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Preface





Sir Philip Sidney, the Elizabethan poet, has a phrase in his forty-first sonnet which exactly sums up what so many people feel – and have felt during the four hundred years since his death – about that maddening, marvellous country the other side of the English Channel. ‘That sweet enemy, France.’ Edmund Burke put it less poetically, but with greater force, in his Reflections on the French Revolution. France, at the time, seemed intent on tearing herself to pieces; her king and queen would be guillotined, as would aristocrats, liberal politicians, perfectly ordinary innocent men and women caught up in the surge away from autocracy through blood and towards democracy – of a sort. Burke, shocked and saddened, could not bring himself to condemn France because of the actions of her citizens. ‘France has always more or less influenced manners in England,’ he declared; ‘and when your fountain is choked up and polluted, the stream will not run long, or will not run clear with us, or perhaps with any nation.’ The fountain of France had indeed been polluted, a fountain which had enriched the culture of every European nation, and that of the new-born United States of America. But the fountain would play again.


This book is more evocation than analysis. It is not a work of scholarship or deep research. It is not intended to be. It is what the subtitle, ‘A personal view of France and the French’, says. It is opinionated and no doubt readers will disagree with the opinions. I have perhaps been harsh about examples of modern architecture, about the effects of tourism, about aspects of the French character. Opinions are only opinions; they are not pronouncements engraved on tablets of stone. I have written about the parts of France I know best – Provence, Paris, the Loire, the Channel ports – and I have inspected the characteristics of the French which most interest me. There is little here of economics, or education, or politics. There is some history, there is some social history, there is some topography.


The themes which I have chosen may appear arbitrary. I have, though, attempted to design a logical path. I start with the Channel and with Boulogne, where so many tourists begin; it is a first glimpse of France. Then I move on to Paris, which many people consider is the quintessential France. After that come three light-hearted chapters on sex, food, and drink, in order to give, so to speak, a social base. The third geographical chapter, a tour of some of the châteaux of the Loire in the steps of Henry James, is sandwiched between short biographical essays on two very different, but in my view equally French, men. Henri IV seems all heart, but conceals enormous sense and sensitivity; Voltaire seems all intellect, but was one of the most impassioned railers against injustice in the history of the modern world. They personify, between them, many of the most likeable French characteristics.


The fourth geographical chapter concerns the South, and from there it is an easy step to the exotic lure of French overseas colonies. An analysis of the French concept of ‘la gloire’, which inspired such expansion, is the brighter face of the appalling degradation suffered by France during three catastrophic wars, when the iron could truly be said to have entered the French soul. And so, finally and inevitably, to a consideration of clichés and chauvinism, of how the French are seen and how they in turn view other nations.




 





It would be absurd to challenge Theodore Zeldin and his majestic work, France 1848–1945’, Richard Cobb’s unique view of regions and people; J. G. Weightman’s encyclopaedic knowledge of French literature; Douglas Johnson’s grasp of the history of modern France. My book is intended to give amusement and pleasure to readers who, through its pages, may be reminded of a place, or a quotation, or an impression. It is also a tribute to a country and a people I love, warts and all. As a publisher, I have been much influenced by Luigi Barzini’s glorious book about his fellow countrymen. I have even tried, on occasion, to persuade writers to do for France what Barzini did for Italy. The results were not what I wanted, so I decided to do it myself, a case of appalling hubris. I am deeply grateful to my publishers in Britain and the United States for giving me that chance – even if nemesis strikes. 
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Cross-Channel





In June 1763, Dr Tobias Smollett, ‘a surly Scotchman’ but a munificent host to the Grub Street journalists, and author of two highly successful picaresque novels recording the fictional adventures of Roderick Random and Peregrine Pickle, caught his first sight of Boulogne, one of the traditional marine gateways to France. He had crossed the Channel in a Folkestone cutter and it had been an uncomfortable journey. ‘The cabin was so small that a dog could hardly turn in it, and the beds put me in mind of the holes described in some catacombs, in which the bodies of the dead were deposited, being thrust in with the feet foremost; there was no getting into them but endways, and indeed they seemed so dirty, that nothing but extreme necessity could have obliged me to use them.’ He had sat up all night, the sea was rough, he was cold and cramped and weary.


It was an inauspicious start to his journey through France and on into Italy, but worse was to follow. The captain of the cutter could not enter Boulogne harbour because of the high wind, so Smollett and his entourage were consigned to the ship’s boat. They had hardly left the cutter when they were met by a second boat coming from the shore. The Boulogne watermen were exercising their traditional, though no doubt illegal, right to carry ashore any visitor – at a price.


Smollett was forced to change boats in the middle of a choppy sea, and then to sit in a waterlogged boat while a packet of mail was fetched from the cutter. ‘We were afterwards  rowed a long league, in a rough sea, against wind and tide, before we reached the harbour, where we landed, benumbed with cold, and the women excessively sick: from our landing-place we were obliged to walk very near a mile to the inn where we purposed to lodge, attended by six or seven men and women, bare-legged, carrying our baggage.’


The boat cost him a guinea, and he had to tip every one of the bare-legged porters. He was still less amused when he realised that the whole affair was a conspiracy between the captain of the cutter and the Boulogne watermen. Future passengers, he thought, should be warned: ‘When a man hires a packet-boat from Dover to Calais or Boulogne, let him remember that the stated price is five guineas; and let him insist upon being carried into the harbour in the ship, without paying the least regard to the representations of the master, who is generally a little dirty knave.’ And they should also be warned about the appalling behaviour of the French: ‘When we arrived at the inn, all the beds were occupied; so that we were obliged to sit in a cold kitchen above two hours, until some of the lodgers should get up. This was such a bad specimen of French accommodation, that my wife could not help regretting even the inns of Rochester, Sittingbourn, and Canterbury: bad as they are, they certainly have the advantage, when compared with the execrable auberges of this country, where one finds nothing but dirt and imposition. One would imagine the French were still at war with the English, for they pillage them without mercy.’


And so was born the complete Francophobe, a character often met in diaries and novels, and indeed in real life. What Smollett failed to realise was that the inhabitants of the Channel ports are businessmen, rather than enemies.


Boulogne and Calais, for so many people, British and American, in the pre-jet age, were the twin entrances into Europe. There were, of course, in addition Cherbourg and St Malo, Dieppe and Dunkirk, but these were somehow different, mildly eccentric choices. Boulogne and Calais were the real thing, and they still are. Much has, inevitably, changed. These days, with most holidaymakers’ insatiable need to get from one place to another as fast as possible, and with the building of the vast airport complex at Charles de Gaulle, a futuristic maze of conveyor belts and radial tunnels, the small pleasures of arriving in France by sea are limited to the impecunious student, the family with a car, and the occasional traveller who prefers trains to planes. No doubt when the Channel Tunnel is finally built (and one feels that, after so many delays and arguments, it never will, or should, be built) the roads of Brittany and Normandy will be packed end to end, but for the moment a certain calm still reigns.


The cross-Channel boats are bigger now, for the convenience of the internal combustion engine en masse. First-class sections have vanished, though the tickets often promise them, and Mr James Sherwood, the American who has reintroduced the splendours of the Orient Express, assures us that they will be restored on his boats. The stewards look quite anonymous. Long gone are the faded green leather seats, the offers of comforting pots of tea and buttered toast, the ready availability of porters. Gone, too, is one particular steward, sporting a peculiarly unbecoming ginger wig, who seemed to be ever-present as some gnomelike Flying Dutchman. Instead, there is inescapable pop music, a total absence of edible food (except on the French boats), sweaty young men in Union Jack shorts, and mammoth consumption of duty-free beer.


But many of the pleasures do remain, particularly when you have avoided the summer. Julian Barnes put it well in Flaubert’s Parrot: ‘I like these out-of-season crossings. When you’re young you prefer the vulgar months, the fullness of seasons. As you grow older you learn to like the in-between times, the months that can’t make up their minds.’ The looming clock tower of Calais is still there, hideous but reassuring. The gaggle of blue-denimed porters, cheap cigarettes hanging from their lower lips, wait to pounce. There are the mingled smells of garlic, gitanes and urine which seem to ooze from the walls; the uniforms of the gendarmes and the douaniers; the trains waiting beyond the customs shed. The customs officials seem more relaxed than at Dover or Folkestone, as Smollett discovered back in the middle of the eighteenth century: ‘I brought no plate along with me, but a dozen and a half of spoons, and a dozen teaspoons: the first being found in one of our portmanteaus, when they were examined at the bureau, cost me seventeen livres entrée; the others being luckily in my servant’s pocket, escaped duty free.’


The trains themselves are duller, the compartments seem more cramped, the Bar Grill Express, self-service with too few tables at Ritz prices though undeniably hugely superior to any British or American counterpart, has superseded the old dining-cars with their pink lampshades and café filtre which never seemed to filter and the certainty of sitting opposite a femme fatale. The Flèche d’Or – it sounded even better, more seductive, than the Golden Arrow – actually had movable, though massive, armchairs at each table, and a chef perfectly capable of crowning a five-course lunch with exquisite crêpes Normande. The Train Bleu was more splendid still, since it progressed in a leisurely way along that strange no man’s line between the Gare du Nord and the Gare de Lyon, before setting out at l’heure du dîner for the pine-scented Midi. And there were the connections for Amsterdam and Munich and Copenhagen, and for the Simplon-Orient Express to Venice and Trieste.


Like much else, French trains are not what they used to be. The admirable Mistral which left Paris at lunchtime and cruised down through Lyons and the Rhône valley and on to Marseilles and the Riviera has been abandoned. The double-decker commuter trains impress, because they look so odd, and the trains de grande vitesse (TGV for short) impress because they are fast and efficient. But a pre-packed cold meal tasting mainly of vinegar is a poor substitute for an excellent lunch in the wagon-restaurant. Indeed, sensible French travellers have begun to boycott the meals on the TGVs, and the SNCF are being forced to restore the old haute cuisine. They have made a start on the Paris-Strasbourg line, and further improvements are keenly anticipated.


But there is still the excitement of inspecting the notice-boards on the side of each carriage – Basel, Roma, Messina, München, Hamburg – and knowing that you will wake up on the other side of Europe. Even the route to Paris has its well-remembered sights: the hovercraft station at Boulogne, the miniature château almost on the railway line, the small country stations encrimsoned with roses and geraniums, the lines of poplars, the flashing streams, the signal-box postes as the metropolis looms, the sight of the Sacré-Coeur floodlit against the Paris sky. You are in France, and a strange mingling of relaxation and anticipation takes over.


The traveller always seems to feel that he must hurtle on, leaving the scudding clouds of the Channel as if they might carry him back to England. This is a mistake. Dieppe, Calais and Boulogne have much to offer. There are the people, so different in their more direct northern way, an apparent calm superimposed on a layer of excitability, even of violence. And there are the towns themselves. Calais is perhaps the least appealing, partly because it was so appallingly damaged during the Second World War, though it has excellent restaurants and shops. Dieppe has considerable charm and a firmly based reputation for a particularly rich style of cooking; a garniture dieppoise – a mixture of mussels, prawns, white wine and a velouté sauce – has become part of the language. Dieppe has also always been a great favourite of the English. In the nineteenth century, gentlefolk in reduced circumstances and gamblers escaping their creditors settled happily there until their fortunes were restored; there were no less than eleven schools expressly for English young ladies.


Boulogne is both more substantial and more of a piece than either Calais or Dieppe. Tobias Smollett, though he disapproved of it so much, did have a few polite words for the high standard of food available: ‘The beef is neither fat nor firm; but very good for soup, which is the only use the French make of it. The veal is not so white, nor so well fed, as the English veal; but it is more juicy, and better tasted. The mutton and pork are very good. We buy our poultry alive, and fatten them at home. Here are excellent turkies, and no want of game: the hares, in particular, are very large, juicy, and high-flavoured. The best part of the fish caught on this coast is sent post to Paris, in chasse-marines, by a company of contractors, like those of Hastings in Sussex. Nevertheless, we have excellent soles, skaite, flounders and whitings, and sometimes mackarel. The oysters are very large, coarse, and rank.’ But the sour old Scot could not resist adding a disagreeable footnote: ‘Notwithstanding all the haste the contractors can make, their fish in the summer is very often spoiled before it arrives at Paris … At best it must be in such a mortified condition, that no other people, except the negroes on the coast of Guinea, would feed upon it.’


And, on the subject of wine, Smollett had decided views: ‘The wine commonly drunk at Boulogne comes from Auxerre, is very small and meagre, and may be had from five to eight sols a bottle; that is, from twopence halfpenny to fourpence. The French inhabitants drink no good wine; nor is there any to be had, unless you have recourse to the British wine merchants here established, who deal in Bourdeaux wines, brought hither by sea for the London market … I don’t believe there is a drop of generous Burgundy in the place; and the aubergistes impose upon us shamefully, when they charge it at two livres a bottle … All the brandy which I have seen in Boulogne is new, fiery, and still-burnt. This is the trash which the smugglers import into England.’


Two hundred and twenty-four years later, the visitor would have no trouble in finding good brandy. But therein lies a problem. Boulogne has become a paradise for shoppers. Here they come, a densely packed horde, determined of foot yet oddly vacuous of face. They have an air of avid desperation as they march up the ramp to the harbour, dragging strange wheeled contraptions behind them. They do not seem prepared for enjoyment, though there is the faintest glint of expectation in the odd eye. They are sensibly dressed and shod. They have no need of passports; frontiers do not exist for the day-tripper. They have come to shop.


If you stroll down Boulogne’s Grande Rue, having perhaps emerged from Lugand’s reinforced by a rabidly strong coffee and an irresistible chocolate calorie mountain, down towards the Quai, you will catch your first glimpse of this strange new breed of traveller. Outside Boulogne there is a giant supermarket, and it is to that mecca they turn. Boulogne has many delights to offer: Philippe Olivier’s fromagerie, a brace of first-class restaurants, a delightful walled Old Town replete with well-restored seventeenth- and eighteenth-century buildings, an absurdly grandiose cathedral, a museum devoted to Napoleonic trouvailles brought back from the First Consul’s Egyptian enterprise, a colourful market-place. None of these, unfortunately (some would say fortunately), makes any impression on the shoppers. For them it is bread not circuses: baguettes, litres of wine whose grape content may be somewhat suspect, pâtés and cheese, above all – eccentrically – beer, beer in very large quantities.


To be fair, the Boulonnais have no objection to this endless treasure trove of hard cash, and very efficiently they organise the acres of shelves and the buses which connect the supermarket with the ferries. It is the French who have become a nation of shopkeepers. And surely it must be mere rumour that they, in turn, sail to Dover and Folkestone to do their shopping. What can the attraction be? English beer?


In any case, Boulogne hardly suffers from these incursions. For a brief period, the cafés and cheaper fish restaurants on the Quai fill up, but soon the tourists are all gone to the supermarket, and thence to the ferry, intent on consuming as much duty-free alcohol on board as they can before the grille of the bar comes crashing down outside Dover. The Boulonnais heave a sigh of relief, count the takings, and call for a pastis or a fine à l’eau. Boulogne has been given back to the Boulonnais.


And what of the Boulonnais themselves? Smollett was unimpressed, reserving his particular disgust for the nobility. Since he was writing a mere quarter of a century before the outbreak of the French Revolution his words have a certain unconscious irony: ‘I know not a more insignificant set of mortals than the noblesse of Boulogne; helpless in themselves, and useless to the community; without dignity, sense, or sentiment; contemptible from pride, and ridiculous from inanity. They pretend to be jealous of their rank, and will entertain no correspondence with the merchants, whom they term plebeians. They likewise keep at a great distance from strangers, on pretence of a delicacy in the article of punctilio: but, as I am informed, this statelieness is in a great measure affected, in order to conceal their poverty.’


Warming to his theme, Smollett excoriated the sheer stupidity of the Boulogne noblesse. ‘They have not the common sense to reside at their houses in the country, where, by farming their own grounds, they might live at a small expence, and improve their estates at the same time. They allow their country houses to go to decay, and their gardens and fields to waste; and reside in dark holes in the Upper Town of Boulogne without light, air, or convenience. There they starve within doors, that they may have wherewithal to purchase fine cloaths, and appear once a day in the church, or on the rampart. They have no education, no taste for reading, no housewifery, nor indeed any earthly occupation, but that of dressing their hair, and adorning their bodies. They hate walking, and would never go abroad, if they were not stimulated by the vanity of being seen. I ought to except indeed’ – and here is the sting in the tail, since Smollett makes no bones about his dislike of the Roman Catholic religion – ‘those who turn devotees, and spend the greatest part of their time with the priest, either at church or in their own houses.’


There seems, though, to have been precious little seriousness in devotional matters. ‘The only profane diversions of this place are a puppet-show and a mountebank; but then their religion affords a perpetual comedy. Their high masses, their feasts, their processions, their pilgrimages, confessions, images, tapers, robes, incense, benedictions, spectacles, representations, and innumerable ceremonies, which revolve almost incessantly, furnish a variety of entertainment from one end of the year to the other.’ Smollett is enjoying himself quite as much as the supposed Christians whom he mocks: ‘A Roman catholic longs as impatiently for the festival of St Suaire, or St Croix, or St Veronique, as a schoolboy in England for the representation of punch and the devil; and there is generally as much laughing at one farce as at the other. Even when the descent from the cross is acted, in the holy week, with all the circumstances that ought naturally to inspire the gravest sentiments, if you cast your eyes among the multitude that croud the place, you will not discover one melancholy face: all is prattling, tittering, or laughing; and ten to one but you perceive a number of them employed in hissing the female who personates the Virgin Mary.’


Now, Roman Catholic churches are certainly more free and easy, and indeed more theatrical, than straitlaced Protestant, let alone Presbyterian, ones. The cathedral in Boulogne possesses a certain comic quality. The floral decorations are, more likely than not, faintly withered gladioli, a mixture of puce and virulent yellow, like so many elongated bruises. There are a variety of strange mementoes dotted about the side aisles. The pièce de résistance is a most peculiar chariot which, for no very good reason, was dragged around northern France during the last war. It has the aspect of a meeting of minds between Canova and Salvador Dali, but is without doubt a relic of considerable local importance and sanctity, so one should not pour scorn.


The noblesse of Boulogne, if Smollett’s description is in any way accurate, received their just deserts in 1789. In the twentieth century it is difficult to conceive of Boulogne possessing a noblesse at all. It seems a very middle-class, a very bourgeois, place in the real sense of the word. Léon Blum once maintained that ‘despite all appearances to the contrary, it is the bourgeoisie which has ruled France for the past century and a half’, in other words since the Revolution. And, though ‘bourgeois’ has become almost a term of abuse, the true bourgeois, the professional men, doctors, lawyers and teachers, but also bankers and industrialists, maintain their hold on French society. Boulogne, like Rouen or Caen, or any other sizeable town you care to choose in the north of France, has probably not altered, in essence, since the days of Flaubert.


But one should not become too serious or sociological about Boulogne. It is certainly hard to do so if you stand on the end of the jetty. If you look inland, you see a pleasant seaside town, with no great pretensions but an abundance of delights, few of them flashy or meretricious, layers of houses rising up to the old walled town, the market-place injecting an atmosphere of barter and commerce twice a week, the steep streets and rampart promenades preserving a touch of the crinoline and the frock coat. If you gaze out to sea, you are as likely as not to confront banked clouds massing over the Channel, the cumulus configurations which Boudin and Sickert painted. The light is seldom crystal-sharp, the sky rarely a crude, boring blue. There is always variation and novelty. You think of Debussy’s ‘Rondes du printemps’ or ‘Ce qu’a vu le vent de l’ouest’. You could almost be in England. But you are not. The voices of the day-trippers confuse for a second, but it is a transitory disturbance. La Manche could be a hundred or a thousand miles wide, the differences between the two sides of the Channel are so obvious. The first step on French soil, however many times it has been taken, always provides a new shock.


It also provides the essential breathing space, so that you can adapt yourself to the sheer pleasure of being in France. There is a sense of anticipation as you board the train, and as the seascape becomes the countryside. It is the train for Paris. The French businessmen bury themselves in their evening papers or the contents of their briefcases. There is no need to look out of the windows. But you are a tourist. There may be problems of language and acclimatisation ahead, but that heady feeling of irresponsibility is uppermost. The acidulous Smollett is forgotten. Next stop: Paris.



















Chapter Two
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Ville Lumière





‘And now since it is the “green hour” – since it is five o’clock – let us take a chair outside the Café de la Paix and watch the people pass, and meditate, here, in the centre of the civilised world, on this wonderful city of Paris and this wonderful country of France.’ E. V. Lucas was writing in 1909; plus ça change … Other cafés, the Deux Magots, La Coupole, would become fashionable between the wars and after the war (and then there was Le Drugstore), and their prices would rise and their atmosphere take on a period element, as if the ghosts of Sartre or Camus or Hemingway were still stirring the motes of dust, the dust of existentialism or of resistance or merely of rebellion.


One cannot imagine that there was ever much rebellion brewing in the Café de la Paix. For here is the comfortable, self-regarding, nineteenth-century Paris of Haussmann,* of galas at the Opéra, of louche women in long cloaks seemingly in perpetual imitation of la Dame aux Camélias (before the onset of consumption, of course), of smart carriages bowling up the Boulevard des Capucines or the Rue de la Paix, the Paris of luxe, calme et volupté. Inside the Café de la Paix all is green and gold; cupids and nymphs frolic overhead; mysterious women in black pass through, looking but rarely finding. Occasionally the strains of an incongruous jazz band can be heard, conjuring up the brittle spirit of Noël Coward’s Parisian Pierrot. On the pavement, oysters are being opened with a quick flash of the huitrier’s knife, the plates of belons and palourdes whisked away, the smell of seaweed, lemon juice and salt water for a second defeating the diesel fumes.


The waiters deserve close attention (there are also, and increasingly, waitresses, but they are more reserved). They are, inevitably, characters. E. V. Lucas expatiated on the phenomenon of the Paris waiter, and what he said before the First World War still holds good for both sides of the Channel.




Paris may be a city of feminine charm and domination; but to the ordinary foreigner, and especially the Englishman, it is far more a city of waiters. Women we have in England too; but waiters we have not. There are waiters in London, no doubt, but that is the end of them: there are, to all intents and purposes, no waiters in the provinces, where we eat exclusively in our own houses.† And even in London we must brace ourselves to find such waiters as there are: we must indulge in heroic feats of patience, and, once the waiter comes into view, exercise most of the vocal organs to attract his notice and obtain his suffrages. In other words, there is in London perhaps one waiter to every five thousand persons; whereas in Paris there are five thousand waiters, more or less, to every one person. Or so it seems. It is a city of waiters; it is the city of waiters!





It cannot be pretended that the Café de la Paix is a mecca for gourmets. The food is not particularly good – are they incapable of making a passable omelette? – and far too large a proportion of the menu is given over to bizarre confections involving ice-creams of improbable flavours, liqueurs of preposterous hues and lavish whirls of whipped cream. That is not the point. One does not drop in at the Café de la Paix in search of gastronomic delights, it is the atmosphere that counts. And the atmosphere is very powerful: an amalgam of the enticing and the tawdry, the glossy green and gold concealing the cracks in the nineteenth-century opulence.


Perhaps it is more a tower of Babel than a café. Certainly every language under the sun can be heard here: Midwest American, Japanese, Scandinavian, Spanish, the linguistic cornucopia overflows. Even French, very occasionally, breaks through. Single ladies in reduced circumstances sit over their coffee or porto, exchanging a desultory word with a skittering waitress. Couples drift in after the opera, firmly demanding a kir royal. A civil servant abandons the contents of his serviette and decides that half a dozen oysters will stay the pangs of hunger until dinner. Everything is bustle, va et vient.


*


The Place de la Bastille is a dreary circle, offering a Métro station, a column and a whiff of revolution. It is a pity that Napoleon’s plan for a massive elephant fountain in the centre of the Place was never carried out; that at least would have added a touch of crazed grandeur. To the west lies the Rue Saint-Antoine and the Marais; to the east runs the Rue du Faubourg Saint-Antoine, stretching interminably to the Place de la Nation.


It is a curious area, in the past frequently given to violence and insurrection, but also celebrated for its open-air entertainments. Above all, though, it has long been and still remains the cabinet-makers’ district. Most of the finest examples of furniture and interior decoration emerged from the shops and ateliers of the Faubourg Saint-Antoine during the eighteenth century. Every expensive whim was catered for, from wallpaper to looking-glasses, from automata to dog-kennels.


The age of elegance is no more. Vulgarity is rife. The Rue du Faubourg Saint-Antoine now resembles something more akin to an oriental bazaar. Windows display immense sofas in white leather, chairs apparently confected from onyx horns, tables of hideous pink alabaster and gilt. There is much imitation boule, bright and deceptive as a new-minted nickel coin. There is not a straight line in sight, everything is curlicues and extravagance. Half the world’s animal population seems to have rendered up its skins and hides to be stretched over furniture of such amplitude that it must be designed for a race of vast-buttocked potentates. Here is a temptation of St Anthony which would have amazed even Hieronymus Bosch.


Such overwrought opulence cries out for a counterbalance and, to the west of the Place de la Bastille, it exists in a most perfect form. John Russell vividly points the contrast: ‘The Bastille is to the Marais as Marseilles is to Aix-en-Provence, raw meat to rillettes, blowlamp to vesta.’ Only a few yards away from the memorial to Revolutionary Paris and you are in the Paris of Henri IV. It is a small, concentrated area, the Marais, bordered by the Rue Saint-Antoine and the Rue de Bretagne to the south and north respectively, by the Rue du Temple on the west, and by the Rue de Turenne on the east. Once it was the most fashionable district in the whole of Paris, until the beginning of the eighteenth century, when the aristocrats moved further west to the Faubourg Saint-Germain, those that is who were not permanently at Versailles.


During the nineteenth century the Marais fell into a kind of slumber, like Perrault’s Belle au Bois Dormant, decaying genteelly and then more precipitately. Before the First World War, a scheme was announced which would renovate what Haussmann had left of the old Paris at the huge cost of £32 million. Other considerations, military and economic, intervened, and it was not until well after the Second World War that the task of reconstruction and redecoration moved into top gear. Slowly, the great palaces and hôtels and embassies emerged from their grimy carapaces. The Hôtel Lamoignon, where Mme de Sévigné and Boileau talked in the seventeenth century and Alphonse Daudet entertained Flaubert, Turgenev, Zola and the Goncourts in the nineteenth, has been handed over to the Bibliothèque Historique de la Ville de Paris. The Hôtel Carnavalet, where Mme de Sévigné lived in the 1670s, is a museum, and the Hôtel de Soubise and the Hôtel de Rohan have become the Archives Nationales. But the Hôtel des Ambassadeurs de Hollande, with its magnificent courtyard and its memories of Mme du Deffand and of Beaumarchais, is still privately owned.


The Marais is steeped in history. As E. V. Lucas says, ‘wherever one enters one finds the traces of splendour, intrigue and romance; howsoever modern conditions may have robbed them of their glory, to walk in these streets is, for anyone with any imagination, to recreate Dumas’. It is a fair point. The Man in the Iron Mask was incarcerated a stone’s throw away in the Bastille (the mask was of velvet not metal); in a narrow passage off the Rue des Francs-Bourgeois Charles VI’s brother, Louis, Due d’Orléans, was killed in November 1407 by Jean le Hardi, Duc de Bourgogne; on the central balcony of the Hôtel de Beauvais in the Rue François-Miron, Anne of Austria and Cardinal Mazarin waited for the triumphal entry into Paris of Louis XIV and his queen Marie-Thérèse.


And then there is the Place des Vosges. Once it was called the Place Royale, appropriately since it was Henri IV who commissioned its construction and whose own pavilion was built over the gateway which separates the Place itself from the Rue de Birague. Before then, it was the courtyard of the Palais des Tournelles in which Gabriel Montgoméry, Captain of the Scotch Guard, accidentally killed Henri II during a tournament. Montgoméry, for his pains, was executed in the Place de l’Hôtel-de-Ville, and Catherine de Medici razed the Palais des Tournelles. Henri IV rescued it from its ignominy as a horse market, and set his seal on the most beautiful square in Paris.


Richelieu’s hôtel was there, and a famous duel was fought in front of it. One almost expects d’Artagnan and the Three Musketeers to come swaggering out of one of those superb doorways, plumed hats at a challenging tilt and swords itching to be drawn from their scabbards. It is hardly surprising that Rachel, the great tragic actress, lived in the Place des Vosges. (Perhaps she would approve of the fact that the Marais has become a strongly Jewish area.) Here, too, lived Victor Hugo.


Some critics dislike the Place des Vosges almost because of its perfection. The sheer openness of the Place and the height of the houses contradict, it is true, the hugger-mugger narrowness and compression of the Marais as a whole. But those glorious red and white houses of stone and brick with their high-sloping roofs and oeil-de-boeuf windows have a majesty which wholly compensates for the rather dingy garden in the middle. In an aerial photograph the green square looks all of a piece with the surrounding buildings; at ground level, the statue of Louis XIII, removed during the Revolution and restored in 1825, has a mild incongruity, surrounded as it is by shrieking children rushing across the gravel towards a second-rate adventure playground. Perhaps it needs fountains, perhaps it needs nothing but grass. Perhaps perfection is impossible.


*


Opinions are divided on the subject of the Palais Royal. Here is E. V. Lucas:




That strange white and green oasis into which it is so simple never to stray. When I first knew Paris the Palais Royal was filled with cheap restaurants and shops to allure the excursionist and the connoisseur of those books which an inspired catalogue once described as very curious and disgusting. It is now practically deserted; the restaurants have gone and few shops remain; but in the summer the band plays to happy crowds, and children frolic here all day. I have, however, never succeeded in shaking off a feeling of depression.




 





And here is John Russell:




 





All persons of good character like the Palais Royal. Nowhere is Paris more quiet, for one thing. Not Venice itself is more free from wheeled traffic, the windows overlooking the garden are unimpeachably private, and although there are shops in plenty beneath the arcades, the traffic within them is of a secretive and all but soundless character. Out of school hours the garden has an occasional wild animation, but on the whole the atmosphere suggests a rather grand almshouse or home for convalescents of distinction. Spectatorship is the main local activity; and Colette, one of its finest practitioners, once kept a whole book afloat with what she could see from her window above the Palais Royal gardens.





There is indeed an air of great calm about the arcades and gardens of the Palais Royal. There are children – and why not, since there are two shops at the Rue de Beaujolais end of the gardens, one a general toyshop, the other specialising in all manner of musical boxes and clocks and anything else that can be induced mechanically to play a tune, which would entrance any child? There are – a sign of the times – joggers, but decorous ones in pairs, watched with some disdain by the cat in the window of the musical box emporium. There are civil servants hastening to their favourite café or restaurant. But there are few tourists, few shoppers, mainly because the shops along the arcades under those fine lanterns do not beckon to the usual run of impulse buyer. Few foreigners would feel impelled to enter one of the many shops selling blazingly gaudy campaign medals and obscure orders once presented by European and South American monarchs and presidents to deserving or no doubt often thoroughly undeserving generals and ambassadors. Stamps issued by French colonial administrations, and old theatre posters, and necklaces made of semi-precious stones, rose quartz, lapis lazuli and tourmaline, these are for the specialist. And the shops never seem to be open in any case.


The many ghosts who frequent the Palais Royal remember rowdier times. Cardinal Richelieu, who built the original palace long before the three-sided addition, creating the present great courtyard, designed for the Duc de Chartres in the 1780s, favoured noisy practical jokes. The Regent, the Duc d’Orléans so admired and despaired of by Saint-Simon, found relaxation in a somewhat different manner. Saint-Simon himself recorded something of Philippe d’Orléans’s dissolute behaviour and the debauched style of life in the Palais Royal.




After the Regency Council, or about five o’clock if there were no meeting, he was done with work. Now was his time for the Opéra or the Luxembourg, if he did not go there before his chocolate. Sometimes he visited Mme la Duchesse d’Orléans and occasionally supped with her. At other times he went out by the back offices, or had people admitted that way … At home he ate his suppers in shocking bad company, with his mistresses or girls from the Opéra, often with Mme la Duchesse de Berry [his daughter, with whom, so rumour had it, he was conducting an incestuous affair] and some dozen young men, not always the same, whom he invariably spoke of as his roués … At these suppers everyone was discussed, ministers and friends alike, with a licence that knew no bounds. The past and present love-affairs of the Court and Paris were examined without regard for the victims’ feelings; old scandals were retold, ancient jests and absurdities revived, nothing and nobody was sacred … The wine flowed, the company became heated; they talked filth and outrivalled one another in blasphemy; and when they had made sufficient noise and were all dead drunk, they were put to bed, and on the following day began all over again.





But it was when the Palais Royal was expanded into its present-day quadrilateral that licentiousness and then revolutionary fervour reached fever pitch. On 12 July 1789, Camille Desmoulins leapt on to a table in the Café de Foy. He had come from Versailles with the news of Louis XVI’s dismissal of Necker, the chief minister and the only man thought capable of saving France from bankruptcy. Desmoulins found himself addressing a huge crowd. He seized his opportunity. He spoke of another St Bartholomew’s Day Massacre, he said that the Swiss Guard would be mobilised, with orders ‘to cut our throats to a man’, he preached rebellion masquerading as self-defence.


Thomas Carlyle, in one of his grandest passages teetering on the edge of absurdity, conjures up the scene.




But see Camille Desmoulins, from the Café de Foy, rushing out, sibylline in face; his hair streaming, in each hand a pistol! He springs to a table: the Police satellites are eyeing him; alive they shall not take him, not they alive him alive. This time he speaks without stammering: – Friends! shall we die like hunted hares? Like sheep hounded into their pinfold; bleating for mercy, where is no mercy, but only a whetted knife? The hour is come; the supreme hour of Frenchman and Man; when Oppressors are to try conclusions with Oppressed; and the word is, swift Death, or Deliverance forever. Let such hour be well-come! Us, meseems, one cry only befits: To Arms! Let universal Paris, universal France, as with the throat of the whirlwind, sound only: To arms – To arms! yell responsive the unnumberable voices; like one great voice, as of a Demon yelling from the air: for all faces wax fire-eyed, all hearts burn up into madness. In such, or fitter words, does Camille evoke the Elemental Powers, in this great moment. – Friends, continues Camille, some rallying-sign! Cockades; green ones; – the colour of Hope! – As with the flight of locusts, these green tree-leaves; green ribands from the neighbouring shops; all green things are snatched, and made cockades of. Camille descends from his table, ‘stifled with embraces, wetted with tears’; has a bit of green riband handed him; sticks it in his hat. And now to Curtius’ Image-shop there; to the Boulevards; to the four winds; and rest not till France be on fire!





The French Revolution had started, there among the trees of the Palais Royal. But, when the Terror and the guillotining of the King and Queen had receded into the stuff of nightmares, the arcades returned to their old business. Louis-Léopold Boilly’s 1809 picture, ‘The Galleries of the Palais Royal’, shows a number of young women, lightly clad in the Empire style, their breasts barely half-covered, being ogled or propositioned by some very determined men. One gentleman, wearing a frock coat, a top hat and a leer, is actually encircling one of the girls with his arms, while she lifts her skirt to reveal a considerable amount of leg. A bargain is about to be struck. There is a seller of dogs, and a seller of flowers. But the most interesting section of the painting is in the right-hand foreground. Here we see a girl who looks a trifle more respectable, perhaps because she is wearing a bonnet, perhaps because she is casting a sentimental eye à la Greuze on a pet rabbit being carried by a one-legged boy. Unfortunately, this pretty cameo is spoiled by three additions to the scene: a bejewelled black duenna (to put it politely); an Arab with a lascivious smile and a moustache; and, attached to the pillar, a sheet of paper bearing the words ‘Avis aux Sexes’. No wonder the boy with the rabbit looks distinctly apprehensive.


That the Palais Royal had become, in effect, a permanent outdoor brothel is borne out in Galignani’s Paris Guide of 1822, which refers to ‘chevaliers d’industrie, and Ladies equally industrious’. In those days, there were large numbers of cafés and rooms of a more equivocal nature downstairs below the pavement. John Russell quotes a directory of 1804 which lists seventeen billiard saloons, eighteen gaming houses and – a nice, but inevitable, touch – eleven usurers. But by the end of the nineteenth century, partly because of so much destruction at the time of the Commune and partly because fashion and venereal transaction had moved westwards, the Palais Royal was as E. V. Lucas saw it.


Today, though, it is a marvellous oasis, impeccably kept, best seen on a glittering spring day or when those trees which the followers of Camille Desmoulins plundered almost two centuries ago have taken on the russets and pale golds of autumn. Voices are not raised here; and in the early morning or late in the evening only the occasional footstep resounds down the arcades. A distant laugh is heard, an echo of Philippe d’Orléans‘s all-night parties? It is more likely to come from the Grand Véfour, a once-great restaurant now undergoing something of a reincarnation. It was a café in pre-Revolutionary days. Perhaps it was there that the painter Fragonard ate the final fatal ice-cream that killed him. Now it is haute cuisine. Let John Russell have the last word. ‘It’s not a place to drop into for a sandwich, but if you should happen to be invited there you can reflect between mouthfuls of Toast aux Crevettes Rothschild and Lamproie Bordelaise that Lamartine, Thiers, Sainte-Beuve, MacMahon, the Duc d’Aumale, Cocteau, and Colette may each and all, at one time or another, have sat where you sit.’


The Palais Royal does indeed have its ghosts.


*


It was a very peculiar spectacle. Up the narrow street came a procession of weirdly dressed human beings, some in full medieval fig with long gowns and curious headgear, like a chorus line from a provincial production of Die Meistersinger, some more Renaissance in doublet and hose, the majority in ethnic costumes. The procession moved falteringly as there was evidently a bottleneck up at the top of the street. During each halt, the groups dissolved into small pieces of theatre, a cross between commedia dell’arte and somewhat hesitant pageant. The hill was alive with the sound of music, which veered from comparative sweetness to abject cacophony. Tortured notes emerged from wind instruments of extravagant shape: pipes, tabors, bagpipes, cornets. There was a great deal of drumming, always a safe standby. There were a number of diminutive children, apparently imitating American football cheerleaders, high-stepping, baton-twirling, courageous and sadly uncoordinated.


We pushed on up into the Place du Tertre, hoping to find some clue as to what all this over-excited street-show was about. And then we realised. It was, of course, being the autumn, a celebration of the vendange, the harvesting of the wine grapes. For each little group obviously represented a particular part of France producing some sort of wine. The banners held proudly aloft proclaimed the names of Bergerac and Provence, of Alsace and Burgundy, of Chinon and Cahors.


Most European cities indulge in similar celebrations at special times of the year. I have often witnessed the spring festival in Zurich, when the guilds dress up in their carefully preserved tabards and breeches and cloaks, march through the town, and come to a halt outside the old opera house, when they proceed to charge on their horses round and round an enormous snowman, now being consumed in an impressive conflagration to mark the ritual ending of winter. Siena has the Palio, Spain her running of the bulls, England her beating the bounds. But the procession that autumn day up the steep streets of Montmartre had a most charming uniqueness. It was disorganised and rather out at elbows (even the crack French cavalry regiments reveal on Bastille Day that pageantry is not a Gallic forte), many of the participants had all too clearly lunched satisfactorily, the music and the marching were only distantly related, and there were signs that membership of this particular brouhaha was not exactly select: a few flourishes from Normandy spoke in praise of the apple rather than the grape. Nevertheless, everyone had entered into the spirit of the occasion with such gusto that it was impossible not to smile indulgently.


And Montmartre, in any case, has such a raffishness and vulgarity that even the oddest addition is safely absorbed. The Place du Tertre, the centre of all the bustle, may invoke memories in some of Henri Murger’s vie bohème or Charpentier’s Louise, and in the early morning, before the crowds have come, it is fresh and pretty and above all picturesque. By the afternoon when it is packed with tourists and deplorably bad itinerant artists and narcoticised students and pickpockets, it resembles more a small, claustrophobic hell. The restaurants are overpriced and mediocre, the so-called antique shops are optimistic with their dating, the galleries display as great a quantity of rubbish as could be gathered together in such a small area.


And yet, and yet … On a sharp spring day, when the leaves on the plane trees are an almost acid green, when the Square Willette is occupied only by a few old women in rusty black resting after their shopping expedition, when the smell of newly baked bread wafts insinuatingly up the Rue Steinkerque, then Montmartre reclaims itself. Even the pavement artists look less raddled, and their work can be forgiven as bright rather than gaudy. And the view is stupendous, down over the roofs of Paris to the serpentine Seine, across to the Buttes-Chaumont, a great sweep of domes and towers and pinnacles.


But there is a further problem. If you turn round from this amazing panorama, you cannot avoid the Sacré-Coeur. When this eccentric church was under construction in the first decade of this century, visitors had mixed feelings. E. V. Lucas was in considerable doubt.




As for the cathedral [it is only a mere church, of course], that seems to me to be better seen and appreciated from the distance: from the train as one enters Paris in the late afternoon, with the level sun lighting its pure walls; from the heights on the south side of the river; from the Boulevard des Italiens up the Rue Laffitte; and from the Buttes-Chaumont. For the cathedral itself is not particularly attractive near at hand, and within it is cold and dull and still awaiting its glass. It was, however, one of the happiest thoughts that has come to Rome in our time to set this fascinating bizarre Oriental building here. It gave Paris a new note that it will now never lose.





A new note indeed, though I doubt whether it is a mellifluous one. Lucas is right that it should be seen from the train. Just before the Gare du Nord, there is a splendid sideways view of the basilica, lit and therefore whiter than a soap-powder advertisement. And it must be admitted that the Parisians do love this odd excrescence with its elongated cupolas. Dorothy Menpes, writing in exactly the same year as E. V. Lucas, thought much better of the interior and also remarked on the very large congregation.




As one enters the church, the grand notes of the organ greet one’s ears, and there is a heavy odour of incense mingled with that of lilies. The church is dim and dark and rich in colour; lofty. It is filled with people, most of them kneeling, but some wandering irreverently about the church. Everywhere is the gleam and glitter of candles and of brass and gold. The central altar is a shining mass of golden points of light. All one can see of the priest officiating is a huge green cross on a white ground at his back. By the side of him kneels a boy in scarlet, who crosses himself, and at intervals murmurs prayers. Suddenly the music stops; most of the candles are put out; only the priest stays behind. The great doors of the church are opened by two sisters with large white-winged caps; the light of day is let in, the brilliant yellow sunshine; beyond the steps one catches a glimpse of grey, distant, panoramic Paris.





It is a rich church, but it is a poor district. The tourist shops, the night-clubs, the neon lights of the Boulevard de Clichy, the ever-open doors promising unattainable dreams and staccato satisfaction, all this is the tawdry, fly-blown icing on a cake which lacks richness and succulence. The Cimetière de Montmartre is a better indicator than the pictures of Utrillo or shaky memories of a vie bohème lived by whores who were always pretty and innocent even when they were dying of tuberculosis and by poets and painters who were dashing and handsome and one day, one day, would be famous. E. V. Lucas has a more chilling glimpse of the real Montmartre as it was and perhaps still is.




I attended early mass at the Sacré-Coeur church on January 1, 1908. It was snowing lightly and very cold, and as I came away, at about eight, and descended the hill towards Paris, I was struck by the spectacle of the lame and blind and miserable men and women who were appearing mysteriously from nowhere to descend the hill too, groping and hobbling down the slippery steepnesses … I still tremble a little as I remember the importunities of the Montmartre cripple of ferocious aspect and no legs at all, fixed into a packing-case on wheels, who, having demanded alms in vain, hurls himself night after night along the pavement after the hard-hearted, urging his torso’s chariot by powerful strokes of his huge hands on the pavement, as though he rowed against Leander, with such menacing fury that I for one have literally taken to my heels.





Lucas’s beggars had nowhere to go. In our modern age of unemployment, the clochards and the down-and-outs have the Metro. The passageways have been given over to beggars from Algeria and Equatorial Africa and the Middle East, and during the abnormally cold January weather at the beginning of 1985 permission was given to the penniless and homeless to sleep on the Métro platforms.


The Métro does, of course, have more basic uses. And it is one of the glories of Paris and a tribute to French ingenuity and style. The French are sensible about trains and rail transport. The trains de grande vitesse make British Rail or Amtrak appear antediluvian. Who else but the French would have invested millions of francs on new tracks and new trains?


And who else but the French would have exercised so much thought on the sheer design of the Paris Métro station? Some of the trains may still be a trifle antiquated with their two classes of compartment (does anyone ever buy a first-class ticket?), their wooden seats and their notices on the inadvisability of spitting and the absolute necessity of giving up one’s seat to a mutilé de guerre or a pregnant woman. But the stations – or most of them – are marvels with their brightly coloured and comfortable seats, their clean tiled walls and, every now and then, a little picture show or a case of objets or, as in the Louvre station, a veritable slice of museum.


The Métro system is clean, it is attractive, and it is easily comprehensible – qualities sadly lacking in both London’s Underground and New York’s subway (New York is filthy, dangerous, but understandable; London is filthy, a little less dangerous, and baffling). Providing you are on the right line, you cannot go wrong. In addition, you are presented with an unending range of stations with curious or romantic or euphonious names. Forgotten politicians are resurrected. How many people remember that Alexandre-Auguste Ledru-Rollin was a member of the 1848 provisional government and a supporter of universal suffrage? There he is, between the Bastille and Faidherbe-Chaligny (according to Larousse, Louis Faidherbe organised habilement the colony of Senegal, commanded the Army of the North during the Franco-Prussian War, and became Grand Chancellor of the Légion d’Honneur; Antoine Chaligny was a craftsman in bronze at Louis XIV’s court). Jean Jaurès, not unreasonably, finds himself near Simon Bolivar, and Charles de Gaulle, George V, Franklin Roosevelt and Clemenceau are on a direct, peaceful line to Concorde. There are battles, many forgotten by everyone except French military historians: Campo Formio, Wagram, Pyramides, Alma. There are writers: Dumas, Victor Hugo, Voltaire, Malesherbes, Anatole France. Robespierre is far out in Montreuil, and Pierre Curie in Ivry (Marie, his wife, does not appear to merit a station – an early example of male discrimination?). More religious associations are provided by St Francis Xavier and the Filles du Calvaire; and there are a few dull-sounding stops like Convention, Volontaires and Maubert-Mutualité (offset, though, by Gaîté, Plaisance and Place des Fêtes). And who could resist the fragrant Jasmin and Porte des Lilas? The London telephone directory once had its pleasures, its exchanges such as Frobisher, Elgar and Primrose, but its underground stations do not commemorate playwrights or composers. New York, quite properly in the circumstances, is wholly practical in the naming of subway parts.


*


There are two totally conflicting views on the Centre National d’Art Contemporain Georges Pompidou, or Beaubourg for short. Some say that it is a miracle of exciting architecture and colour, a truly modern creation, just as the Eiffel Tower was a truly modern creation in the 1880s. Others denounce it as a monument of tawdry kitsch. It was designed over a period of seven years by Renzo Piano and Richard Rogers, the latter something of a guru to the supporters of the new brutalism in architecture. It did not, one must admit, cause a great deal of destruction of existing buildings, and it can be claimed that its creation in that dead area between the Boulevard de Sébastopol and the Marais has actually led to the admirable re-emergence of the Marais as one of the most beautiful parts of Paris, and moreover lived in. Equally, because of the existence of Beaubourg, a number of perfectly attractive apartment buildings have gone up nearby; pedestrian precincts have been allocated; and there is much liveliness and noise and light.
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