
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only sound was the gentle murmur of well-bred voices. Men
were crowding into the doorways to look at the women who’d
remained in their seats, and as they stood there motionless,
craning their necks, their shirt-fronts looked like large white
hearts.

‘We’ll be expecting to see you next Tuesday’, the countess
said to la Faloise.

And she invited Fauchery, who accepted with a bow. No
one said anything about the play; Nana’s name was never
mentioned. The count maintained the frigid, dignified
attitude that you might see at a sitting of the Legislative
Body. He explained their presence at the performance merely
by saying that his father-in-law liked going to the theatre. The
Marquis de Chouard had gone outside to make room for the
callers; the door had been left open and he was standing
there, a tall, erect old gentleman with a pale fleshy face under
his broad-brimmed hat, following the passing women with his
bleary gaze.

As soon as he’d received his invitation Fauchery took his
leave, feeling that any mention of the play would be out of
place. La Faloise followed; he’d just caught sight of the
fair-haired Labordette in the Count de Vandeuvres’ stage box,
looking very much at home, in close conversation with
Blanche de Sivry.

‘Well, well!” he said when he’d caught up with his cousin.
‘Does this man Labordette know all the women? He’s with
Blanche now.’

‘But of course he knows them all’, retorted Fauchery
calmly. ‘Where have you been all this time, old chap?’

The corridor was rather quieter. Fauchery was just about to
go downstairs when Lucy called out to him; she was standing
in her stage-box doorway, right at the end. It was boiling in
there, she said; she was blocking the whole passage, together
with Caroline Héquet and her mother, nibbling sugar
almonds. An attendant was chatting with them in a motherly
sort of way. Lucy had a bone to pick with the journalist: how
charming of him to call on other women and not even bother
to come and ask if they’d like a drink!

Then, changing the subject:

‘You know, my dear, I think Nana’s very good.’
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She wanted him to stay in their box for the last act, but he
managed to slip away, promising to pick them up in the lobby
after the show. He went downstairs with la Faloise and they
lit up their cigarettes in front of the theatre. A long stream of
men had come down the front steps and gathered in a solid
mass, blocking the pavement and breathing in the cool night
air amid the hustle and bustle of the boulevard, which was
now dying down.

Meanwhile Mignon had just dragged Steiner over to the
Café des Variétés. Seeing Nana’s success, he’d begun to talk
about her with enthusiasm, carefully noting the banker’s
reactions out of the corner of his eye. He knew his man,
having twice helped him to deceive Rose and then, when the
whim had passed, brought him, faithful and repentant, back
into the fold. There were too many people crammed round
the cafe’s marble-topped tables; some were gulping down
their drinks on their feet; and this solid mass of faces was
reflected to infinity in the large mirrors which made the
narrow room look immense, with its three chandeliers, its
imitation-leather seats, and its spiral staircase draped in red.
Steiner went over to a table in the front room, open to the
boulevard, whose doors had been removed rather too early for
the time of year. As Fauchery and la Faloise were going by,
the banker stopped them:

‘Come and join us for a beer.’

But he had something on his mind: he wanted a bunch of
flowers to be thrown to Nana. Eventually he called over one
of the waiters, whom he addressed familiarly as Auguste.
Mignon was listening and watching him like a hawk, so that
he became embarrassed and stammered:

“Two bouquets, Auguste, and give them to an attendant,
one for each of the leading ladies, at a suitable moment, tell
her.’

At the other end of the room, a prostitute, 18 years old at
the most, was sitting motionless in front of an empty glass,
leaning her head back against the frame of a mirror, as if
numbed by a leng and fruitless wait. Her face, with its frank,
velvety soft eyes, looked virginal under her mop of naturally
curly, ash-blonde hair. She was wearing a faded green silk
dress; her round hat had suffered from being knocked about;
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in the chilly night air, she looked as pale as a ghost.

‘Well, well, there’s Satin’, murmured Fauchery.

La Faloise asked about her. Oh, only a little boulevard
whore, nothing more. But she was such an amusing little
floozy that it was fun to get her talking. And raising his voice,
the journalist called out:

‘Hi, Satin, what are you doing there?’

‘Getting pissed off’, Satin replied calmly, without moving.

Charmed by this response, the four men burst out
laughing.

Mignon kept reassuring them that there was no need to
rush: the set of the third act would take twenty minutes to
erect. However, having drunk their beers, the two cousins
were keen to go back in; they were feeling the cold. Mignon
remained alone with Steiner. He leaned forward with his
elbows on the table and looked him in the face.

‘OK? We’ll go up and see her and I’ll introduce her, fair
enough? . . . This is between us two, of course. No need for
my wife to know anything.’

When they got back to their seats Fauchery noticed a
pretty, modestly dressed woman sitting in the second-tier
boxes. She was with a serious-looking gentleman, a head of
department in the Ministry of the Interior, whom la Faloise
knew through meeting him at the Muffats. Fauchery thought
she was called Madame Robert, a respectable lady who never
had more than one lover at a time, and he was always
respectable, too.

But they had to turn round; Daguenet was smiling at them.
Now that Nana had scored a triumph, he was no longer
lurking; in fact, he’d just been enjoying his own triumph in
the corridor. Beside him the young truant, completely
overcome with admiration for Nana, hadn’t left his seat. Ah,
that’s what people mean when they talk of a real woman! He
was going very red and he kept mechanically pulling on and
taking off his gloves. Then, hearing his neighbour mention
Nana, he ventured to ask:

‘Excuse me sir, do you know that lady who’s acting?’

‘Yes, a little’, Daguenet replied uncertainly, surprised by
the question.

‘So you’ve got her address?’
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The bluntness of the question tempted Daguenet to slap his
face.

‘No, I haven’t!” he replied sharply and turned his back.

Realizing he’d committed a breach of good manners, in his
dismay the fair-haired boy went even redder.

The three knocks announced the beginning of the act.
Laden with furs and overcoats, the attendants were insisting
on returning them to the people coming back to their seats.
The claque applauded the set, a grotto on Mount Etna, deep
in a silver-mine, with walls gleaming like coins fresh from the
mint; at the back, Vulcan’s forge looked like a setting star.
During the second scene Diana had come to an arrangement
with the god, who was to pretend to be going away on a trip
in order to leave the coast clear for Venus and Mars. No
sooner had he left than Venus appeared. A thrill ran through
the audience. Nana was naked, naked and unashamed,
serenely confident in the irresistible power of her young flesh,
her well-rounded shoulders, her firm breasts with their hard,
erect, pink nipples which seemed to be stabbing at the
audience, her broad hips rolling and swaying voluptuously,
her plump golden thighs. Covered by a simple veil, her whole
body could be seen, or imagined, by all through the
diaphanous, white, frothy gauze. It was Venus being born out
of the waves, hidden only by her hair. And when she lifted
her arms, in the glare of the footlights you could glimpse the
golden hair in her armpits. Now there was no clapping, and
no one thought of laughing. The men had a strained, earnest
look on their faces; their nostrils were taut, their mouths
parched and burning. It was as if the softest of breezes had
passed through, full of secret menace. This good-natured girl
had suddenly become a disturbing woman offering frenzied
sexuality and the arcane delights of lust. Nana was still
smiling, but it was the mocking smile of a man-eater.

‘Jesus!’ said Fauchery simply, turning to la Faloise.

Meanwhile Mars, complete with plume, had rushed round
to his rendezvous and found himself with two goddesses on
his hands. Prulliére played this scene very cleverly; while
Diana made up to him in one final attempt before handing
him over to Vulcan, Venus, stimulated by the presence of her
rival, tried to get round him; he surrendered to all these
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advances with the smugness of a fighting cock. The scene
ended in a grand trio, and it was at that moment that an
attendant appeared in Lucy Stewart’s box and flung two huge
bouquets of white lilac on to the stage. The audience
applauded, Nana and Rose took a bow while Prulliere picked
up the two bunches of flowers. Some people in the stalls
turned with a smile to look at Mignon’s and Steiner’s box; the
banker had gone purple, and his chin was jerking convulsively
as if he had something stuck in his throat.

What now followed riveted the spellbound audience: Diana
had flounced off in a fury and Venus immediately summoned
Mars to join her where she was sitting on a mossy bank.
Never before had such a daringly erotic seduction scene been
put on the stage: putting her arms round Prulliére’s neck,
Nana was pulling him closer when Fontan appeared at the
back of the grotto comically mimicking the fury of a husband
outraged at catching his wife flagrante delicto. He was holding
his famous net of iron-mail, which he swung for a second
round his head like a fisherman and skilfully trapped them,
leaving them unable to move in their close embrace.

A murmur spread through the house like a rising wind. A
few people clapped and every opera-glass was focused on
Venus. Gradually Nana had asserted her domination over the
audience and now she held every man at her mercy. She was
like an animal on heat whose ruttishness had permeated the
whole theatre. Her slightest movement aroused lust; a jerk of
her little finger was sexy. Men were leaning forward with their
backs twitching, as if their nerves were being vibrated by
invisible violin bows, the warm breath of some mysterious
woman was straying over the napes of their necks and set-
ting the wisps of hair quivering. Fauchery could see the
truant schoolboy half out of his seat with excitement. Out
of curiosity he looked at the Count de Vandeuvres, white-
faced and tight-lipped, and at the corpulent Steiner, whose
apoplectic face seemed ready to burst; at Labordette, who was
peering through his opera-glasses with the surprised look of a
horse-dealer admiring a perfect mare; Daguenet whose ears
were blood-red and trembling with delight. Then it occurred
to him to take a glance over his shoulder, and he was amazed
by what he saw in the Muffats’ box: behind the pale, earnest
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face of the countess, Muffat was standing open-mouthed, his
cheeks mottled with purple spots, while next to him in the
shadow the bleary eyes of the Marquis de Chouard had turned
into two phosphorescent cat’s eyes speckled with gold. People
were gasping, their hair was sticky with sweat. They’d been
there for three hours, and the atmosphere was stuffy from
their breath and the smell of their bodies. In the glare of the
gas-jets you could see a thick haze of dust hovering under the
chandelier. The whole house was in a trance, their heads were
reeling from weariness and excitement, in the grip of that
sleepy sort of lust that comes in inarticulate gasps from lovers’
beds in the middle of the night. And facing this ecstatic
audience of fifteen hundred people, all crammed together and
overcome by the exhaustion and nervous prostration inevit-
able at the end of any show, Nana’s body, as smooth and
white as marble, was all-conquering, her sexuality powerful
enough to destroy all these people and remain unscathed.

The operetta was drawing to an end. In response to
Vulcan’s triumphant call, the whole of Olympus paraded
in front of the lovers, with many ‘ohs’ and ‘ahs’, full of
amazement and suggestive undertones. Jupiter was heard to
say: ‘My son, I consider it frivolous of you to invite us to
come and look at this!” Then there was a swing in favour of
Venus. The chorus of cuckolds, once again introduced by
Iris, beseeched the master of the gods not to accede to their
request; now that their wives were at home all the time,
life was becoming impossible for them; they preferred to be
happy cuckolds; this was the moral of the comedy. So Venus
was set free, Vulcan was granted a separation, and Mars went
back to Diana. In order to have some peace at home, Jupiter
sent his little laundress off into a constellation. And Cupid
was finally let out of his dungeon, where instead of conjugat-
ing the verb to love he’d been making paper hats. The curtain
fell on an apotheosis, with the chorus of cuckolds on their
knees singing a hymn of praise to Venus, smiling and more
splendid than ever in her captivating nakedness.

The public were already on their feet making for the doors.
The authors were acknowledged and there were two curtain-
calls, amid thunderous applause and frenzied cries for Nana
from all round the theatre. Then, even before everyone had
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left, the house was plunged into darkness; the footlights went
out, the chandelier was lowered, long, grey canvas covers slid
out from the proscenium and hid the gilt of the galleries. The
warm, noisy hall fell into a heavy sleep amid a rising, musty
smell of dust. At the edge of her box, wrapped in her furs,
Countess Muffat was standing, very upright, looking into the
darkness and waiting for the crowd to disperse.

In the corridors, the frantic cloakroom attendants were
being jostled amidst piles of clothes that had fallen on the
floor. Fauchery and la Faloise had hurried away to watch the
people coming out. Men were standing along the walls of the
entrance-lobby, while two solid, endless streams of people
were slowly and steadily making their way down the double
staircase. Steiner had been carried off by Mignon, who was
amongst the first to get away. Count de Vandeuvres went off,
giving his arm to Blanche de Sivry. For a moment Gaga and
her daughter seemed embarrassed, but Labordette quickly
went to find them a carriage and politely closed the door after
they’d got in. Daguenet was nowhere to be seen. As the
schoolboy cherub, red in the face and determined to wait
outside the stage-door, made a dash for the Passage des
Panoramas, where he found the entrance locked, Satin, who
was standing on the pavement, brushed against him with her
skirt; he abruptly refused and disappeared despairingly into
the crowd, his eyes full of tears of frustrated desire. Some of
the audience were lighting up cigars and going off humming:
‘When Venus goes prowling at night.” Satin had gone away to
the Café des Variétés, where Auguste was ietting her help
herself to the lumps of sugar left by the customers. Finally, a
large man who’d come out in a state of considerable elation
went off with her along the dark boulevard, which had
gradually gone to sleep.

There were, however, still people coming down. La Faloise
was waiting for Clarisse. Fauchery had promised to pick up
Lucy Stewart with Caroline Héquet and her mother. They
appeared laughing loudly and occupying one whole corner of
the entrance hall, just as the Muffats came past with an icy
look. Bordenave had at that same moment come out of a little
door and was making Fauchery promise to produce a notice of
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the play. He was sweating and beaming, as though intoxicated
by his success.

‘You’re all set for two hundred performances’, said la
Faloise, trying to be friendly. ‘The whole of Paris will be
queuing up to come to your theatre.’

But jerking his chin angrily towards the public cramming
into the entrance hall, a bustling mob of men with dry lips
and bloodshot eyes, still helplessly enthralled by Nana,
Bordenave shouted fiercely:

‘I told you to call it my knocking shop, you obstinate

bugger!’
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IT was ten o’clock the following morning and Nana was still
asleep. She occupied the second floor of a large new house in
Boulevard Haussmann which the owner was letting to single
ladies until the plaster had dried out. She’d been set up there
by a Moscow business man who’d come to spend the winter in
Paris and had paid six months rent in advance. The flat was
far too big for her and had never been completely furnished;
the flashy, opulent, gilt chairs and console tables formed a
violent contrast to the second-hand junk, mahogany pedestal
tables and zinc candelabra pretending to be Florentine
bronze. The whole thing had the feel of a little tart who’d
been abruptly dropped by her first genuine protector then left
to fall back on lovers of dubious character; a tricky start
which had gone off the rails, made worse by shortage of cash
and threats of expulsion.

Nana was lying on her stomach, her face pale with sleep
buried in the pillow which she was clutching between her bare
arms. The bedroom and dressing-room were the only two
rooms decently decorated, by a local paper-hanger. There was
a glimmer of light coming under the curtain, and you could
pick out the Brazilian rosewood and the grey figured damask
with the large blue floral design of the hangings and chairs.
The atmosphere was stuffy and drowsy; Nana woke with a
start, as if surprised to find an empty space beside her. She
looked at the second pillow lying next to her own, still dented
from someone’s head in the middle of the lace edging. She
fumbled for the electric bell at the bed-head.

‘Has he gone?” she asked the chambermaid when she
appeared.

‘Yes, madam, Monsieur Paul left not ten minutes
ago...As madam was tired he didn’t want to wake her up.
But he asked me to tell madam that he’d be coming
tomorrow.’

While talking, Zoé was opening the shutters. Daylight
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streamed in. Zoé was very dark, with her hair parted down
the middle and small coils over her ears; she had a long face
like a dog’s, livid and bearing scarmarks, a flat nose, thick
lips, and restless black eyes.

“Tomorrow? Tomorrow?’ repeated Nana, not yet properly
awake. ‘Is that his day tomorrow?’

‘Oh yes, ma’am, Monsieur Paul has always come on
Wednesdays.’

‘Oh no, I've just remembered!’ cried the young woman,
sitting up. ‘It’s all been changed, I wanted to tell him about it
this morning . . . He’d meet up with my wog. We’d have a
dreadful row!’

‘M