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            Author’s note to readers

         

         The snap alphabetic look at France stands for characters, events and traditions that symbolize for me the French and their way of life. You may think some of my letter selections speak more for the past than the present, or indeed that some are misbegotten. Why F for Fashion, for instance, rather than for La Fontaine and his brilliant fables which continue to shape French morals from the cradle up? P is not for Paris -- though you would think it should be – only because the City of Light shimmers in any case right through the France alphabet. All I can say is that my letter selections were those that first came to me on the moment, which must mean something, and that they epitomize for me the France I have long lived in with my French wife. The cartoonish illustrations are also mine, there to give perhaps a supplementary intuitive glimpse into what makes the French the way they are. Finally, the whole was conceived in the time of the Covid pandemic. Will it have changed their ways? I doubt it.

      

   


   
      
         
            A IS FOR ART

         

         Art is…what exactly? A manner, you may say, of creating something with aesthetic appeal to the senses. France lives art. Take the French word for it. Art de vivre! The earthy side of the fine arts of painting, sculpture, music, architecture, literature. Art de vivre makes an art of everyday life. Cooking. Eating. Drinking. Dressing. Sauntering. Ogling. Protesting. Rebelling. Making love (a native boast?). Nowhere more than in France is quite such attention paid to attacking the daily round with creative flair.

         France is the world home to art. To all art. The mighty Louvre in Paris houses the world’s largest collection: half a million and more paintings, sculptures and sundry other masterpieces which naturally include the world’s most famous painting, Leonardo da Vinci’s Mona Lisa. The world itself originates between the bared thighs (L’Origine du Monde) of a languid Frenchwoman painted by a Frenchman. French Impressionists capture the world’s fancy like no other school before or since. How extraordinary it is that the likes of Monet, Renoir, Degas, Manet, Cezanne, Morisot, Gauguin and the expatriate Dutchman Vincent van Gogh are all at their easels at much the same time. Foreign titans of the canvas from da Vinci himself to Picasso, as well as a passionate old dauber by the name of Winston Churchill, choose France to pose their palette – drawn by its colours, by the immense variety and beauty of its landscapes, by the artist’s sense of simply being in the right place in the world to paint. The land of France itself is Mother Nature’s own prize work of art.

         Visitors, prepare to argue. No holds barred. The French are a ravenous and opinionated art public. Some irrepressible cultural sprite delights in making them quarrel over art. They will queue for hours to see an exhibition by some unknown artist so as to be able to argue over it. The French arts minister has political power high above that accorded to equivalent ministers (if they exist) in other countries. Art goes with power in France. No self-respecting president steps down without adorning the cityscape with some contentious architectural marvel for the nation to spar over – a great arch, a preposterously shaped art museum, a colossal new national library, an avant-garde concert hall. ‘God help the statesman who meddles in art, a chastened English prime minister of old once sighed. French leaders are not listening. Nor are the natives. Arguing over art, like cooking or rebelling, is part of art de vivre.
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            B IS FOR BALZAC

         

         Know Balzac and you know France. Honoré de Balzac (1799–1850) is the master chronicler of French society. He ribs it, dissects it, lays it bare in the 19th century yet might just as well have been doing so in this 21st – or at most any other time. Balzac’s skill as a novelist is in exposing French mores eternal.

         Corpulent, lank, unruly hair squeezed beneath a top hat, Balzac, son of a prominent provincial civil servant, strides forth on his mission armed with a lorgnette and a frightful cane topped with a gold knob encrusted with turquoise gems and strung with a young girl’s gold necklace. With wry disdain for an ascendant bourgeoisie (try his novels Père Goriot and Eugénie Grandet for size), he devours life in Paris and the provinces in the 1830s–1840s, a time when modern France is taking shape. Through the all-seeing lorgnette he focuses on the fortunes and foibles of doctors and dandies, civil servants and tradesmen, bankers and whores, hostesses and charwomen, adulterers and usurers, officers and peasants, rich and poor – in sum the whole panoply of humankind issued from the French Revolution and the broken glories of Napoleon Bonaparte.
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         A similar thread – money – runs through each and every plot in Balzac’s vast series of novels, ninety in all, bundled together in what he calls the Comédie Humaine. Envy of money. Sacrifices made for money. Lust for it. Lack of it. Owing of it. Squandering of it. Balzac is the very opposite of a miser himself, yet somehow knows all the feelings, all the torments, all the pleasures of a miser. Wifeless (though seldom short of a mistress) until close to his deathbed, he yet shows incomparable insight into women’s innermost feelings. With Balzac, character is in the face: a shrew in her flat forehead, a banker in the manner of raising the eyebrows. a criminal in crossed front teeth.

         Money is a vulture hovering over Balzac himself. The luxuries and opera nights he loves but cannot afford from his author’s income so saddle him with debt that he is obliged to keep changing addresses and use false names to escape his creditors. He is permanently bursting with ideas. He tries business – a printing works then politics – to free himself from money woes. None succeed. Nothing for it, then, but to persist with a prying pen. At the age of forty he is writing up to twenty hours a day, commencing at midnight with a pot of coffee for company, inspired by the stillness of the night. Novels spring as rabbits from a hat, each one almost embarrassingly intrusive. This is literary realism on the loose, a looting of French private life with characters like the ambitious young social climber Rastignac appearing from one novel to the next.

         At fifty-one Balzac expires unsurprisingly from exhaustion. His reward is already acquired: the status of France’s favourite novelist.

         
            ***

         

      

   

OEBPS/images/9781914498404_cover_epub.jpg
DAVID LAWDAY





OEBPS/images/a002_01_online.jpg





OEBPS/images/a001_01_online.jpg





OEBPS/images/logo_online.png
I Clink
Street





