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         ‘Feldman’s Precarious Lease is marked by erudition, astringence, biting wit, and the perspicacious awe of a seasoned examiner of our time, attributes bound to be hallmarks of her work for years to come. Diving under the rubble of social and class collapse, Feldman deftly manoeuvres between investigative reportage and essayist forays while weaving through this tapestry a tone so sharp yet compassionate, so personal, it feels like a friend delivering dire news from the front lines of the world.’

         — Ocean Vuong, author of On Earth We’re Briefly Gorgeous

         ‘In Precarious Lease Jacqueline Feldman follows her curiosity about alternate forms of living into the heart of north-east Paris’s squat scene, and takes the reader with her, asking fundamental questions about how we live together under late capitalism, and the relationship, in France, between freedom and bureaucracy, marginality and the state. It’s completely fascinating, an American in Paris memoir like no other.’

         — Lauren Elkin, author of Scaffolding

         ‘Jacqueline Feldman’s Precarious Lease offers an enthralling immersion into the confluence of 2010s-era social and political activism, Parisian and French real estate and the margins of the global artworld. Multimodal in its story-telling, encompassing critical journalism, social history, the precision of documentary writing, and more, Precarious Lease also holds up a mirror to our current capitalist moment and suggests other ways of imagining our world.’

         — John Keene, author of Counternarratives

         ‘Like the diary of Samuel Pepys, Precarious Lease is not so much reporting or even memoir as full-on history writing. Biased in the most important and necessary ways and at the same time telepathic, translucent, and hard-won, Feldman’s attempt at an account will make you rethink citizenship and all the hideous fictions associated with contemporary real 4estate. It will also remind you of the sacred and anarchic power of description.’

         — Lucy Ives, author of Life is Everywhere 

         ‘To trust a writer’s insight, we must first trust their eyes, must be able to see what, how, and as they see. In Precarious Lease, Jacqueline Feldman trains her vision – indeed all her senses – on the striking, insistent particulars of the culture of squatters in Paris. Feldman assuredly, brilliantly, guides us through their unstable circumstances, through their fraught world. At every turn, the urgent, vivid, vitally empathic prose of Precarious Lease is grounded in a sense of our shared, our undeniable humanity. That is where revelation springs from. You heard me right: Jacqueline Feldman’s Precarious Lease is a revelation. This is a masterful, elegant, powerful book.’

         — Richard Deming, author of This Exquisite Loneliness

         ‘Destined to become a classic of literary reportage, Precarious Lease: The Paris Document honours the poetry of facts in its vivid, boldly intimate depiction of artists and artists manqué struggling and dreaming in the squat houses of Paris and its peripheries. In its narrative sweep, the photorealism of its details, its sure grasp of cultural and subcultural history, its confiding tone, and its indelible portraits of eccentrics, rebels, and visionaries, Jacqueline Feldman’s deep-hearted and brilliant firsthand account offers us nothing less than utter enchantment.’

         — Garielle Lutz, author of Worsted56
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        chercher et savoir reconnaître qui et quoi, au milieu de l’enfer, n’est pas l’enfer, et le faire durer, et lui faire de la place
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         There is a stretch of the Paris border where the city ends as if in a cliff. The natural slope of the land is visible in the hill of a park. Around it, accommodation for the rectilinear has been made, and buildings sit flat, the streets terraced. On the descent you pass the Métro Pré-Saint-Gervais, obscure stop of a circular. You cross the Boulevard Sérurier, one of twenty-two bending along the city’s perimeter and named for Napoleonic marshals. There are tramlines, taut of wire, and the Périphérique highway, the city’s ring road, which throws light. From there the suburbs fall away to the northeast, the land below them sinking. This view serves to dignify the area’s desultory pizza parlors, its bar, and its other bar, the one for placing bets.

         I went there one October afternoon to look at a construction site. I had moved back to Paris after three years away, and I still knew this address by heart. It was written as if unsettled, as a range: 58-62, rue de Mouzaïa. A few more buildings and the road runs out, Sérurier taking the relay. I had come from that direction.

         Because of the building’s location, because of its many tall windows, it could reflect the weather over the suburbs. Within Paris it served those suburbs as an embassy, as one of the occupants, one of the squatters, had long ago told me. Police evicted those squatters in December 2013. Since then, for four years and ten months, the building had stood empty. It was empty as I took it in, in 2018. At a glance, I saw the windows had been replaced. A sign put up by the city indicated construction would run through 2020. But the glass was black and clean. The building’s stories, eight in number, glittered. Below them lay four basements.

         I wouldn’t be able to see it in full. Sheet metal hid a man who was shouting, a worker, a temporary wall. 12Concrete gapped to show its supports, twisting, rusted. Across the first story snaked words, engravings, a 1974 work by the French sculptor Catherine Val. Menacing nouns, they were nearly oracular: Storm-Cold-Wind-Cold. Shaped like a hinge, the building was wider than it was tall. Caught in the fold of its wings was a sizeable courtyard where the occupants had, I knew, cultivated bamboo and, in their idiosyncrasy, trussed up a disco ball. Far oversized, ten feet across, it cast a fractured light into every room.

         Yards away, a man was watching me. He stood still, as I did, and on the same sidewalk. The messy hair and baggy clothes scanned, from where I stood, as homelessness—I looked away. The stare could not be returned politely. He has the right, I thought—a French expression. I am looking at the city, and this man is looking at me. Moving, I also felt, would have provoked him, a feeling I can’t have been glad to register. Years ago we might have both gone on ahead into that building. I trained my attention on more signs hung by the municipal government, temporary, detailing the history of the place: something to read until 2020, consolation. Here, or around here, lay rebellious Belleville village, incorporated into Paris in 1860. Quarries came to my mind, as did defensive ramparts called the Thiers Fortifications. At their base extended a no-build zone on which drifters contrived shacks of salvage and scrap, building all the same. The Brutalist architectual movement had in the twentieth century bestowed on Paris this edifice for use by a regional Directorate for Health and Social Affairs. (The architecture was “inspired by ‘bunkers,’” as one could read in the local paper, Le Parisien.) I used my phone to photograph the signs. One gave the squat’s name, Le Bloc, an acronym of the squatters’ devising for bâtiment libre, “free 13building,” occupé citoyennement, “occupied by citizens” though with an adverb that is nonstandard, as “citizenly” would be in English. One look at it, and a homeless man comes and stares at you accusingly. The sign’s summary made much of “art” produced within but did not say what kind of art it was. A professional managing the project had told Le Parisien of an intent for “certain works” to remain. Many were murals, immovable. “Because there’s some very interesting stuff,” the project manager continued. Their employer would be converting the building to housing for students and “young workers”—130 students, 65 workers, with 14 “artists” to be accommodated across the extent of its studio space. The state had transferred title for 6.7 million euros, which amounted to a 76 percent discount. That renovation would cost twenty-two million. As far as deals go the building’s sale had been stagnant, hopeless.

         I looked up, and the man was gone.

         I started back the other way. The Rue de Mouzaïa holds, unusually in Paris, many country-style houses—brick walks and fitted shutters, brimming planters—along a wall of which I saw a window only painted on. It was a false signal. Curtains had been depicted, billowing.

         That street empties out into the Rue du Général-Brunet, which quickly flows into the Rue Botzaris, one border of a crescent-shaped park, Buttes-Chaumont. On that street that day I recognized a boot-shaped sign, swaying above its clapboard storefront. In the months after Le Bloc’s eviction, in that quiet season, I had brought the cobbler my own boots, which I conceded had to be resoled. I passed them over the counter. He looked back in horror. They were too far gone. Nothing to be done. I had worn down the heels to triangles. I looked at those heels with the man, as he did, almost ashamed. 14

         I got home to find a letter from Le Général, which I recognized by my own handwriting. This was the envelope I had addressed, stamped.
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         ¶ I could write about a man who considered his integrity to consist, if not principally then partially, in the repetition of stock phrases. Knowing they got old, Le Général slipped them in as subordinate clauses—comme je vais toujours bien jamais mal—as jokes, jokes for me. Alongside a recto and verso of schoolboy cursive he’d left himself no margin. For an instant it looked as if he’d written on the envelope itself, though he had not, and momentarily I regretted that I hadn’t also sent paper.

         Le 27 octobre 2018. Formally dated, with that period after, and located: Rouen. Ma chère Jacqueline. 

         
            
        What a magnificent moment, to receive your letter, thank you Jacqueline, for having taken a few moments to write me; it gives me pleasure to have some news of you and of the advancement of your book project; as for me I’m off on yet another adventure, that of prison and of the deprivation of liberty, but as I’m always good, never bad, and as normality of life for me is really different from that for the vast majority of French people, a typical day, understanding that I’ve since met half of those interned here, wake up in the mornings at 7 or 7:30, it’s trash pick up and mail at first whether external or internal (cultural services, medical services, any request), one walk a day in the open air, for me the walk is from 12:45 to 1:15 (the only moment when I have access to one of three phone booths [send me a French number and I’ll try to call you, the administration will without a doubt call you to confirm]); as I’m taking care of a sick detainee I leave my cell relatively regularly, I accompany him in all his moves; I’m already familiar with three-quarters of the surveillance and external personnel, a library (I go fairly regularly [three times a week]), a “philosophy coffee” activity, but that’s already been postponed twice so what 
        16
        else to tell you, that normally I should receive a prize from the Malraux Foundation, new contacts at the Mayor of Paris, a project of creating a cryptocurrency… 
      

            
        With these few words I leave you in pen but not in heart, hoping to read of you soon: take care. 
      

         

         An elegant close, I thought. He prided himself on his French. He signed off, then, as “Le Général,” with a big, sweeping X, having added a more modest X above his writing’s every i.

         I didn’t know what he was in for. I had last seen him in Nîmes, a city on the Mediterranean, in 2016, August, breezy but hot.

         I could write about him that day: two hours late, owing to a headache. He blamed it on the chlorine of a pool he had been using, which was, he said, beautiful. He was really unwell. He lay on a bench, and I sat at its head. The major sound was that of buses circumnavigating an esplanade now and again, like a weather event. From a distance I heard children laughing, echoes of a fountain: we might have been sunbathing at the end of the world.

         Or so I noted down. Le Général was in camo gear, his usual. The soles of his sandals were peeling. His physical deterioration was subtle enough that I couldn’t ask about it directly, or felt I could not. A few front teeth had been, as I remembered, missing. Now more were gone, leaving the constants: motile brown eyes, a round face, short salt-and-pepper hair. Olive-skinned, he was of Portuguese extraction, for people of his parents’ generation in France a non-white racial category. My height, a little fat. Short of breath. In better health he’d sit flush with a chair’s back to lean forward nimbly, claiming territory.

         “Even as I speak with you, I see you this way,” he said, making a gesture of parallax with both hands to show 17how there were two of me. On a forearm were scratches, raw. He was speaking of a chicken farm in Haiti, an ambition. “The next step is to go there in person and be energetically, financially, digitally independent.” He pulled a bankcard from a pocket, given to him “for business.” He did not say by whom. Neither would he reveal the source of a second windfall, the use of a villa where he professed to be staying. He lay back and tugged off his cap, sunglasses. His eyes were squeezed shut, sockets pink with fatigue. He draped his arms over his face. Silence. A fly landed in an armpit and crawled a moment before moving along. I had offered to take an earlier train to Paris, where I was staying with friends. He had rejected the idea. I offered to take us to lunch, out of the heat. I was impatient. I’d come all this way, come from New York. It was as if my listening was something not quite freely given, irrecoverable even as I was the one who required of myself to find out what had happened to Le Général. I prompted him, starting the tape. I chose the humiliation of taking him seriously as he was wasting my time. He sat up, swigged from a water bottle that I had brought, and sighed. Behind him, a man coaxed a dog to its hind legs. It drank from a fountain. “Everything I can tell you about Le Bloc I’ve already told you,” Le Général said. At Le Bloc he had been “in [his] element.”

         Born Antonio Joaquín Xavier in a Portuguese coastal village, a suburb of Porto, 1969, the baby was quickly relocated to a bad suburb of Rouen, France, where he attracted disaster. On an early birthday, bathwater scalded half of his body. As a man he’d boast about the accident, showing off scars lingering along one foot. A slippery toddler, a child who disappeared, he fell, sleeping soundly, between bed and wall. The search took his mother 18an hour. At twelve months he vanished among market stalls to reappear adopted, playing with a pack of dogs. His stepfather would mount alarms. The boy tampered with them, a burgeoning electrician, and escaped into the night. A prodigy, he ate two sandwiches daily so his mother would allow him out to buy bread. He read comic books before he could read, decrypting the pictures. When he couldn’t buy a new release, he stole it. By five he had built up a skill set. He credited his criminal imagination to the luck by which he’d grown up in a shoddy residential tower, public housing called an HLM. The world was unfair to him, fair game. His stepfather didn’t like to catch him wandering. “So I had to find a solution,” the debutant realized, “and fast.” He got to know the library. He crossed a forest and came upon another suburb. He went swimming in the water tower. In the first squat he opened, in Rouen proper, a hallway trailed from the front door to a desk, where the young man sat and watched pedestrians who never caught him looking. The feeling was one of achievement. He developed expertise as a locksmith, this by now proficient electrician, all of which he would draw on in opening additional buildings. He issued checks, he said, from a bank of his own invention, for which he would claim to have served only part of a sentence. “There was an error,” he clarified. “So I was set free.” All grown up, he turned his attention to auto theft. Every unsavory enterprise compelled him. An aging thief when I met him, he had failed as a murderer. “I had to understand why I lived in an HLM while others lived in little houses with gardens,” he said. “I left like Tom Sawyer, to discover the world.”

         Throughout France he was called, in his travels, Mr. X, until while sleeping on the plaza at La Défense, the Paris-area business district where activists had taken 19up a protest against austerity, he met Stéphane Hessel, a figurehead of the French Left. Actually he met Hessel in Montreuil. Hessel dubbed him Le Général. Le Général would never know why—but, as he told me ingenuously, it stuck. It stuck in Paris. In Portugal, he went by Joaquín. In Monaco, he was known as Tony.

         Call him what you like, I am writing of him as he spoke of himself. “I’m not an innocent man, Jacqueline,” he’d say, only to explain it with another favorite: “I live inside the margin of the margin of society.” He had been kicked out of Monaco, having gambled injudiciously. Sixteen times, he had had to flee Italy. In Paris, he met a man I’ll call Caravaggio, a name you won’t forget is made up. Born somewhere, one parent or neither Moroccan, Caravaggio, unlike Le Général, was accustomed to the Paris suburbs. He explained his métier of squatting with an opportunism that was no cause for shame. He was in prison when he saw a squat depicted on TV. There’s something I can do when I get out, he thought. It appealed to him more than any livelihood for which his experience might have qualified him. In squatting, one did not risk serving time, and he had wanted anyway to pivot. He needed a place to live.

         These men made themselves useful to each other. In the highest style they maintained a squat in the neighborhood of the Place de la République remarkable not only for the centrality of its location, but for the paintings that came, under their management, to decorate its considerable façade, courtesy of the graffiti artist Kouka: tribal warriors, wielding spears, a leggy Quixote on every oblong window. Le Général subsequently opened a squat in an eastern suburb and dubbed it Mirabeau, work he thought of as a service to the poor; the poor moved in.

         In November or December 2012, Caravaggio or followers of his or someone made their way into the building 20on the Rue de Mouzaïa that would become Le Bloc. I heard they found an open door. One of them, alternatively, shoved a hand right through the mail slot.

         Animals had overtaken the offices. The building smelled, to its first squatters, of cat. In a basement they found archives, strangers’ papers and a stash of rubber gloves and paper masks. The last occupants, health workers, had stockpiled these items against an outbreak—of “bird flu,” Caravaggio inferred. Days passed before they matched all the keys they found to locks.

         On December 31, 2012, the squat Le Bloc opened to the public, a New Year’s party. I heard it was packed, crags of beer cans lasting weeks. The walls sweated, one squatter told me. Another contended they cried. I wasn’t there, and neither was Le Général—unfortunately he was once again in prison.
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         ¶ Buildings stand empty for any number of reasons, some impermanent, and the conscientious French squatter, a reader of the online guidebook Le Squat de A à Z, would inspect a target carefully, noting the state of the windows—boarded-up, broken—as well as any other felicitous sign. A full mailbox, an unkempt garden. A heap of dead leaves before the door portended well. It was textbook to check out a target at multiple times of day, favoring a wintertime dusk, when tenants reliably announced their presence by switching on the lights. With holidays, though, that got tricky. It was possible, too, that people did tenant a building only to keep to some secret back room. A squatter acting on the guide’s advice might wedge papers into a doorframe and, returning, see if they had fallen. Squatters in France read A à Z; squatters elsewhere read other guidebooks. In a 2017 history of squatting, The Autonomous City, Alexander Vasudevan, Oxford geographer, cites the German Handbuch für Hausbesetzer, “Handbook for Squatters,” and Survival without Rent, “a 1986 how-to guide published by Lower East Side squatters” in New York City.

         To ensure a building was vacant and amass intelligence about its proprietor, a squatter asked around the neighborhood. They obtained information from municipal offices under pretexts like that of a film shoot, A à Z suggests, or a capstone project for architecture school. For privately owned buildings, unsettled inheritances were ideal. So were abandoned work sites. Construction and demolition permits were known after two years to expire.

         The well-informed squatter, hazarding an entrance, began by triple checking that the premises were empty. They rang the doorbell having prepared, just in case, some excuse. “Idiot kids,” A à Z suggests, “playing an idiot game.” Door open, they dropped any tool they had 22used. A friend on the outside, having read the guide also, would be there to retrieve it. Inside, a blinking red light might mean an alarm system had triggered. Even then the squatter could make their escape before the signal was relayed.

         They would return with a toolkit: hammer, nails, screwdriver, screws, file, chisel, cordless drill, chain and padlock, the iconic crowbar. They brought food and water, sleeping bags, lamps they might elect to mute with cloth, whatever they deemed suitable for a barricade. First of all they changed the locks, to prevent the proprietor entering.

         It would be difficult to add to this publicly available account without sounding, unpleasantly, like a cop doing opposition research. In the interest of irrelevance I will note that when, one night in August 2013, squatters gathered in a park opposite a target in Fontenay-sous-Bois, their bikes, falling, crushed a mass of mint, which gave off a smell so sharp it felt at least to me like an alarm. When, in December 2011, squatters entered a building in central Paris, they found an empty yogurt cup; one of them declared then to the others, to the rest of us, that it signaled a guard’s passage. This reconnaissance of squatters put them in the position, surreal in a dense city, of sifting through debris for signs of life.

         Classically they entered by night, but daytime break-ins were possible. They wore work blues. A prize was anything signifying abandonment: a rash of mold, a 1994 calendar. Of their entrance, careful squatters left no trace. If found to have damaged the building, as they all knew, they faced criminal charges. They risked jail time; in point of fact they would not benefit, when sued for eviction, from procedural delays. When squatters did enjoy protection, this was not for squatting’s sake but for that 23of a sanctity French law assigned to any person’s home. If they had stayed forty-eight hours, the building was their place of residence. As litigation dragged on, they kept living at the squat. No squat was permanent, but the law also authorized a judge to postpone an eviction for up to three years; this held especially in cases where eviction would disturb the peace (concern for public order being thus “the last rampart of a squatter’s right to housing,” writes Thomas Aguilera, a political scientist). The period of this grace, shortened since, contracted and expanded even then with the vicissitudes of French politics, depending on whether the issue of the day—terrorism, immigration—called, in the legislative opinion, for a strong-armed approach. Loopholes constrict, for example with the 2015 passage of a bill introduced by a senator who was also mayor of Calais, a municipality notoriously burdened with a makeshift camp, the Calais Jungle. Several thousand refugees had taken shelter there, and the mayor wanted them out.

         Inside, the squatter went to work—quite often with a team. They hunted around for keys, if any internal doors were locked. They fixed up the building’s wiring, installed lamps of their own. They tacked up Christmas lights, printed fabric, stylish posters, anything suggesting a home. Very quickly they would have to conjure this impression of a home. They carried in dressers and filled them messily with clothes. They brought dishes, piling them in sinks. Being quiet, they came and went minimally, accepting no visitor, ordered in pizza so as to save the time-stamped receipt. In March of 2013, squatters breaching a building in eastern Paris held one of their crew by the soles of his boots as he covered over a skylight with black felt, a precaution. Already they had blacked out every window. 24

         When police inevitably discovered the squat, squatters would have to persuade the authority that they had stayed forty-eight hours. With the prior phase of squat life, which squatters called the “submarine,” I came to associate smells and tastes: the stale air of a borrowed sleeping bag, instant coffee, ham and packaged carrot salad, slippery pour apéro peanuts, weed, whiskey, sugar candy.

         A à Z is poker-faced. “Squats rely, in general, on spaces left to ruin by the bourgeoisie, the State, or the capitalist system,” the guide notes.

         Pursuant to all this, it notes that if, after forty-eight hours of occupation, squatters are sick of waiting, they may call the cops on themselves, pretending to be a neighbor.

      

   


   
      25
         ¶ Scholars of French squats evidenced distaste for certain questions about the scale of the phenomenon. “No one is capable of giving a serious count,” the sociologist Florence Bouillon said in response to a colleague’s question after a conference in 2010. Nearly a decade after the engineering school Ponts et Chaussées, basing this on data from police, had indicated there were eight hundred “collective” squats in Paris and two thousand total in Île-de-France, the Paris region, no more convincing tally was forthcoming. But the numbers seemed to Bouillon overestimated. For want of further study, they had gained traction. Aguilera, the political scientist, cites Ponts et Chaussées’s count for Paris though he notes that the figure seems, to every official he interviews just as it does to Bouillon, high. Despite this, Aguilera is willing to assume his own counts are, by contrast, low, making the assumption that many squatters wished, for their own reasons, to stay hidden and referring to parts of this population with a touch of self-congratulation as “invisible.”

         Squats could be defined simply, as occupations of buildings, yet the political scientist Cécile Péchu in her 2010 book Les Squats quibbles with Bouillon’s definition, a state “of living illegally and without contract in a vacant space.” Péchu, focusing on social movements, finds greater interest in the squat as an action, that “of illegally occupying a space in order to inhabit or use it collectively.” After studying the French group Droit au logement, Right to Housing, activists who coordinated groups for moves into vacant buildings alongside other protests, Péchu concludes that the squat is exceptional as a political action, a mode of protest, in that it “constitutes, de facto, an answer to the demand it makes.”

         As to the question of who lived in squats, Péchu reproduces a 2004 table by Hans Pruijt, a Dutch sociologist. 26Pruijt, acknowledging a “diversity” of squats, breaks it down according to the inhabitants’ goals: “Providing housing for needy people” (“Deprivation based squatting”), “Creating housing for themselves, while adding to the affordable housing stock” (“Squatting as an alternative housing strategy”), “Setting up an establishment” (“Entrepreneurial squatting”), “Preserving a cityscape or landscape” (“Conservational squatting”), and “Building up counter-power to the state” (“Political squatting”). All but the first type—“configuration” is Pruijt’s term—he describes, surprisingly, as “middle-class.” Aguilera, for his part, makes use of a schema of Bouillon’s in grouping Parisian squats into three categories: activité, politique, urgence. Squats of “activity” contained artists, partisans of a counterculture they fussed over busily. “Political” squats by their existence staked a claim, and “emergency” squats gave shelter to those in need. Occasionally one of these academics conceded a given squat could belong to multiple categories, a walkback that seemed insufficient. If all squatters lived in squats, which made for uncomfortable dwellings—drafty, chancy—what could it mean to separate out squatters who were really needy? Couldn’t artists, by very reason of their vocation, quite organically find themselves poor, even unhoused? If an artist were unhoused, then, for them, which definition would be viable?

         Modern French squatting follows from a 1945 ordinance. In the wake of the Second World War, it allowed municipalities to requisition vacant buildings and use them as emergency housing. Governments were reluctant to do so, and Catholic groups squatted in buildings to try and bring them around. As the century wore on, Parisians occupied buildings in an effort to obstruct the centrally planned development of certain neighborhoods. Some squatters, after the uprisings of May 1968, 27stood not only against a hegemonic urbanism but also for a counterculture, experimenting among themselves with social arrangements. Some were artists: but, as Péchu writes sternly, picking up with the sociologists’ project of sorting squatters into artists and the serious, “artistic identity was not central: these activists thought of themselves as squatters first of all.” Not until the 1990s does “one witness,” Péchu writes, still a bit mysteriously, “the opposition between political squats and artistic squats.”

         In only some of the literature from 2010 (Bouillon’s talk, which followed her ethnography of squats and Roma encampments in Marseille, not overly sunny as a picture) was there any worry that squats in France would go the way of, say, a substantial Amsterdam scene after Dutch law made squatting a crime in that same year. Also in 2010, the Spanish legislature harshened sentences for trespassing; a 2012 law would criminalize squatting in England. But just then French squatters, and in particular the Parisians, enjoyed a special tolerance, however tenuous. Subsequently a 2015 law that legislators said would protect against terrorism inhibited squatting, adding to the burden of the Calais mayor’s law; a 2018 law did away with a two-month delay between court order and eviction as well as a ban on eviction in winter. In 2010 Aguilera had been able to refer to the French housing crisis as a headline issue. Jeudi Noir, an advocacy group active between 2006 and 2014, proselytized about the cost of living while carrying off spectacular occupations: on the Avenue Matignon, down the street from the Elysée Palace; in an hôtel particulier on the Place des Vosges; on the Rue de la Banque in central Paris. Politicians paid campaign visits to these squats, and the cold light of destiny still fell upon the squatters. By 2018 one of the founding members of Jeudi Noir was running for mayor 28credibly while several others, after damages were awarded to the proprietor of a building they had occupied on the Rue de Sèvres, were carrying debt.

         Cities were fickle in managing squats, occasionally striking bargains with the occupants and bringing buildings up to code. In 2002, the City of New York sold off, for a song, eleven of twelve Lower East Side squats that had come into its possession. The Urban Homesteading Assistance Board, a nonprofit, got them for a dollar apiece on the condition it take out loans on the squatters’ behalf to pay for repairs. (In the twelfth building, the New York Times reported, “squatters ... could not come to terms and resisted the city’s overtures.”) In that same year, the City of Paris acquired a building of some fifteen hundred square meters at the capital’s geographic center, paying 4.57 million euros. It would spend another 5.6 million on the building’s renovation. Artists had established their squat in this building, later known by its address, 59 Rivoli. In 2000 they had welcomed in, according to the ministry of culture’s count, forty thousand visitors, making theirs the third-most frequented “contemporary art site” in Paris. Bertrand Delanoë, the Socialist Party candidate, promised the artists he would, as mayor, buy their building. He won against the odds.

         The city, during his mandate, renovated the building, and when artists moved back in they signed a contract. It was, in this case, a bail civil; the more popular choice, for regularizing squatters’ occupations, was another device, the convention d’occupation précaire, which resembled, in most ways, a lease—legally there had to be an outside reason, not one simply of a landlord’s whimsy, justifying its precarity—and was referred to imprecisely, by squatters and by others, as a bail précaire: a “precarious lease.” The artists would pay a nominal rent. They would 29refrain from sleeping onsite. Every day, every workday would be an open house; the studios would be open studios. 59 Rivoli would exist as a showroom, with no trace of homelessness, and in subsequent years it would not embarrass these artists to call their project an “after-squat.” Particularly appealing to international tourists they soon entertained, this time by their own count, seventy thousand visitors annually. “Every artist dreams of moving to Paris,” Christophe Girard, then the city’s deputy mayor for culture, told the New York Times for a 2010 “Travel” round up of Parisian art squats featuring 59 Rivoli, the puff piece of which, presumably, every deputy mayor for culture dreams (“In Paris, Art Fills the Void”).

         City Hall kept track. A 2012 audit, conducted internally, revealed opportunities for the municipality to refine its strategy for managing the 59 Rivoli artists while valuing the rent abatement it gave them at 278,200 euros per annum. It had spent, the city reminded itself, a painful 1.49 million euros more than planned on the renovation. It noted, in the course of its audit, that the claim of third place in a contemporary art popularity contest was abusif—used in French for “overdone”—given that Palais de Tokyo, the museum for contemporary art, took in sixty thousand visitors a month. At least one person in the city government had soured on 59 Rivoli by the time Aguilera, researching his thesis, conducted anonymous interviews. “It was just because it was a campaign promise and we’ll never again do anything like it,” this person said. And yet, Aguilera observes, more like it was done. Between 2001 and 2010, according to a “confidential” source of his, the city spent eleven million euros in renovating about a dozen buildings that artists had occupied as squats.

         French law defines the precarious lease negatively, as a 30structure allowing for the bypassing of obligations associated with actual leases. It was in every one of its guises an at-will agreement. Though not always reflected in the language of the document it was understood from experience, among squatters in Paris, that entering into such an agreement would mean that no one could sleep in the building. (Occasionally, in violation, people did; the city stressed an imperative not to let squatters, when the line for social housing was long, cut to the front.) A convention conferred on La Petite Rockette, a group that had voluntarily left its squat in favor of a space being brought under contract, clarified the signees’ liability for “security and surveillance.” They had to respect their neighbors’ quiet enjoyment of property that they, the neighbors, owned or rented. The ex-squatters would carry on in community-facing activities. They offered, among other services, a collection for recyclables. But ten people had lived at their squat, some of whom, as characterized by Martin Bobel, a member of the group, were really needy. The city rehoused only two of them, he told me in a 2012 interview. The others left for other squats, the odd apartment, the street. “Out of the two people, one died,” Bobel said. “So only one person was rehoused by the city.”

         Squatters considered artists who signed these contracts “sellouts,” to use a term from the art world. In the language of labor movements, they were scabs. The invective was bottomless. Artists squatted out of bad faith, seeking to please the city, its deputy mayor for culture, the minister of culture, the police, all the while lording their gift, a conversance with authority, over squatters less comfortable with any number of things: self-branding; the labyrinth of French official culture with its interlocking institutions, pomp, its École des Beaux-Arts; and, not least, the French language. Artists gave a bad name to squatters of all other 31walks. Bobel, though not himself an artist, held a degree in “cultural engineering”; he told me in 2012 that the contracted status suited him. (His accreditation is common enough in France. A government website geared at high schoolers eyeing careers describes “engineer of cultural services and patrimony” thus: “France is a gold mine in terms of cultural richness.”) “We’re going to be better performing,” Bobel said, “and we’re going to produce much more in the future.”

         Aguilera, doing his interviews at the ministry of culture, provoked this outburst: “We can accept to negotiate with real artists who have real projects ... but not with those fringe elements that pretend to make art and culture!” The exclamation mark is Aguilera’s, and he was there. Surprisingly given this insistence that the French state worked with “real” artists only, it was difficult—from the literature, from my own interviews—to infer any working definition. Art was an obvious good. On that, parties agreed. Since agreement was so universal, no occasion really arose for the perfect clarification of the term. A permissiveness, looseness to the definition characterized the discourse when it came to artists. Unusual in Bouillon’s painstaking prose is a stray set of scare quotes. Artists’ “refusal to ‘exile’ themselves to the suburbs,” in this instance, causes them to work in squats. The quotes postpone the problem of the melodrama of the verb; this, in the context of research dealing with the serious problems of refugees, rings wrong. Artists’ stories were swallowed whole. In 2009 Françoise Galland, a councilor for the twentieth arrondissement, emailed an inhabitant of local squat La Miroiterie with a declaration of support signed by that district’s majority, a leftist coalition. “The predicament of the squat La Miroiterie, 88 Rue de Ménilmontant, is particularly worrisome,” the coalition 32writes. “This is a case of an artistic squat.” Asked, in a 2013 interview, if La Miroiterie “contributed to the community,” Galland was nonplussed. “Bah of course,” she told me. “First of all, it is an artistic squat.” Still more curious was the response of another district councilor, Marc Wluczka. When I interviewed him, he brought up artists who had refused to sign. “Deep inside me, I think they’re right,” he said, practicing his English. “Official art is something that should not be accepted. It should not even be discussed. But that’s my personal opinion. As a politician—well. I’m in the majority, so. I understand the political reasons, but in my interior self, I don’t agree with them.” He spoke as if to go on claiming distance from the mysteries of governance: “Did Picasso ask for the help of the state? On the other hand, Michelangelo was living with the money of the Pope. I know that. But he had a boss who let him do what he wanted.”

         Awe expressed on behalf of institutions was dimmer, self-regarding. The Palais de Tokyo, one of the French state’s museums, upon its opening in 2002 on a broad Parisian avenue began by working up a controversy among squatters who were artists. They objected to its look, which might be described as post-industrial, considering it appropriative of what they, the squatters, had to live with. As the geographer Elsa Vivant notes, squatters were not the only ones to whom this museum appeared to be playing dress up. “Today the latest in culture doubtless couldn’t emerge other than from a squat, or from an industrial wasteland, however artificially maintained in the middle of the sixteenth arrondissement,” Le Monde commented. But, Vivant contends, it was to placate squatters, who were appearing with regularity in French and Parisian media, that in September of that year the Palais de Tokyo held the first 33in a series of art-squat festivals it intended to be annual. (They were annual, and they were brought to a halt after three years.) Festival art et squats was, predictably enough, controversial all over again. Some Parisian squatters felt pandered to, while others directed their indignation at squatters who’d agreed to work with the museum, considering this a betrayal of principles they shared. The Palais de Tokyo’s online archives used to preserve a list, “Acknowledgments,” with an atypical section entitled “Regrets,” a cognate that can also mean “apologies.” “At last,” the museum writes, “all our regrets go out to those squats who were with us in this adventure from its first moments and have since had to close their doors...” The ellipsis is the museum’s, a punctuation of survivor’s guilt. “As we all know,” this museum continues, washing its hands of some sin, “precariousness is an integral part of the daily life of squats, and one of the objectives of this project has been to point up the relevance of these spaces and permit, maybe, a glimpse at some solution...”

         And yet it mattered very much to squatters if their output could be officially construed as art when, in those years, they understood authorities to give artistic squats a pass. Even squats that did not rise to the level of receiving a precarious lease could expect, by virtue of their artistry, better treatment. Authorities handled a squat differently if it contained artists, referring the dossier to the ministry of culture, which evaluated, in its own words, the “artistic value of the project,” as Aguilera would note in a subsequent paper. His sample size was sixty squats; of them, police evicted “emergency” squats at a rate of 87.5 percent. For artists, according to this calculus, the rate was a mere 47.7 percent. Legitimacy in the strictest sense accrued to squats where art was made. Lawyers defending squatters, always against eviction, were careful to mention any 34artistic activity, trying always to buy time. The Miroiterie squatters were in their own drawn-out proceedings represented by the lawyer Florence Diffre, counsel for the squatters of the Rue de Rivoli before the city’s intervention. She collected up CVs in building her defense of La Miroiterie, a move by then routine, the squat the artistry of which was evident even to its local politicians and had, besides, the special power of avoiding, for all those within, the plight of homelessness. In response to Diffre’s or a later lawyer’s call, Bernard Morlon, self-identified “autodidact painter” in residence, provided an artist’s statement of six sentences, which are naïve, strikingly, and strangely tender. “At the beginning of La Miroiterie, we made mosaics with bits of mirror,” he writes. “I made a butterfly that still decorates La Miroiterie. Having painted butterflies, I currently paint flowers.”

         I knew La Miroiterie. In French it is a common noun and names a manufacturer of mirrors; one had operated in the building. The mosaics looked like insect eyes. Factory of mirrors: I also knew Bernard. I can picture the butterflies he cut out of black paper. In watercolor, he painted a pavilion of glass. It had window boxes, from which a palm tree sprouted. At the building’s base stretched archways, a sign: LA MIROITERIE. This was La Miroiterie in the future, I was told; one day, I received a color photocopy. It looked like a mall. But I admired the artist’s gentleness, the mystery of his gentleness. An invitation he committed to paper moves me—I have saved a copy of that, too—for its formality, its simplicity. Photocopied on a thin, fluttering slip like a strip of film, this message hand-lettered on a field suggesting in its texture the last gasp of some toner cartridge convokes a rendezvous, “RDV,” at La Miroiterie: a party. 35

         A higher culture did come out of there, supposedly. Bands from abroad would play the squat in summiting the top of their field, punk rock. I lacked the expertise to evaluate this claim, but I met a well-placed musicologist who was working to archive the concerts.

         Visual art in squats could be shrewd, political. Installation revealed in the rudeness of materials something of the squatter hardship. Other squat art was sincere, crafty: I am thinking of a single God’s Eye, done in yarn and spindles. Not all artists working in squats endeared themselves to me as Bernard did, but several, laboring in the throes of some obsession rendering them “outsider” in market terms, displayed, in their labors, a pathos I found affecting independent of the result.

         Still more squat art left the observer, or certain observers, or me, with little to love. This spurious work was slapdash, not even baptized by suffering. At the squat Le Bloc, where many artists worked, a man spray-painted fire extinguishers so they looked like rockets or, in one case, horribly, a used tampon. Why did he want to look at that? Had it been sexist, an experiment in empathy? One reeled at the waste of time only to wonder, startled, what side one was on. Presumably he had found the fire extinguisher in the building, in this resourcefulness resembling other artists at the squat. One Bloc squatter requested of every artist there they decorate a linoleum ceiling tile just for him. The building itself, in its multiplicity of afterlives, appeared in a certain light as the strongest work present. Every object, not just fire extinguishers and ceiling tiles, offered itself up for repurposing. That the squat might conceal, in its recesses, illicit substances, other trespasses, gave every work an edge of subterfuge—it doubled as a decoy.

         In these interactions of Parisian squatters and 36authorities, a hole had opened in the place of “art.” What did it mean? The hole was a door, then a window. A familiar definition—describing something redemptive especially of a lost soul, the artist’s—was one I, in my own young life, had heard; because of these Parisian politics it took on, in the city’s squats, a capaciously literal truth.

         Truth felt in any guise welcome. In squats—vast, cold—one gave quarter to worries of a certain family. Their effect was crowding. The anxiety established itself firmly enough before any research was done, housing in Paris being however, at last count, the most overvalued in Europe. A perverse, obvious effect was real-estate speculation. Some percentage of Parisian lodging as high as 14 at that time was vacant, given over to investment or to second homes even as the need, unmet, increased. In France in 2010, the year I began this reporting, there were nearly twelve thousand evictions by police, the Abbé-Pierre Foundation found; that number had been growing every year. Ten million people were subject to housing fragility of some sort. In other countries there were many more. It was easy to worry, visiting squats, what I could do. Writing did not seemed as if it helped.

         By contrast art served, in the days of the precarious lease, an unusually radical purpose. Persuading a judge to delay eviction, it kept open a refuge in which those left homeless for any reason were able, temporarily, to live. Literally art was, in this context, that which allowed the squatters, the artists, to go on living. Here was an example of art making itself useful. Useless, it was useful all over again. Art bought or borrowed time. That’s what it was good for: a front. I had been wondering. Here, at least provisionally, was an answer.
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