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Introduction
by Havelock Ellis

‘Germinal’ was published in 1885, after occupying Zola during
the previous year. In accordance with his usual custom—but to a
greater extent than with any other of his books except La Débacle—
he accumulated material beforehand. For six months he travelled
about the coal-mining district in northern France and Belgium, es-
pecially the Borinage around Mons, note-book in hand. ‘He was
inquisitive, was that gentleman’, miner told Sherard who visited
the neighbourhood at a later period and found that the miners in
every village knew Germinal. That was a tribute of admiration the
book deserved, but it was never one of Zola’s most popular novels;
it was neither amusing enough nor outrageous enough to attract
the multitude.

Yet Germinal occupies a place among Zola’s works which is con-
stantly becoming more assured, so that to some critics it even be-
gins to seem the only book of his that in the end may survive. In his
own time, as we know, the accredited critics of the day could find
no condemnation severe enough for Zola. Brunetiére attacked him
perpetually with a fury that seemed inexhaustible; Schérer could
not even bear to hear his name mentioned; Anatole France, though
he lived to relent, thought it would have been better if he had never
been born. Even at that time, however, there were critics who in-
clined to view Germinal more favourably. Thus Faguet, who was
the recognized academic critic of the end of the last century, while
he held that posterity would be unable to understand how Zola

that that would be the great blow—to organize quietly, to know one
another, to unite in associations when the laws would permit it;
then, on the morning when they felt their strength, and millions
of workers would be face to face with a few thousand idlers, to
take the power into their own hands and become the masters. Ah!
what a reawakening of truth and justice! The sated and crouching
god would at once get his death-blow, the monstrous idol hidden in
the depths of his sanctuary, in that unknown distance where poor
wretches fed him with their flesh without ever having seen him.

But Etienne, leaving the Vandame road, now came on to the
paved street. On the right he saw Montsou, which was lost in
the valley. Opposite were the ruins of the Voreux, the accursed
hole where three pumps worked unceasingly. Then there were the
other pits at the horizon, the Victoire, Saint-Thomas, Feutry-Cantel;
while, towards the north, the tall chimneys of the blast furnaces, and
the batteries of coke ovens, were smoking in the transparent morn-
ing air. If he was not to lose the eight o’clock train he must hasten,
for he had still six kilometres before him.

And beneath his feet, the deep blows, those obstinate blows of the
pick, continued. The mates were all there; he heard them following
him at every stride. Was not that Maheude beneath the beetroots.
with bent back and hoarse respiration accompanying the rumble of
the ventilator? To left, to right, farther on, he seemed to recognize
others beneath the wheatfields, the hedges, the young trees. Now
the April sun, in the open sky, was shining in his glory, and warm-
ing the pregnant earth. From its fertile flanks life was leaping out,
buds were bursting into green leaves, and the fields were quivering
with the growth of the grass. On every side seeds were swelling,
stretching out, cracking the plain, filled by the need of heat and
light. An overflow of sap was mixed with whispering voices, the
sound of the germs expanding in a great kiss. Again and again, more
and more distinctly, as though they were approaching the soil, the
mates were hammering. In the fiery rays of the sun on this youthful
morning the country seemed full of that sound. Men were spring-
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and the blood of the empire, too, would flow from that incurable
wound. And if the industrial crisis was drawing to an end, if the
workshops were opening again one by one, a state of war was no
less declared, and peace was henceforth impossible. The colliers had
reckoned up their men; they had tried their strength, with their cry
for justice arousing the workers all over France. Their defeat, there-
fore, reassured no one. The Montsou bourgeois, in their victory, felt
the vague uneasiness that arses on the morrow of a strike, looking
behind them to see if their end did not lie inevitably over there, in
spite of all beyond that great silence. They understood that the rev-
olution would be born again unceasingly, perhaps tomorrow, with
a general strike—the common understanding of all workers having
general funds, and so able to hold out for months, eating their own
bread. This time push only had been given to a ruinous society, but
they had heard the rumbling beneath their feet, and they felt more
shocks arising, and still more, until the old edifice would be crushed,
fallen in and swallowed, going down like the Voreux to the abyss.
Etienne took the Joiselle road, to the left. He remembered that
he had prevented the band from rushing on to Gaston-Marie. Afar,
in the clear sky he saw the steeples of several pits—Mirou to the
right, Madeleine and Crévecoeur side by side. Work was going on
everywhere; he seemed to be able to catch the blows of the pick at
the bottom of the earth, striking now from one end of the plain to
the other, one blow, and another blow, and yet more blows, beneath
the fields and roads and villages which were laughing in the light,
all the obscure labour of the underground prison, so crushed by the
enormous mass of the rocks that one had to know it was underneath
there to distinguish its great painful sigh. And he now thought that,
perhaps, violence would not hasten things. Cutting cables, tearing
up rails, breaking lamps. what a useless task it was! It was not worth
while for three thousand men to rush about in a devastating band
doing that. He vaguely divined that lawful methods might one day
be more terrible. His reason was ripening, he had sown the wild
oats of his spite. Yes, Maheude had well said, with her good sense,
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could ever have been popular, yet recognized him as in Germinal
the heroic representative of democracy, incomparable in his power
of describing crowds, and he realized how marvellous is the conclu-
sion of this book.

To-day, when critics view Zola In the main with indifference
rather than with horror, although he still retains his popular favour,
the distinction of Germinal is yet more clearly recognized. Seilliere,
while regarding the capitalistic conditions presented as now of an
ancient and almost extinct type, yet sees Germinal standing out
as ‘the poem of social mysticism’, while André Gide, a completely
modern critic who has left a deep mark on the present generation,
observes somewhere that it may nowadays cause surprise that he
should refer with admiraton to Germinal, but it is a masterly book
that fills him with astonishment; he can hardly believe that it was
written in French and still less that it should have been written in
any other language; it seems that it should have been created in
some international tongue.

The high place thus claimed for Germinal will hardly seem exag-
gerated. The book was produced when Zola had at length achieved
the full mastery of his art and before his hand had, as in his latest
novels, begun to lose its firm grasp. The subject lent itself, more-
over, to his special aptitude for presenting in vivid outline great
human groups, and to his special sympathy with the collective emo-
tions and social aspirations of such groups. We do not, as so often
in Zola’s work, become painfully conscious that he is seeking to
reproduce aspects of life with which he is imperfectly acquainted,
or fitting them into scientific formulas which he has imperfectly
understood. He shows a masterly grip of each separate group, and
each represents some essential element of the whole; they are har-
moniously balanced, and their mutual action and reaction leads on
inevitably to the splendid tragic dose, with yet its great promise for
the future. I will not here discuss Zola’s literary art (I have done so
in my book of Affirmations); it is enough to say that, though he was
not a great master of style, Zola never again wrote so finely as here.
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A word may be added to explain how this translation fell to the
lot of one whose work has been in other fields. In 1893 the late A.
Texeira de Mattos was arranging for private issue a series of com-
plete versions of some of Zola’s chief novels and offered to assign
Germinal to me. My time was taken up with preliminary but as yet
unfruitful preparation for what I regarded as my own special task
in life, and I felt that I must not neglect the opportunity of spend-
ing my spare time in making a modest addition to my income. My
wife readily fell into the project and agreed, on the understanding
that we shared the proceeds, to act as my amanuensis. So, in the
little Cornish cottage over the sea we then occupied, the evenings
of the early months of 1894 were spent over Germinal, I translat-
ing aloud, and she with swift efficient untiring pen following, now
and then bettering my English dialogue with her pungent wit. In
this way I was able to gain a more minute insight into the details
of Zola’s work, and a more impressive vision of the massive struc-
ture he here raised, than can easily be acquired by the mere reader.
That joint task has remained an abidingly pleasant memory. It is,
moreover, a satisfaction to me to know that I have been responsi-
ble, however inadequately, for the only complete English version
of this wonderful book, ‘a great fresco, as Zola himself called it, a
great prose epic, as it has seemed to some, worthy to compare with
the great verse epics of old.

Havelock Ellis.

in which humanity could be dipped afresh. He already saw himself
in the tribune, triumphing with the people, if the people did not
devour him.

The loud song of a lark made him look up towards the sky. Lit-
tle red clouds, the last vapours of the night, were melting in the
limpid blue; and the vague faces of Souvarine and Rasseneur came
to his memory. Decidedly, all was spoilt when each man tried
to get power for himself. Thus that famous International which
was to have renewed the world had impotently miscarried, and its
formidable army had been cut up and crumbled away from internal
dissensions. Was Darwin right, then, and the world only a battle-
field, where the strong ate the weak for the sake of the beauty and
continuance of the race? This question troubled him, although he
settled it like a man who is satisfied with his knowledge. But one
idea dissipated his doubts and enchanted him—that of taking up his
old explanation of the theory the first time that he should speak. If
any class must be devoured, would not the people, still new and
full of life, devour the middle class, exhausted by enjoyment? The
new society would arise from new blood. And in this expectation
of an invasion of barbarians, regenerating the old decayed nations,
reappeared his absolute faith in an approaching revolution, the real
one—that of the workers—the fire of which would inflame this cen-
tury’s end with that purple of the rising sun which he saw like blood
on the sky. He still walked, dreaming, striking his dog-wood stick
against the flints on the road, and when he glanced around him
he recognized the various places. Just there, at the Fourche-aux-
Boeufs, he remembered that he had taken command of the band
that morning when the pits were sacked. Today the brutish, deathly,
ill-paid work was beginning over again. Beneath the earth, down
there at seven hundred metres, it seemed to him he heard low, reg-
ular, continuous blows; it was the men he had just seen go down,
the black workers, who were hammering in their silent rage. No
doubt they were beaten. They had left their dead and their money on
the field; but Paris would not forget the volleys fired at the Voreux,

529



Then Etienne left the pit. Below, beneath the screening-shed, he
noticed a creature seated on the earth, with legs stretched out, in
the midst of a thick pile of coal. It was Jeanlin, who was employed
there to clean the large coal. He held a block of coal between his
thighs, and freed it with a hammer from the fragments of slate. A
fine powder drowned him in such a flood of soot that the young
man would never have recognized him if the child had not lifted
his ape-like face, with the protruding ears and small greenish eyes.
He laughed, with a joking air, and, giving a final blow to the block,
disappeared in the black dust which arose.

Outside, Etienne followed the road for a while, absorbed in his
thoughts. All sorts of ideas were buzzing in his head. But he felt
the open air, the free sky, and he breathed deeply. The sun was
appearing in glory at the horizon, there was a reawakening of glad-
ness over the whole country. A flood of gold rolled from the east
to the west on the immense plain. This heat of life was expanding
and extending in a tremor of youth, in which vibrated the sighs of
the earth, the song of birds, all the murmuring sounds of the waters
and the woods. It was good to live, and the old world wanted to live
through one more spring.

And penetrated by that hope, Etienne slackened his walk, his
eyes wandering to right and to left amid the gaiety of the new sea-
son. He thought about himself, he felt himself strong, seasoned by
his hard experiences at the bottom of the mine. His education was
complete, he was going away armed, a rational soldier of the rev-
olution, having declared war against society as he saw it and as
he condemned it. The joy of rejoining Pluchart and of being, like
Pluchart, a leader who was listened to, inspired him with speeches,
and he began to arrange the phrases. He was meditating an en-
larged programme; that middle-class refinement, which had raised
him above his class, had deepened his hatred of the middle class. He
felt the need of glorifying these workers, whose odour of wretched-
ness was now unpleasant to him; he would show that they alone
were great and stainless, the only nobility and the only strength
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Chapter 1

Over the open plain, beneath a starless sky as dark and thick as
ink, a man walked alone along the highway from Marchiennes to
Montsou, a straight paved road ten kilometres in length, intersect-
ing the beetroot-fields. He could not even see the black soil before
him, and only felt the immense flat horizon by the gusts of March
wind, squalls as strong as on the sea, and frozen from sweeping
leagues of marsh and naked earth. No tree could be seen against
the sky, and the road unrolled as straight as a pier in the midst of
the blinding spray of darkness.

The man had set out from Marchiennes about two o’clock. He
walked with long strides, shivering beneath his worn cotton jacket
and corduroy breeches. A small parcel tied in a check handkerchief
troubled him much, and he pressed it against his side, sometimes
with one elbow, sometimes with the other, so that he could slip to
the bottom of his pockets both the benumbed hands that bled be-
neath the lashes of the wind. A single idea occupied his head—the
empty head of a workman without work and without lodging—the
hope that the cold would be less keen after sunrise. For an hour he
went on thus, when on the left, two kilometres from Montsou, he
saw red flames, three fires burning in the open air and apparently
suspended. At first he hesitated, half afraid. Then he could not resist
the painful need to warm his hands for a moment.

The steep road led downwards, and everything disappeared. The
man saw on his right a paling, a wall of coarse planks shutting in
a line of rails, while a grassy slope rose on the left surmounted by
confused gables, a vision of a village with low uniform roofs. He
went on some two hundred paces. Suddenly, at a bend in the road,
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They remained facing each other with hearts so full that they would
have liked to speak once more.

At last she spoke for the sake of speaking.

“The Levaque is in the family way. Levaque is still in prison;
Bouteloup is taking his place meanwhile”

“Ah, yes! Bouteloup”

“And, listen! did I tell you? Philoméne has gone away.”

“What! gone away?”

“Yes, gone away with a Pas-de-Calais miner. I was afraid she
would leave the two brats on me. But no, she took them with her.
Eh? A woman who spits blood and always looks as if she were on
the point of death!”

She mused for a moment, and then went on in a slow voice:

“There’s been talk on my account. You remember they said I slept
with you. Lord! After my man’s death that might very well have
happened if I had been younger. But now I'm glad it wasn’t so, for
we should have regretted it, sure enough.”

“Yes, we should have regretted it Etienne repeated, simply.

That was all; they spoke no more. A cage was waiting for her;
she was being called angrily, threatened with a fine. Then she made
up her mind, and pressed his hand. Deeply moved, he still looked
at her, so worn and worked out, with her livid face, her discoloured
hair escaping from the blue cap, her body as of a good over-fruitful
beast, deformed beneath the jacket and trousers. And in this last
pressure of the hands he felt again the long, silent pressure of his
mates, giving him a rendezvous for the day when they would begin
again. He understood perfectly. There was a tranquil faith in the
depths of her eyes. It would be soon, and this time it would be the
final blow.

“What a damned shammer!” exclaimed Pierron.

Pushed and hustled, Maheude squeezed into a tram with four
others. The signal-cord was drawn to strike for meat, the cage was
unhooked and fell into the night, and there was nothing more but
the rapid flight of the cable.
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that when all’s reckoned up it’s nobody’s fault. No, no! it’s not your
fault; it’s the fault of everybody.”

Now she talked with tranquillity of her dead, of her man, of
Zacharie, of Catherine; and tears only came into her eyes when she
uttered Alzire’s name. She had resumed her calm reasonableness,
and judged things sensibly. It would bring no luck to the middle
class to have killed so many poor people. Sure enough, they would
be punished for it one day, for everything has to be paid for. There
would even be no need to interfere; the whole thing would explode
by itself. The soldiers would fire on the masters just as they had
fired on the men. And in her everlasting resignation, in that heredi-
tary discipline under which she was again bowing, a conviction had
established itself, the certainty that injustice could not last longer,
and that, if there were no good God left, another would spring up
to avenge the wretched.

She spoke in a low voice, with suspicious glances round. Then, as
Pierron was coming up, she added, aloud:

“Well, if you’re going, you must take your things from our house.
There are still two shirts, three handkerchiefs, and an old pair of
trousers.”

Etienne, with a gesture, refused these few things saved from the
dealers.

“No, it’s not worth while; they can be for the children. At Paris I
can arrange for myself”

Two more cages had gone down, and Pierron decided to speak
straight to Maheude.

“I say now, over there, they are waiting for you! Is that little chat
nearly done?”

But she turned her back. Why should he be so zealous, this man
who had sold himself? The descent didn’t concern him. His men
hated him enough already on his level. And she persisted, with her
lamp in her hand, frozen amid the draughts in spite of the mildness
of the season. Neither Etienne nor she found anything more to say.
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the fires reappeared close to him, though he could not understand
how they burnt so high in the dead sky, like smoky moons. But on
the level soil another sight had struck him. It was a heavy mass,
a low pile of buildings from which rose the silhouette of a factory
chimney; occasional gleams appeared from dirty windows, five or
six melancholy lanterns were hung outside to frames of blackened
wood, which vaguely outlined the profiles of gigantic stages; and
from this fantastic apparition, drowned in night and smoke, a single
voice arose, the thick, long breathing of a steam escapement that
could not be seen.

Then the man recognized a pit. His despair returned. What was
the good? There would be no work. Instead of turning towards the
buildings he decided at last to ascend the pit bank, on which burnt
in iron baskets the three coal fires which gave light and warmth for
work. The labourers in the cutting must have been working late;
they were still throwing out the useless rubbish. Now he heard the
landers push the wagons on the stages. He could distinguish living
shadows tipping over the trains or tubs near each fire.

“Good day;” he said, approaching one of the baskets. Turning his
back to the fire, the carman stood upright. He was an old man,
dressed in knitted violet wool with a rabbit-skin cap on his head;
while his horse, a great yellow horse, waited with the immobility of
stone while they emptied the six trains he drew. The workman em-
ployed at the tipping-cradle, a red-haired lean fellow, did not hurry
himself; he pressed on the lever with a sleepy hand. And above,
the wind grew stronger—an icy north wind—and its great, regular
breaths passed by like the strokes of a scythe.

“Good day,” replied the old man. There was silence. The man, who
felt that he was being looked at suspiciously, at once told his name.

“I am called Etienne Lantier. I am an engine-man. Any work
here?”

The flames lit him up. He might be about twenty-one years of
age, a very dark, handsome man, who looked strong in spite of his
thin limbs.
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The carman, thus reassured, shook his head.

“Work for an engine-man? No, no! There were two came yester-
day. There’s nothing”

A gust cut short their speech. Then Etienne asked, pointing to
the sombre pile of buildings at the foot of the platform:

“A pit, isn’t it?”

The old man this time could not reply: he was strangled by a
violent cough. At last he expectorated, and his expectoration left a
black patch on the purple soil.

“Yes, a pit. The Voreux. There! The settlement is quite near.”

In his turn, and with extended arm, he pointed out in the night
the village of which the young man had vaguely seen the roofs. But
the six trams were empty, and he followed them without cracking
his whip, his legs stiffened by rheumatism; while the great yellow
horse went on of itself, pulling heavily between the rails beneath a
new gust which bristled its coat.

The Voreux was now emerging from the gloom. Etienne, who
forgot himself before the stove, warming his poor bleeding hands,
looked round and could see each part of the pit: the shed tarred
with siftings, the pit-frame, the vast chamber of the winding ma-
chine, the square turret of the exhaustion pump. This pit, piled up
in the bottom of a hollow, with its squat brick buildings, raising its
chimney like a threatening horn, seemed to him to have the evil air
of a gluttonous beast crouching there to devour the earth. While ex-
amining it, he thought of himself, of his vagabond existence these
eight days he had been seeking work. He saw himself again at his
workshop at the railway, delivering a blow at his foreman, driven
from Lille, driven from everywhere. On Saturday he had arrived at
Marchinnes, where they said that work was to be had at the Forges,
and there was nothing, neither at the Forges nor at Sonneville’s. He
had been obliged to pass the Sunday hidden beneath the wood of a
cartwright’s yard, from which the watchman had just turned him
out at two o’clock in the morning. He had nothing, not a penny, not
even a crust; what should he do, wandering along the roads with-
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talk of shutting him up with the madmen, but I was not willing;
they would have done for him in his soup. His story has, all the
same, been very bad for us, for he’ll never get his pension; one of
those gentlemen told me that it would be immoral to give him one.”

“Is Jeanlin working?”

“Yes, those gentlemen found something for him to do at the top.
He gets twenty sous. Oh! I don’t complain; the bosses have been
very good, as they told me themselves. The brat’s twenty sous and
my thirty, that makes fifty. If there were not six of us we should get
enough to eat. Estelle devours now, and the worst is that it will be
four or five years before Lénore and Henri are old enough to come
to the pit”

Etienne could not restrain a movement of pain.

“They, too!”

Maheude’s pale cheeks turned red, and her eyes flamed. But her
shoulders sank as if beneath the weight of destiny.

“What would you have? They after the others. They have all been
done for there; now it’s their turn”

She was silent; some landers, who were rolling trains, disturbed
them. Through the large dusty windows the early sun was entering,
drowning the lanterns in grey light; and the engine moved every
three minutes, the cables unrolled, the cages continued to swallow
down men.

“Come along, you loungers, look sharp!” shouted Pierron. “Get
in; we shall never have done with it today” Maheude, whom he
was looking at, did not stir. She had already allowed three cages
to pass, and she said, as though arousing herself and remembering
Etienne’s first words:

“Then you’re going away?”

“Yes, this morning.”

“You’re right; better be somewhere else if one can. And I'm glad
to have seen you, because you can know now, anyhow, that I've
nothing on my mind against you. For a moment I could have killed
you, after all that slaughter. But one thinks, doesn’t one? One sees
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At first the latter pretended not to understand, for there was ill
luck even in speaking of her. Then, as he moved away, under the
pretext of giving an order, he said at last:

“Eh! Maheude? There she is”

In fact, Maheude had reached the shed with her lamp in her hand,
dressed in trousers and jacket, with her head confined in the cap. It
was by a charitable exception that the Company, pitying the fate
of this unhappy woman, so cruelly afflicted, had allowed her to go
down again at the age of forty; and as it seemed difficult to set her
again at haulage work, she was employed to manipulate a small
ventilator which had been installed in the north gallery, in those
infernal regions beneath Tartaret, where there was no movement
of air. For ten hours, with aching back, she turned her wheel at the
bottom of a burning tube, baked by forty degrees of heat. She earned
thirty sous.

When Etienne saw her, a pitiful sight in her male garments—
her breast and belly seeming to be swollen by the dampness of the
cuttings—he stammered with surprise, trying to find words to ex-
plain that he was going away and that he wished to say good-bye
to her.

She looked at him without listening, and said at last, speaking
familiarly:

“Eh? it surprises you to see me. It’s true enough that I threatened
to wring the neck of the first of my children who went down again;
and now that 'm going down I ought to wring my own, ought I
not? Ah, well! I should have done it by now if it hadn’t been for the
old man and the little ones at the house”

And she went on in her low, fatigued voice. She did not ex-
cuse herself, she simply narrated things—that they. had been nearly
starved, and that she had made up her mind to it, so that they might
not be sent away from the settlement.

“How is the old man?” asked Etienne.

“He is always very gentle and very clean. But he is quite off his
nut. He was not brought up for that affair, you know. There was
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out aim, not knowing where to shelter himself from the wind? Yes,
it was certainly a pit; the occasional lanterns lighted up the square;
a door, suddenly opened, had enabled him to catch sight of the fur-
naces in a clear light. He could explain even the escapement of the
pump, that thick, long breathing that went on without ceasing, and
which seemed to be the monster’s congested respiration.

The workman, expanding his back at the tipping-cradle, had not
even lifted his eyes on Etienne, and the latter was about to pick up
his little bundle, which had fallen to the earth, when a spasm of
coughing announced the carman’s return. Slowly he emerged from
the darkness, followed by the yellow horse drawing six more laden
trams.

“Are there factories at Montsou?” asked the young man.

The old man expectorated, then replied in the wind:

“Oh, it isn’t factories that are lacking. Should have seen it three
or four years ago. Everything was roaring then. There were not men
enough; there never were such wages. And now they are tightening
their bellies again. Nothing but misery in the country; every one is
being sent away; workshops closing one after the other. It is not
the emperor’s fault, perhaps; but why should he go and fight in
America? without counting that the beasts are dying from cholera,
like the people”

Then, in short sentences and with broken breath, the two contin-
ued to complain. Etienne narrated his vain wanderings of the past
week: must one, then, die of hunger? Soon the roads would be full
of beggars.

“Yes,” said the old man, “this will turn out badly, for God does not
allow so many Christians to be thrown on the street.”

“We don’t have meat every day”

“But if one had bread!”

“True, if one only had bread.”

Their voices were lost, gusts of wind carrying away the words in
a melancholy howl.
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“Here!” began the carman again very loudly, turning towards the
south. “Montsou is over there”

And stretching out his hand again he pointed out invisible spots
in the darkness as he named them. Below, at Montsou, the Fauvelle
sugar works were still going, but the Hoton sugar works had just
been dismissing hands; there were only the Dutilleul flour mill and
the Bleuze rope walk for mine-cables which kept up. Then, with
a large gesture he indicated the north half of the horizon: the Son-
neville workshops had not received two-thirds of their usual orders;
only two of the three blast furnaces of the Marchiennes Forges were
alight; finally, at the Gagebois glass works a strike was threatening,
for there was talk of a reduction of wages.

“I know, I know,” replied the young man at each indication. “I
have been there.”

“With us here things are going on at present,” added the carman;
“but the pits have lowered their output. And see opposite, at the
Victoire, there are also only two batteries of coke furnaces alight.”

He expectorated, and set out behind his sleepy horse, after har-
nessing it to the empty trams.

Now Etienne could oversee the entire country. The darkness re-
mained profound, but the old man’s hand had, as it were, filled it
with great miseries, which the young man unconsciously felt at this
moment around him everywhere in the limitless tract. Was it not
a cry of famine that the March wind rolled up across this naked
plain? The squalls were furious: they seemed to bring the death of
labour, a famine which would kill many men. And with wander-
ing eyes he tried to pierce shades, tormented at once by the desire
and by the fear of seeing. Everything was hidden in the unknown
depths of the gloomy night. He only perceived, very far off, the
blast furnaces and the coke ovens. The latter, with their hundreds
of chimneys, planted obliquely, made lines of red flame; while the
two towers, more to the left, burnt blue against the blank sky, like
giant torches. It resembled a melancholy conflagration. No other
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And all shrank back, stammering in choked voices:

“T have a mother”—“T have children”—“One must get bread.”

The cage did not reappear; they waited for it mournfully, with
such sorrow at their defeat that they avoided meeting each other’s
eyes, obstinately gazing at the shatft.

“And Maheude?” Etienne asked.

They made no reply. One made a sign that she was coming. Oth-
ers raised their arms, trembling with pity. Ah, poor woman! what
wretchedness! The silence continued, and when Etienne stretched
out his hand to bid them farewell, they all pressed it vigorously,
putting into that mute squeeze their rage at having yielded, their
feverish hope of revenge. The cage was there; they got into it and
sank, devoured by the gulf.

Pierron had appeared with his naked captain’s lamp fixed into
the leather of his cap. For the past week he had been chief of the
gang at the pit-eye, and the men moved away, for promotion had
rendered him bossy. The sight of Etienne annoyed him; he came up,
however, and was at last reassured when the young man announced
his departure. They talked. His wife now kept the Estaminet du Pro-
grés, thanks to the support of all those gentlemen, who had been
so good to her. But he interrupted himself and turned furiously on
to Father Mouque, whom he accused of not sending up the dung-
heap from his stable at the regulation hour. The old man listened
with bent shoulders. Then, before going down, suffering from this
reprimand, he, too, gave his hand to Etienne, with the same long
pressure as the others, warm with restrained anger and quivering
with future rebellion. And this old hand which trembled in his, this
old man who was forgiving him for the loss of his dead children,
affected Etienne to such a degree that he watched him disappear
without saying a word.

“Then Maheude is not coming this morning?” he asked Pierron
after a time.
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like a white plume delicately tinted with carmine. He passed up the
sifting-staircase to go to the receiving-room.

The descent was beginning, and the men were coming from the
shed. For a moment he stood by, motionless amid the noise and
movement. The rolling of the trams shook the metal floor, the drums
were turning, unrolling the cables in the midst of cries from the
trumpet, the ringing of bells, blows of the mallet on the signal block;
he found the monster again swallowing his daily ration of human
flesh, the cages rising and plunging, engulfing their burden of men,
without ceasing, with the facile gulp of a voracious giant. Since his
accident he had a nervous horror of the mine. The cages, as they
sank down, tore his bowels. He had to turn away his head; the pit
exasperated him.

But in the vast and still sombre hall, feebly lighted up by the
exhausted lanterns, he could perceive no friendly face. The min-
ers, who were waiting there with bare feet and their lamps in their
hands, looked at him with large restless eyes, and then lowered their
faces, drawing back with an air of shame. No doubt they knew him
and no longer had any spite against him; they seemed, on the con-
trary, to fear him, blushing at the thought that he would reproach
them with cowardice. This attitude made his heart swell; he forgot
that these wretches had stoned him, he again began to dream or
changing them into heroes, of directing a whole people, this force
of nature which was devouring itself. A cage was embarking its
men, and the batch disappeared; as others arrived he saw at last
one of his lieutenants in the strike, a worthy fellow who had sworn
to die.

“You too!” he murmured, with aching heart.

The other turned pale and his lips trembled; then, with a move-
ment of excuse:

“What would you have? I've got a wife”

Now in the new crowd coming from the shed he recognized them
all.

“You too!—you too!—you too!”
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stars rose on the threatening horizon except these nocturnal fires
in a land of coal and iron.

“You belong to Belgium, perhaps?” began again the carman, who
had returned behind Etienne.

This time he only brought three trams. Those at least could be
tipped over; an accident which had happened to the cage, a bro-
ken screw nut, would stop work for a good quarter of an hour. At
the bottom of the pit bank there was silence; the landers no longer
shook the stages with a prolonged vibration. One only heard from
the pit the distant sound of a hammer tapping on an iron plate.

“No, I come from the South,” replied the young man.

The workman, after having emptied the trains, had seated him-
self on the earth, glad of the accident, maintaining his savage si-
lence; he had simply lifted his large, dim eyes to the carman, as if
annoyed by so many words. The latter, indeed, did not usually talk
at such length. The unknown man’s face must have pleased him that
he should have been taken by one of these itchings for confidence
which sometimes make old people talk aloud even when alone.

“I belong to Montsou,” he said, “I am called Bonnemort.”

“Is it a nickname?” asked Etienne, astonished.

The old man made a grimace of satisfaction and pointed to the
Voreux:

“Yes, yes; they have pulled me three times out of that, torn to
pieces, once with all my hair scorched, once with my gizzard full
of earth, and another time with my belly swollen with water, like
a frog. And then, when they saw that nothing would kill me, they
called me Bonnemort for a joke.

His cheerfulness increased, like the creaking of an ill-greased pul-
ley, and ended by degenerating into a terrible spasm of coughing.
The fire basket now clearly lit up his large head, with its scanty
white hair and flat, livid face, spotted with bluish patches. He was
short, with an enormous neck, projecting calves and heels, and long
arms, with massive hands falling to his knees. For the rest, like his
horse, which stood immovable, without suffering from the wind, he
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seemed to be made of stone; he had no appearance of feeling either
the cold or the gusts that whistled at his ears. When he coughed his
throat was torn by a deep rasping; he spat at the foot of the basket
and the earth was blackened.

Etienne looked at him and at the ground which he had thus
stained.

“Have you been working long at the mine?”

Bonnemort flung open both arms.

“Long? I should think so. I was not eight when I went down into
the Voreux and I am now fifty-eight. Reckon that up! I have been
everything down there; at first trammer, then putter, when I had the
strength to wheel, then pikeman for eighteen years. Then, because
of my cursed legs, they put me into the earth cutting, to bank up
and patch, until they had to bring me up, because the doctor said I
should stay there for good. Then, after five years of that, they made
me carman. Eh? that’s fine—fifty years at the mine, forty-five down
below.”

While he was speaking, fragments of burning coal, which now
and then fell from the basket, lit up his pale face with their red
reflection.

“They tell me to rest,” he went on, “but 'm not going to; I'm not
such a fool. I can get on for two years longer, to my sixtieth, so as to
get the pension of one hundred and eighty francs. If I wished them

good evening to-day they would give me a hundred and fifty at once.
They are cunning, the beggars. Besides, I am sound, except my legs.

You see, it’s the water which has got under my skin through being
always wet in the cuttings. There are days when I can’t move a paw
without screaming.”

A spasm of coughing interrupted him again.

“And that makes you cough so,” said Etienne.

But he vigorously shook his head. Then, when he could speak:

“No, no! I caught cold a month ago. I never used to cough; now I
can’t get rid of it. And the queer thing is that I spit, that I spit—"
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at Jean-Bart, and that she too had taken work there. Little by little
the deserted roads were peopled, and colliers constantly passed Eti-
enne with pallid, silent faces. The Company, people said, was abus-
ing its victory. After two and a half months of strike, when they had
returned to the pits, conquered by hunger, they had been obliged to
accept the timbering tariff, that disguised decrease in wages, now
the more hateful because stained with the blood of their mates. They
were being robbed of an hour’s work, they were being made false
to their oath never to submit; and this imposed perjury stuck in
their throats like gall. Work was beginning again everywhere, at
Mirou, at Madeleine, at Crévecoeur, at the Victoire. Everywhere,
in the morning haze, along the roads lost in darkness, the flock
was tramping on, rows of men trotting with faces bent towards the
earth, like cattle led to the slaughter-house. They shivered beneath
their thin garments, folding their arms, rolling their hips, expand-
ing their backs with the humps formed by the brick between the
shirt and the jacket. And in this wholesale return to work, in these
mute shadows, all black, without a laugh, without a look aside, one
felt the teeth clenched with rage, the hearts swollen with hatred, a
simple resignation to the necessity of the belly.

The nearer Etienne approached the pit the more their number
increased. They nearly all walked alone; those who came in groups
were in single file, already exhausted, tired of one another and of
themselves. He noticed one who was very old, with eyes that shone
like hot coals beneath his livid forehead. Another, a young man,
was panting with the restrained fury of a storm. Many had their
sabots in their hands; one could scarcely hear the soft sound of their
coarse woollen stockings on the ground. It was an endless rustling,
a general downfall, the forced march of a beaten army, moving on
with lowered heads, sullenly absorbed in the desire to renew the
struggle and achieve revenge.

When Etienne arrived, Jean-Bart was emerging from the shade;
the lanterns, hooked on to the platform, were still burning in the
growing dawn. Above the obscure buildings a trail of steam arose
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Chapter 6

It was four o’clock in the morning, and the fresh April night was
growing warm at the approach of day. In the limpid sky the stars
were twinkling out, while the east grew purple with dawn. And
a slight shudder passed over the drowsy black country, the vague
rumour which precedes awakening.

Etienne, with long strides, was following the Vandame road. He
had just passed six weeks at Montsou, in bed at the hospital. Though
very thin and yellow, he felt strength to go, and he went. The Com-
pany, still trembling for its pits, was constantly sending men away,
and had given him notice that he could not be kept on. He was of-
fered the sum of one hundred francs, with the paternal advice to
leave off working in mines, as it would now be too severe for him.
But he refused the hundred francs. He had already received a let-
ter from Pluchart, calling him to Paris, and enclosing money for
the journey. His old dream would be realized. The night before, on
leaving the hospital, he had slept at the Bon-Joyeux, Widow Désir’s.
And he rose early; only one desire was left, to bid his mates farewell
before taking the eight o’clock train at Marchiennes.

For a moment Etienne stopped on the road, which was now be-
coming rose-coloured. It was good to breathe that pure air of the
precocious spring. It would turn out a superb day. The sun was
slowly rising, and the life of the earth was rising with it. And he
set out walking again, vigorously striking with his dogwood stick,
watching the plain afar, as it rose from the vapours of the night.
He had seen no one; Maheude had come once to the hospital, and,
probably, had not been able to come again. But he knew that the
whole settlement of the Deux-Cent-Quarante was now going down
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The rasping was again heard in his throat, followed by the black
expectoration.

“Is it blood?” asked Etienne, at last venturing to question him.

Bonnemort slowly wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.

“It’s coal. I've got enough in my carcass to warm me till I die. And
it’s five years since I put a foot down below. I stored it up, it seems,
without knowing it; it keeps you alive!”

There was silence. The distant hammer struck regular blows in
the pit, and the wind passed by with its moan, like a cry of hunger
and weariness coming out of the depths of the night. Before the
flames which grew low, the old man went on in lower tones, chew-
ing over again his old recollections. Ah, certainly: it was not yes-
terday that he and his began hammering at the seam. The family
had worked for the Montsou Mining Company since it started, and
that was long ago, a hundred and six years already. His grandfather,
Guillaume Maheu, an urchin of fifteen then, had found the rich coal
at Réquillart, the Company’s first pit, an old abandoned pit to-day
down below near the Fauvelle sugar works. All the country knew it,
and as a proof, the discovered seam was called the Guillaume, after
his grandfather. He had not known him—a big fellow, it was said,
very strong, who died of old age at sixty. Then his father, Nicolas
Maheu, called Le Rouge, when hardly forty years of age had died in
the pit, which was being excavated at that time: a land-slip, a com-
plete slide, and the rock drank his blood and swallowed his bones.
Two of his uncles and his three brothers, later on, also left their
skins there. He, Vincent Maheu, who had come out almost whole,
except that his legs were rather shaky, was looked upon as a know-
ing fellow. But what could one do? One must work; one worked
here from father to son, as one would work at anything else. His
son, Toussaint Maheu, was being worked to death there now, and
his grandsons, and all his people, who lived opposite in the settle-
ment. A hundred and six years of mining, the youngsters after the
old ones, for the same master. Eh? there were many bourgeois that
could not give their history so well!
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“Anyhow, when one has got enough to eat!” murmered Etienne
again.

“That is what I say. As long as one has bread to eat one can live.”

Bonnemort was silent; and his eyes turned towards the settle-
ment, where lights were appearing one by one. Four o’clock struck
in the Montsou tower and the cold became keener.

“And is your company rich?” asked Etienne.

The old man shrugged his shoulders, and then let them fall as if
overwhelmed beneath an avalanche of gold.

“Ah, yes! Ah, yes! Not perhaps so rich as its neighbour, the Anzin
Company. But millions and millions all the same. They can’t count
it. Nineteen pits, thirteen at work, the Voreux, the Victoire, Créve-
coeur, Mirou, St. Thomas, Madeleine, Feutry-Cantel, and still more,
and six for pumping or ventilation, like Réquillart. Ten thousand
workers, concessions reaching over sixty-seven communes, an out-
put of five thousand tons a day, a railway joining all the pits, and
workshops, and factories! Ah, yes! ah, yes! there’s money there!”

The rolling of trains on the stages made the big yellow horse prick
his ears. The cage was evidently repaired below, and the landers had
got to work again. While he was harnessing his beast to re-descend,
the carman added gently, addressing himself to the horse:

“Won’t do to chatter, lazy good-for-nothing! If Monsieur Hen-
nebeau knew how you waste your time!”

Etienne looked thoughtfully into the night. He asked:

“Then Monsieur Hennebeau owns the mine?”

“No,” explained the old man, “Monsieur Hennebeau is only the
general manager; he is paid just the same as us”

With a gesture the young man pointed into the darkness.

“Who does it all belong to, then?”

But Bonnemort was for a moment so suffocated by a new and
violent spasm that he could not get his breath. Then, when he had
expectorated and wiped the black froth from his lips, he replied in
the rising wind:
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him, the engineer, Négrel; and these two men, with their contempt
for each other—the rebellious workman and the sceptical master—
threw themselves on each other’s necks, sobbing loudly in the deep
upheaval of all the humanity within them. It was an immense sad-
ness, the misery of generations, the extremity of grief into which
life can fall.

At the surface, Maheude, stricken down near dead Catherine, ut-
tered a cry, then another, then another—very long, deep, incessant
moans. Several corpses had already been brought up, and placed ina
row on the ground: Chaval, who was thought to have been crushed
beneath a landslip. a trammer, and two hewers, also crushed, with
brainless skulls and bellies swollen with water. Women in the crowd
went out of their minds, tearing their skirts and scratching their
faces. When Etienne was at last taken out, after having been accus-
tomed to the lamps and fed a little, he appeared fleshless, and his
hair was quite white. People turned away and shuddered at this old
man. Maheude left off crying to stare at him stupidly with her large
fixed eyes.
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shuddered to feel her thus against his flesh, half naked beneath the
tattered jacket and trousers, and he seized her with a reawakening
of his virility. It was at length their wedding night, at the bottom of
this tomb, on this bed of mud, the longing not to die before they had
had their happiness, the obstinate longing to live and make life one
last time. They loved each other in despair of everything, in death.

After that there was nothing more. Etienne was seated on the
ground, always in the same corner, and Catherine was lying mo-
tionless on his knees. Hours and hours passed by. For a long time
he thought she was sleeping; then he touched her; she was very
cold, she was dead. He did not move, however, for fear of arous-
ing her. The idea that he was the first who had possessed her as a
woman, and that she might be pregnant, filled him with tenderness.
Other ideas, the desire to go away with her, joy at what they would
both do later on, came to him at moments, but so vaguely that it
seemed only as though his forehead had been touched by a breath
of sleep. He grew weaker, he only had strength to make a little ges-
ture, a slow movement of the hand, to assure himself that she was
certainly there, like a sleeping child in her frozen stiffness. Every-
thing was being annihilated; the night itself had disappeared, and
he was nowhere, out of space, out of time. Something was certainly
striking beside his head, violent blows were approaching him; but
he had been too lazy to reply, benumbed by immense fatigue; and
now he knew nothing, he only dreamed that she was walking be-
fore him, and that he heard the slight clank of her sabots. Two days
passed; she had not stirred; he touched her with his mechanical
gesture, reassured to find her so quiet.

Etienne felt a shock. Voices were sounding, rocks were rolling
to his feet. When he perceived a lamp he wept. His blinking eyes
followed the light, he was never tired of looking at it, enraptured
by this reddish point which scarcely stained the darkness. But
some mates carried him away, and he allowed them to introduce
some spoonfuls of soup between his clenched teeth. It was only in
the Réquillart gallery that he recognized someone standing before
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“Eh? all that belongs to? Nobody knows. To people.” And with
his hand he pointed in the darkness to a vague spot, an unknown
and remote place, inhabited by those people for whom the Maheus
had been hammering at the seam for more than a century. His voice
assumed a tone of religious awe; it was as if he were speaking of
an inaccessible tabernacle containing a sated and crouching god to
whom they had given all their flesh and whom they had never seen.

“At all events, if one can get enough bread to eat,” repeated Eti-
enne, for the third time, without any apparent transition.

“Indeed, yes; if we could always get bread, it would be too good.”

The horse had started; the carman, in his turn, disappeared, with
the trailing step of an invalid. Near the tipping-cradle the workman
had not stirred, gathered up in a ball, burying his chin between his
knees, with his great dim eyes fixed on emptiness.

When he had picked up his bundle, Etienne still remained at the
same spot. He felt the gusts freezing his back, while his chest was
burning before the large fire. Perhaps, all the same, it would be as
well to inquire at the pit, the old man might not know. Then he
resigned himself; he would accept any work. Where should he go,
and what was to become of him in this country famished for lack of
work? Must he leave his carcass behind a wall, like a strayed dog?
But one doubt troubled him, a fear of the Voreux in the middle of
this flat plain, drowned in so thick a night. At every gust the wind
seemed to rise as if it blew from an ever-broadening horizon. No
dawn whitened the dead sky. The blast furnaces alone flamed, and
the coke ovens, making the darkness redder without illuminating
the unknown. And the Voreux, at the bottom of its hole, with its
posture as of an evil beast, continued to crunch, breathing with a
heavier and slower respiration, troubled by its painful digestion of
human flesh.
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Chapter 2

In the middle of the fields of wheat and beetroot, the Deux-
Cent-Quarante settlement slept beneath the black night. One could
vaguely distinguish four immense blocks of small houses, back to
back, barracks or hospital blocks, geometric and parallel, separated
by three large avenues which were divided into gardens of equal
size. And over the desert plain one heard only the moan of squalls
through the broken trellises of the enclosures.

In the Maheus’ house, No. 16 in the second block, nothing was
stirring. The single room that occupied the first floor was drowned
in a thick darkness which seemed to overwhelm with its weight the
sleep of the beings whom one felt to be there in a mass, with open
mouths, overcome by weariness. In spite of the keen cold outside,
there was a living heat in the heavy air, that hot stuffiness of even
the best kept bedrooms, the smell of human cattle.

Four o’clock had struck from the clock in the room on the ground
floor, but nothing yet stirred; one heard the piping of slender res-
pirations, accompanied by two series of sonorous snores. And sud-
denly Catherine got up. In her weariness she had, as usual, counted
the four strokes through the floor without the strength to arouse
herself completely. Then, throwing her legs from under the bed-
clothes, she felt about, at last struck a match and lighted the candle.
But she remained seated, her head so heavy that it fell back between
her shoulders, seeking to return to the bolster.

Now the candle lighted up the room, a square room with two
windows, and filled with three beds. There could be seen a cupboard,
a table, and two old walnut chairs, whose smoky tone made hard,
dark patches against the walls, which were painted a light yellow.

20

“No, not at all. Why?”

But this question aroused her from her dream. She gazed at the
darkness with distraction, wringing her hands in another fit of sob-
bing.

“My God, my God, how black it is!”

It was no longer the meadows, the odour of the grass, the song
of larks, the great yellow sun; it was the fallen, inundated mine, the
stinking gloom, the melancholy dripping of this cellar where they
had been groaning for so many days. Her perverted senses now
increased the horror of it; her childish superstitions came back to
her; she saw the Black Man, the old dead miner who returns to the
pit to twist naughty girls’ necks.

“Listen! did you hear?”

“No, nothing; I heard nothing”

“Yes, the Man—you know? Look! he is there. The earth has let all
the blood out of the vein to revenge itself for being cut into; and
he is there—you can see him—look! blacker than night. Oh, I'm so
afraid, I'm so afraid!”

She became silent, shivering. Then in a very low voice she whis-
pered:

“No, it’s always the other one”

“What other one?”

“Him who is with us; who is not alive.”

The image of Chaval haunted her, she talked of him confusedly,
she described the dog’s life she led with him, the only day when
he had been kind to her at Jean-Bart, the other days of follies and
blows, when he would kill her with caresses after having covered
her with kicks.

“I tell you that he’s coming, that he will still keep us from being
together! His jealousy is coming on him again. Oh, push him off!
Oh, keep me close!”

With a sudden im