
You are listening to French Singer-Songwriter Zaz 

– “Je veux” (“I want”)


“I want love, joy, good spirit
It's not your money that will make 
me happy; I want to die with a hand on my heart, 
Let's go together, let's discover my freedom, 

Forget all your prejudice… 
welcome to my reality….”
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Lecture outline
  Part I: Historical, cultural, and literary Context
  I. Warm-up: Trajectory of  Course
  II. 19th Century France
  III. Meet the author: Émile Zola
  IV. What is a novel?  In particular, a “naturalist” one?  (Naturalism)

  Part II: The novel, its characters, its themes
  I. Germinal: an introduction
  II. The characters
  III. Course theme in the spotlight: Germinal and Authority and 

Resistance
  IV. Additional themes

  Epilogue
  The Coal-mining industry makes a comeback (points for future 

discussion)



Part I. The historical, 
cultural, and literary 
context



I. Warm-up: Trajectory of  Course



Escher, The Netherlands 



Before we get started…
  What do you know about 19th century France?

  Go to Kahoot.it with your phone or other mobile 
device or computer.



II. France: “[Paris] the Capital of  the 19th Century”
                                                              -Walter Benjamin

Eugene Delacroix, Liberty Leading the People (1830) 

The French Revolution (1789-99)
The Bourgeois Revolution

End of  the Ancient Regime

Rise of  a new class:
 the bourgeoisie

“Liberty, Equality, Fraternity”
The three principles of  the 

Revolution



-The Congress of  Vienna (1814-1815)
-The Bourbon Restoration (1815-1830)

The July Revolution (1830)

 19th Century France through its History, Literature, and Art

-The Battle of  Waterloo, defeat of  
Napoleon (1815)

“Marianne – Lady Liberty”

The February Revolution (1848)

The publication of  the Communist
Manifesto (1848)

“If  you wish to understand what 
Revolution is, call it Progress; 
and if  you wish to understand
what Progress is, call it Tomorrow.”

-Victor Hugo (Les Misérables, 1862)

“‘There is nothing so 
fearsome as the revolt
of  a sheep,’ said de Marsay.”

 -Balzac, The Human Comedy

The war of  1870



-The Bourbon Restoration 
(1815-1830)

The July Revolution (1830)

 III. Émile Zola and 19th Century France 

The February Revolution (1848)

The war of  1870

      Les Rougon-Macquart
[“Natural and social history 
of  a family under the Second
 Republic (1852-1870)”]

“J’Accuse” (1898)
(The Third Republic)



Les Rougon-Macquart

Traces one family 
throughout

Second French 
Empire 

(1852-1870)

Inspiration for 
project: 

Balzac’s The 
Human Comedy

Moving beyond 
Realism: 

Naturalism

Germinal is the 
13th installment 

of  the series, 
focusing on coal-
mining strikes of  

1860s



What “literary genres” have we seen so far,
and how does Germinal compare?



The Novel

Bakhtin, M.M. 1981. 'The Epic and the Novel: Towards a Methodology for the Study in the 
Novel' in The Dialogic Imagination, ed. Michael Holquist (Austin: University of Texas Press) 

The most unique of  all of  the genres:

-no “set” standards (length/content)
-characters
-narrators
-intertextuality
-dialogue (in the most
nuanced sense of  the word…)
-nuanced language 
  
- 



IV. Naturalism

N
at

ur
al

ism


Émile Zola: father of  Naturalism 
with a pedagogical purpose

Application of  Darwinist 
Themes 

(Heredity, environment, survival)

Determinism / Lack of  
free will

Pessimism

Intersection of  reality and fiction to 
better comprehend a socio-cultural 

environment



Part II: The novel, its 
characters, its themes



I. Germinal: A Prophetic and Pedagogical Novel 
Zola’s Prophetic Research focus: the conflict between 
the forces of  modern Capitalism and the interests of  human 
beings necessary to its advance (in this case, the miners).


Object of  research: miners’ wages, living conditions 
and strike (based on 1860s) and the conflictive 19th century in 
France.


Research Methodology: Observe the people, the 
working conditions, the mines, take notes on their lives 
(Eebauche); read about history, politics [1789-1884] and 
apply framework to novel.

Literary Technique / Philosophy: Naturalism

Naturalism

Verifiable facts (related to humanity-society)

Literary creation


Objective realism



What’s in a title: Germinal

1.  Germinal, derived from Latin germenis.


“sprout, bud” = relating to the earliest
stage of  an embryo or organism.  

2.  Germinal


name given to the month of  April (the “bud” of  
spring) in the aftermath of  the French Revolution 
of  1789.





Germinal 
Chapter I, Part I

“Crossing the open plain, wading through the thick, dark ink of  a starless night,
a solitary figure followed the highway from Marchiennes to Montsou […] the man
could not even see the black earth beneath his feet, and his only sense of  the vast,
flat horizons came from the gusting March wind, blowing in the wade swathes as if  
sweeping across the sea, but icy cold from its passage over leaves of  marchland
and barren earth” (5).



Germinal 

Chapter V, Part VII

“High in the sky the April sun now shone down in its full glory, warming the 
bountiful earth and breathing life into her fertile bosom […] all around him
seeds were swelling and shoots were growing, cracking the surface of  the 
plain, driven upwards by their need for warmth and light.”  […]

Beneath the blazing rays of  the sun, in that morning of  new growth, the 
countryside rang with song, as its belly swelled with a black and avenging 
army of  men, germinating slowly in its furrows, growing upwards in 
readiness for harvests to come, until one day soon their ripening would burst 
open the earth itself   (524).

Fertile 
earth 

Politically 
conscious  
mass 



“Crossing the open plain, wading through 
the thick, dark ink of  a starless night, a 
solitary figure followed the highway from 
Marchiennes to Montsou […] the man 
could not even see the black earth beneath 
his feet, and his only sense of  the vast, flat 
horizons came from the gusting March 
wind, blowing in the wade swathes as if  
sweeping across the sea, but icy cold from 
its passage over leaves of  marchland and 
barren earth” (5).

The opening of  the film
Germinal (1993, Director Claude Berri) 



II. The Characters
Le Voreux 

(The Pit, The Mine)

Étienne Lantier

The Mining Families

The Maheu Family
Bonnemort (“Goner”)
Maheu
La Maheude
Catherine
Zacharie
Jeanlin
Alzier
Léonore and Henri
Estelle

The Laveque Family
The Pierron Family

The Bourgeoisie

The Grégoire Family
Léon
Madame Grégoire
Honorine (maid)
Cécile (only child)

Symbolic families = the poverty
and industry of  the Maheu’s and 
the wealth and idleness of  the 
Grégoire’s

The Managers
Dansaert (The Pit)
The Hennebeau’s
Paul Négrel
Deneulin (Jean-Bart)

La Mouquette (town prostitute)
Chaval (brute, rapes Catherine)
Maigrat (business owner, “pig”)
La Brulé (revolutionary woman)
Souvarine (anarchist)
Rasseneur (owner of  the Volcano)

“A voracious beast, crouching ready  
to pounce and gobble you up” (7). 



The masses 

The women 
“The women had arrived, nearly 
a thousand of them, their hair 
straggling untidily in the wind, 
 their rags showing patches of bare 
skin, the careless nudity of women 
sick and tired of bearing more and  
more starving young in the endless, 
animal cycle” (348). 

Revolutionary Slogans 
 

“Bread, bread, we want bread” (351). 
 

“Death to the bourgeoisie!  Power to the People” (356). 
 
 



III. Authority and Resistance �
in Theory and Practice

Étienne 
Rasseneur 
Souvarine 

The  

national 

The regional 

The local 

-Pluchart 
-Bakunin 
“The exterminating Angel” 

Strike against  
The Company 

Maheu 
La Brulé 
-La Maheude 

The International  



      The General Themes

#love/hate #tooyoungtodie #LibertyEqualityFraternity 
Internationalwhat?! 

#UpInFlames#metooMaigrat #WeWantBread 



Epilogue: The Coal Mining Industry as 
Ideology and Cultural Practice

“Make America Great Again.”  
 

   (Donald Trump) 

“Stop swooning over Justin Trudeau. […] He’s hard at work pushing for new  
pipelines through Canada and the US to carry out more oil out of Alberta’s  
tar sands, which is one of the greatest climate disasters on the planet.”  

  
           (Bill McKibben, The Guardian) 
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¡Gracias!
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