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            Prologue

         

         When dawn broke on 2 October 1949, a thick mist had descended over the wooded valleys of the Limousin countryside, obscuring the little town of Bessines-sur-Gartempe and its 4,000 hectares of fields and hamlets.1 In the pastures, the warm russet of Limousin cattle appeared muted; from street level, chimneys and steeples were all but lost. Yet from the peaks of the surrounding granite hills, a milky autumn sun could be seen rising slowly against a cloudless sky. It promised to be a fine day.

         The cobbled place at the heart of the town was still deserted. Not one of the surrounding buildings showed signs of life. The doors of the mairie were firmly bolted and not a soul entered the medieval church. Silence reigned.

         But behind painted shutters, the people of Bessines were stirring. Already in the stillness, the sense of expectation was almost palpable.

         Coloured bunting had been stretched across the streets, cheering the grey and beige stonework of the buildings as it flapped and fluttered in the gentle breeze. A short walk from the place, at a house especially brave in banderols, a section of 17th-century wall was concealed by a curtain. Nearby, a kind of platform had been erected, and several chairs covered in red velvet upholstery had been arranged on top. And right in the middle of this makeshift stage, there was a marvel to behold. The trickle of spectators who had now started arriving stopped to gaze in awe at the quintessence of modern innovations: there stood a microphone in dazzling metallic white paint. Many houses in Bessines still did not have running water.2

         The annual festival of Saint Léger, the town’s patron saint, was always a great event. It was celebrated with all the enthusiasm generated by a year spent awaiting its arrival. When it came round, music, dancing and gaiety became the residents’ guiding principles for one glorious day. But this year, the people of Bessines were expecting a very important guest – a famous guest. The whole town was poised in anticipation. The main road had been closed, the press had been alerted and someone even said that they had heard an American accent among the crowd. Bessines was a rural community which took altruism as its unspoken ethos and where hard work earned respect. The cult of celebrity was at once bewildering, wonderful and entirely out of the ordinary.

         Before long, the men of the local band were arranging themselves in a corner by an arched doorway. With their top hats, trumpets and polished shoes, the group lent a sense of pomp and ceremony to the occasion. The testing of brass and the impromptu rehearsal of the drum signalled that it would not be long now. They were a jolly group, known as ‘Les Gueules Sèches’ or ‘Dry Mouths’ – an ironic choice, locals could not help observing, considering the guest they were about to receive.

         The people of Bessines were now filling the streets in droves, and the band struck up a cheerful number to set the mood for the day. The crowd looked quite the part. Best shirts had been pressed, women had curled their hair; young boys had been made to scrub their knees and little girls permitted to wear frocks reserved for special occasions.

         The school term had only just resumed, so the event was a welcome sweetener to a bitter pill. Young necks were craned in curiosity as children edged their way to the front of the crowd.

         ‘Let me tell you,’ one little girl solemnly informed the boy standing next to her, ‘the plaque is under that curtain. You’ll see soon enough. I know what it says by heart. My father fixed it in place.’

         Older spectators looked on with battle-weary eyes. The war was still chillingly fresh. Just a few miles away, the similar-sized town of Oradour-sur-Glane had found unsought fame when Nazi troops stormed in one Saturday afternoon and locked the town’s women and children in the church and its men in the barns and outbuildings. Grenades and machine guns were turned on the men and the church set on fire. 642 people were massacred. That was just five years ago. For the townsfolk of Bessines, celebration still felt a surreal concept. They participated apologetically.

         All at once, the church bell struck half past eleven. The ceremony commenced.

         The light-hearted melodies ceased, and as the band shifted register, the crowd recognised the triumphant opening bars of La Marseillaise as a stirring call to patriotism. Older residents liked to boast that, at halfway between Paris and Toulouse, Bessines was at the centre of the world. Today, it really felt true.

         Emotions ran high as an official-looking group stepped forward en masse. More cultured spectators could recognise notable personalities among them, including the local poet Jean Rebier and the painters M. Edmond Heuzé and M. Rosier. There was the secretary of the ‘Friends of the Municipal Museum of the Limoges’, Robert Daudet, as well as some more familiar local faces such as M. Donquiert, the newly appointed sous-préfet of the nearby town of Bellac, and M. Duditlieu, Bessines’ own mayor. They made an impressive group. But one figure in particular held the people’s attention. All eyes were fixed on the man in the centre of the group, right at the front.

         He was slim, in his mid-60s and visibly uneasy in his smart suit and tie. As the group advanced, he tottered slightly as he walked. An attempt had been made to tame his dark hair, but some unruly strands had escaped, giving him a wild appearance. A whole lifetime of suffering and experience was etched on his weathered face, while the creases of skin around his eyes told of a thousand dramas lived and emotions endured. His dark eyes darted about him rapidly, like those of a startled quarry. And when for a moment they came to settle on another person, his penetrating stare seemed to read their very soul. Never had a man looked so ill at ease before a crowd. And this was the celebrity everyone had come to see.

         He had not come to Bessines for the attention. These days, his life was structured around a strict routine; this trip upset it. But he had had no choice. A woman had drawn him here.

         By his side marched a formidable female. Matronly in appearance, her robust frame had been squeezed into a tailored dress and jacket, while a matching beret had been carefully positioned on her head. Two strings of pearls around her neck brought a touch of glamour, and her jewelled brooch bespoke wealth as it glinted in the mid-morning sunlight. She moved with confidence, supremely self-aware, as comfortable in the limelight as the man next to her appeared out of place. It was a curious contrast; they were husband and wife.

         But it was not for the woman next to him that the man had made this trip. He was haunted by another, a woman not even his wife could rival. ‘A Goddess,’ he had once called her, ‘a sublime creature full of goodness, integrity, charity, selflessness, intelligence, courage and devotion.’3

         There was indeed something rather mythical about this woman.

         His ‘Goddess’ had come from nothing. Born into poverty, the illegitimate daughter of a humble linen maid, her very birth was clouded with disgrace. Nothing in her genealogy had predestined her for greatness. But determination causes the most stalwart of obstacles to crumble. Refusing to accept that the opportunities she most desired were those least open to her, she surmounted the constraints of class and gender. At a time when ‘respectable’ women did not even work, she entered one of the most precarious professions possible, attempting to live by her creative gifts alone. This poor countrywoman’s daughter found fame and unimaginable fortune. With her golden hair, dramatic eyebrows and intense, blue-eyed stare, her beauty bewitched the Impressionists. She was courted by famous painters, she befriended a prime minister, she became mistress of her very own château and her private life caused a scandal. She even danced for Renoir. But most importantly, she revolutionised the art world and irreversibly altered the place of women within that world.

         Her dramatic tale begins here in the rural backwater of Bessines 100 years earlier. It starts with another woman and a seemingly insignificant decision which was to alter the course of history. 

         
            
Notes
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            Life-cycles

         

         
            Ne pura pu, bravo novio, rizio dounc! 

Faras pa maû sechâ to grimaço, rizio dounc!1 

            (Do not cry, sweet young bride, laugh;

You would not be unwise to dry your eyes, laugh!)

            COUPLET FROM A TRADITIONAL LIMOUSIN WEDDING SONG2

         

         When eighteen-year-old Madeleine Valadon awoke on 13 February 1849, she knew to expect a thick morning fog to have enveloped the town of Bessines, while the frosty air would sting and redden her bare hands once she stepped outside.3 It was a Tuesday; soon, the deserted place in the town centre would spring to life, as labourers, shopkeepers, artisans, seamstresses and laundresses hurried across the cobbles in all directions to take up their posts. The tap of wooden clogs on stone was a familiar sound as men in blue smocks made their way through the streets. White bonnets bobbed in time with female footsteps, subtle variations in each cap silently declaring its wearer’s social standing and origin. The skirts and capes beneath them were sombre, often being worn for mourning.4

         The festivities of Christmas had now long passed; calls of Boun Anado in the local patois which resounded through the streets on 1 January were just a memory; Easter was late that year and the colour of Mardi Gras would pass all too quickly.5 February days were short and the nights could be bitter. And in just a few weeks, the truly hard work would begin. The following month, the whole town would be absorbed as the task of preparing the fields and then planting the year’s turnip crop commenced.

         In one way or another, everyone in Bessines was affected by agriculture and the rearing of livestock. Most households were self-sufficient, and those individuals who did not work the land themselves had a husband, brother or son who surely did.6 All would need meals prepared and clothing mended. Then there were the associated trades, so vital in the struggle to turn out bountiful yields of crops and herds. Born as she was to the local cartwright, Madeleine belonged to one of the many families whose livelihoods were dependent on the town’s dominant commercial activity.

         Moneyed, upper-class families were in a minority in the Limousin and countryfolk led a rude existence.7 Poor soil and a variable climate made it difficult to obtain good crops. Spring frosts could bring tragedy to farms and winters were glacial; hamlets were frequently cut off by snow, and heating the stone-walled cottages was a relentless task. Better off families might boast a home of two or three rooms with adjoining outbuildings, such as a barn, stable and bread oven (for most households had to be able to bake their own; often they would take turns with neighbours to bake for the whole hamlet for the week). There might also be a dryer for chestnuts, that important Limousin staple. Even the poorest peasants owned a shelter for the pig kept in readiness for sacrifice at Christmas. However, the less fortunate among them could be reduced to just one room. For many families, the chief objective was simply to survive.8

         In such circumstances, the spectre of death cast a shadow over everyday life. The Limousin was a region steeped in folklore and ruled by superstition. All manner of rituals and customs were employed to anticipate and forestall death’s arrival. Placing a jar of honey in the stable was reputed to be a good way of protecting a cow, while a nut shell containing a live spider worn round the owner’s neck was said to safeguard the wearer from the fever. Rural superstition held that a creaking piece of furniture presaged an imminent death, while a hen that crowed like a cockerel was an equally sinister omen; the creature should be dispatched without further delay and served at table.9

         But such methods did not always prove reliable deterrents. Indeed, death was an uninvited visitor Madeleine knew only too well. That winter, it had plunged the Valadon household into despair. In early October, just days before his 44th birthday, the young girl’s father had died.10

         Aside from the emotional distress, Mathieu-Alexandre’s death had sobering practical implications for Madeleine, her mother and her brother Clément, who at fifteen was still a minor. That Valadon owned several parcels of land gave a deceptive impression of affluence. He was proprietor of some ten plots besides the family’s house and garden, which included heathland, grazing and even a small chestnut wood. Yet with some fields located several miles away from the family home, Valadon’s property betrayed a patchwork estate of land acquired and reapportioned through inheritance. Such plots were often financially inconsequential; the Valadons were not a wealthy family.

         Madeleine had already been put out to work as a linen maid by the time her father died. It was a low-paid, physically gruelling profession, liable to attract sniggers and disdainful looks from the daughters of better-off families. Every channel of income available to the Valadon family was already being exploited, and Madeleine was still unmarried. The loss of the household’s head and main breadwinner would have terrifying repercussions.

         Even for Limousin girls who had not lost a father, finding a husband was a primary goal from adolescence. Whereas a single man could work and make a living, a woman, with her sphere accepted as the domestic environment and wages meagre even when they were earned, was dependent on male income. Women enjoyed little status outside marriage. The daughters of artisans and peasants alike felt the same sense of urgency when it came to the question of matrimony. Much was at stake, and for many more people than the young couple directly concerned. The family remained the basic social unit in the 19th century, and the marriages of its younger members was its principal means of shaping its identity. The fortunes and future of the entire family rested on the kind of marriage made by its teenagers. This was because marriage determined the distribution of that scarce resource: land. In selecting (or, as was increasingly common in the 19th century, approving) a partner for their offspring, parents needed to feel confident that the match ensured that their own needs in old age would be met. Then there was the question of status; opportunities for social advancement were limited, so it was vital that a youngster did not marry below his or her station. A mésalliance could shatter reputations and squander resources where they could never be reciprocated. The burden of duty and expectation weighed heavily on young shoulders. Personal pride naturally came into the equation, too. And living in small, isolated communities, the range of marital options was painfully restricted.11

         For all these reasons, life for the typical Limousin girl became a veritable man hunt once she reached marriageable age. With such limited pickings, competition between village girls could be fierce. And no means were considered too outlandish when it came to ensnaring a husband. Mystical legends, magic and ancient traditions were still a very real part of everyday life in the Limousin. Many villages and towns had their own ritual practices which young girls were advised to adopt if they wanted to be sure of finding a husband. In the village of La Villeneuve near Eymoutiers, gaggles of single girls were to be found dancing wildly in the mud at the January fair, and the more soiled their skirts became, the better; they would undoubtedly secure a husband within twelve months. Meanwhile, seamstresses in the town of Ambazac, a short distance from where Madeleine lived, swore by a different technique. Whenever they were commissioned to make a wedding dress, they would stitch a lock of their own hair into the hem of the garment to guarantee that they too would become a wife before the year was out.12 Every community defended the unparalleled efficiency of its own method. But the girls of Bessines had the advantage of a very special tool for performing their ritual, an object few other villages could rival. It took the form of a vast monolithic stone basin, which locals had baptised Pierre Belle.

         Nobody could explain how the enormous circular stone of 5m diameter and 80cm depth had arrived on the north bank of the Gartempe river.13 Some believed it was an ancient fountain, others insisted that it was a monument from Druid culture, perhaps some kind of sacrificial stone. It had a curious lean on one side, which one legend attributed to the occasion when six fairies had tried to move it. Only three of them called on the Virgin for assistance, and the other three were crushed under its massive weight as punishment for their impiety. But however conflicting the explanations of Pierre Belle’s origin, its talismanic properties were undisputed. The townsfolk maintained that all a single girl needed to do was to visit the stone on the night of the full moon, hoist herself up onto its rim and run round it seven times. With a rim of little more than 15cm in width, simply staying upright was an achievement worthy of requital. But if a girl took the trouble (and kept her balance), she would be rewarded with a husband within twelve months.

         But despite the persistence of these traditions, the Limousins were steadfastly practical people. Where divine intervention failed, rural ingenuity often triumphed.

         With marriage paramount and chances to form new acquaintances scarce, every opportunity was taken – or engineered – to propagate meetings and nurture potential relationships. There was the veillée, that timeless rural custom, when family and neighbours would gather together and while away the long winter evenings.14 Huddled around a crackling fire, a whole cross-section of generations could be found laughing, singing, playing cards, passing on traditions and telling stories, tales of ferocious werewolves and gruesome murders and supernatural happenings. The square after Mass was another valuable place to share news and foster connections. With its welcoming heat and constant flow of customers, the blacksmith’s was also a hive of social interaction and a breeding ground for gossip.15 In all instances, family had a key role to play in encouraging auspicious romantic unions. It was in the group’s interest. And when a young man had set his sights on a particular girl, he nervously awaited his first meal with her family; if he arrived to find coq au vin cooking, it was a sure sign that he had been approved.16

         Though the father was the undisputed head of the Limousin family, in cases of this figure’s untimely death, his wife would assume this role, and with just as much authority.17 Hence, when Mathieu-Alexandre died, Madeleine’s mother Marie automatically acquired the right to manage the family’s money and estate, oversee the distribution of responsibilities, and crucially for Madeleine, to make decisions concerning the choice of spouse of the younger generation. But even if Marie faltered in her new task, the wider family could be counted on to provide vital support.

         The extended family was considered deeply important in rural Limousin society, with several generations often living together under the same roof. It was quite usual to find married couples and their offspring living in the paternal home. Children were used to living with grandparents, and while the average household in the 1830s contained five people, at the upper extreme it was not uncommon to find as many as fifteen people packed into the same house. Even when family did not live together, the bonds were typically ferociously strong. Aunts, uncles, and in particular, godparents, played an important role in the lives of the family’s younger members. This was especially true in cases where a father had died, when a youngster was advised to far sounar soun peiri (or to ‘call one’s godfather close’).18 Madeleine’s grandfather, Martial Dony, was also a dependable presence, there for all his granddaughter’s important rites of passage. In short, Madeleine was not going to be left without the sound guidance of a mentor or a paternal figure in her father’s absence.

         So it was that despite the early morning chill and the bleakness of a season made even more melancholy by the still recent loss of her father, the young girl had every reason to feel full of hope and expectation that February morning. It was no ordinary Tuesday; that day, she was to be married to one of the most eligible young men in the village.

         Léger Coulaud was a man many a girl would be proud to call her husband. A local lad from a respectable family, he plied one of the most highly prized trades in the town: he was a blacksmith. In an agricultural town like Bessines, lu faure (as he was known in the local dialect), commanded universal respect.19 Not only did he repair the shoes of both horse and rider; he fixed broken machinery, mended farm equipment and could turn his hand to any task where welding was required. It was a valuable skill – a potentially lucrative skill. Without lu faure, the very heart of the town would stop beating.

         For Madeleine, that mattered. Urgent though securing a match might have been, her family were not the kind of people to accept any man for their latest marriageable member.

         While they were not rich, Mathieu-Alexandre Valadon and Marie Dony were a good, honest couple with estimable ancestral heritage.20 Mathieu-Alexandre’s father was a military man, and his grandfather had enjoyed the honour of being one of the town’s first municipal officers. Marie Dony’s family tree boasted all manner of figures considered ‘notable’ in rural society, such as master masons, millers and notaires.21 Though they were by no means bourgeois, the Valadons came from good stock.

         Nor would Madeleine make an undesirable wife. She had high cheekbones, and though she was plain and her face rather angular, and she was hardly the prettiest girl in Bessines, her features were at least even. Furthermore, she could read and write, and being trained as a linen maid, she could boast a skill. Etiquette manuals stipulated that linen maids should be quick, strong, neat and above all, keen to please – attributes which rendered a woman equally appealing as a spouse.22

         However, in Léger Coulaud, Madeleine could feel confident that she would be taking a husband whom her family considered worthy. Strength and physical stamina were a professional requisite in Léger’s trade, important considerations when selecting a spouse on whose income a female would come to depend; no right-minded young girl wanted a husband who was incapable of work.23 And besides his profession, Léger too benefited from favourable family connections; the names of two Coulauds appeared on the list of teachers approved by the local council in the 19th century.24 One of them was also called Léger, a name passed down the male line in the Coulaud family, so undoubtedly a relative. To possess even the rudiments of education was considered impressive at the time, particularly in a rural community like Bessines. ‘Public instruction,’ wrote the new sous-préfet or sub-prefect to the mayor in 1816, ‘wisely directed, is the seed of social virtues; the sowing of pure morality, the tie that binds together all citizens, the guarantee of happiness and the glory of nations.’25 Educated men and their associates were looked on with respect. And as if those attributes did not suffice, Léger shared his name with the town’s patron saint and was born in the nearby hillside commune of Le Mas Barbu, where Madeleine’s family hailed from. Those facts alone surely boded well. What did it matter if the young girl’s fiancé was thirteen years her senior, and the civil ceremony, the legally binding part of the marriage contract, was to be performed on the 13th of the month? Superstition was surely immaterial when set against such auspicious circumstances. Besides, the presence of a white hen throughout the proceedings and a pinch of salt in the pocket, both traditional amulets said to bring marital harmony, would allay the concerns of the most paranoid of wedding guests.26 The match was decided.

         Following the Revolution of 1789, marriage had been secularised, and couples were obliged to officialise their union at the mairie as well as having a religious ceremony. Sometimes the two ceremonies took place on the same day, but more usually there was a day or two between them. According to custom, Léger Coulaud and Madeleine Valadon’s banns had been read twice outside the mairie, first on 28 January and then on 4 February at ten in the morning. None of the locals had made any objection, and so on 12 February, a small ceremony had been conducted in the local church. Then at 11 o’clock on 13 February, Madeleine officially became the wife of Léger Coulaud. Two of the couple’s mutual friends stood as witnesses along with one of Madeleine’s cousins, while the bride’s mother and grandfather also signed the register. So did Léger’s father, Léger senior, but his mother, Thérèse Thoumassonet, did not; like so many women in rural society, she could neither read nor write.27
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         Limousin weddings were big affairs. Once the formalities were complete, a copious meal was traditionally offered to guests in one or other of the family members’ barns, which would be decorated with swathes of white sheet and laurel leaves.28 Normally sparse tables strained under the weight of steaming pot-au-feux, meat pies, veal and mutton casseroles, roast pork and spit roasted poultry. Then came apple tarts, prune tarts and clafoutis (the region’s cherry and batter dessert), and the whole meal was washed down with formidable quantities of wine. Once all the guests had eaten their fill, there would be singing, which would be opened by the maid of honour, before the rest of the diners joined in to congratulate the bride and groom. But under no circumstance were the couple to lend their voices to the throng: that was bad luck. After the singing came dancing, which would often take the form of special regional dances (of which there were several in the Limousin). The bride and groom would take the lead, and it was not unusual for the dances to continue into the small hours of the morning. The physical exertion was sufficient to rekindle waning appetites, so the dancing was invariably followed by more feasting. By the time the revellers were ready to begin the next round of dancing, the bride and groom would be preparing to make their discreet exit. But even if they managed to escape unnoticed, the couple would be subject to all kinds of teasing and pranks, the next day if necessary.29 And they would also be compelled to partake in some more serious rituals, not least walking beneath the requisite loaf of bread, held aloft as they passed through the doorway of the new marital home, while good fortune was invoked on the household with the words ‘Qué jamais vous manca!’ (May bread never be lacking).30

         After the deluge of rituals and festivities, it was often a relief for couples to begin their new life together in peace and establish their routines, all the while hoping that the measures taken to ensure happiness and prosperity would prove effective. M. Coulaud and his new wife moved into a property in Bessines and began to settle into married life. With Madeleine continuing to work, as well as having to keep house and make sure that her husband was well fed, there was much to do. But both husband and wife working meant that there was money coming in, and as they began their first year of marriage, fortune seemed to smile on the newlyweds.

         Still, however, Madeleine’s happiness was not yet complete. Something was missing. The dearest hope of every young Limousin wife was to provide her husband with a healthy son to continue the family name. As with marriage, there were a number of different methods at a woman’s disposal if she wanted to ensure she became a mother. Bessines had its own sacred fountain named after the town’s patron saint. Drinking its water was said to guarantee that a woman would give birth to an attractive baby and that the labour would be free of complication.31 Whether due to unearthly powers or just good luck, within a year of their wedding, the couple’s joy was complete. By the end of the summer, Madeleine had fallen pregnant and the following April, she gave birth to a baby boy, who was named after his father.

         In a society where the best guarantee of autonomy was work, a son was considered the ultimate boon. Baby girls were frequently referred to pejoratively as no charamello (the whiner) or no pissouso (the pisser). The baptism of a girl would be announced with a single bell; for a boy, the joyous peals would go on and on.32

         Madeleine could not ignore what a blessing the child was. In impoverished rural areas like the Limousin, the loss of a child was all too common, so common in fact that at the time Madeleine gave birth to her infant, throughout France, parents still did not wear mourning following the death of a child.33 Generalised poverty in the Limousin led to its mothers acquiring a reputation for breast-feeding their babies well beyond the time deemed appropriate by women in other regions – up to twenty months in some cases.34 With children being raised on a diet that became less nutritionally sufficient as they grew, those very early years were fraught with risk. Still, there was no shortage of country wisdom available to an anxious new mother like Madeleine when it came to safeguarding her precious newborn baby. She should not show the child a mirror; that was to summon the devil. On no account should he be allowed to kiss a girl of similar age, for his speech would surely be retarded. And mothers should never cut their babies’ fingernails in the first year unless they wanted the child to become a thief. Only once the child began toddling could a parent start to have a little more confidence in his or her physical stamina.35

         To Madeleine’s relief, two years passed without significant problems. The Coulaud family grew more and more used to each other’s company. But a week before Madeleine’s 22nd birthday, her little boy, aged just two and a half, died unexpectedly.

         People who knew the family were horrified. For all that infant mortality was common, losing an only son seemed a particularly cruel blow. A glimmer of hope came to lighten an otherwise dark period in the New Year, when Madeleine became pregnant again. The baby was delivered safely in October 1853, but the joy of the second child’s arrival could not match that of the first: it was a baby girl. That meant not the promise of a second male income, but another mouth to feed, then a dowry to find, and it was far more difficult to marry off a daughter than a son. By this time Madeleine was no longer working; the growing family were having to survive on a single income.36

         Madeleine had another grievance, too. All was well so long as things worked in Coulaud’s favour, but Madeleine soon learned that when displeased or intoxicated (or both), her husband was inclined to fly into a fearful rage. On one occasion, a violent outburst had resulted in his arrest, and Madeleine was forced to cope alone for two months as Coulaud served a short prison sentence.37 His volatility boded ill. After such an auspicious beginning, the family’s future now looked decidedly bleak.
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         While the Coulaud family struggled to adapt to their altered circumstances, broader changes were taking place on a national scale. On 2 December 1852, Louis Napoleon made himself emperor, promising to repair the damage left in the wake of the Second Republic by restoring the authoritarian order of the Bonapartist regime. By the 1850s, agriculture had become stagnant in the Limousin and the region’s industry was concentrated in Limoges.38 Disillusioned by the Second Republic, eager for change, the people of the Limousin showed overwhelming support for the new emperor.39 Three days after the coup, the Empire was officially declared in Bessines. The announcement was greeted by enthusiastic calls of ‘Vive l’empereur!’, thunderous applause and sincere hopes for a brighter future.40 Napoleon’s mission to boost internal prosperity found keen support in the region.41 Few recognised his campaign as an ingenious ploy designed to deflect attention from the staggering loss of liberty. The people of Bessines found it impossible not to be swept up in the heady allure of the new Empire. Indefatigable Republicans made themselves scarce. On 13 February 1853, the municipal council voted on a congratulatory message for his Highness following his recent marriage, and it was agreed that the town should find 45 francs to fund a bust of the emperor.42 As the new Empire started to thrive, religious sentiment withered in the Limousin, and a distinctly materialistic mindset took its place.43

         Léger Coulaud was not the only man swayed by the prevailing mood of optimism and possibility. Disguising its structural flaws with a gloss of gaiety and frivolous living, the Empire fostered a climate where self-improvement and prosperity seemed not only desirable but achievable. Coulaud found a kindred spirit in his neighbour Pierre-Louis Planchon, a watchmaker and jeweller.44 The two men established a firm friendship. Madeleine had every reason to feel alarmed. Planchon was a confirmed scoundrel in his business dealings, and had already served a six-month prison sentence in 1845.45 But the Limousin wife had no business telling her husband with whom he could and could not mix. She knew her place.

         Sure enough, one impassioned bar-side conversation led to another, and before long, Coulaud and Planchon had devised a plan to guarantee a better future for themselves and their families. With their combined skills and business nous, they could surely fashion a coin which would pass for authentic currency. It needn’t be a large operation, just the odd coin here and there in lieu of genuine payment to the innkeeper’s wife, and soon their families could be enjoying comforts previously unknown to them. The risk seemed small. But one fateful day, Coulaud and his companion were caught.

         Towards the end of October 1856, Coulaud and Planchon decided to visit the village fair in the nearby town of Ambazac.46 Afterwards, they stopped at one of the local inns for dinner, and once they had eaten, Coulaud produced a 40 franc coin to pay their small bill, which only amounted to 5 francs. Growing suspicious, the landlady objected that she did not have enough change, and when one of the regulars entered the inn, she whispered to him to take a look at the coin which still sat in the middle of Coulaud and Planchon’s table. Coulaud immediately leapt on the coin, determined that it should not be examined. Planchon had to think quickly to explain his companion’s haste; Coulaud was not from the area and did not speak the local dialect, Planchon told them. The friends attempted to persuade the landlady a second time to take the coin, but by then, her trusted regular was certain: Coulaud’s 40 franc payment was merely a 2 franc coin on which an attempt had been made – unsuccessfully – to alter the figures. It was a shoddy counterfeit, and the man gestured to the landlady not to accept the payment. Coulaud and Planchon were outraged. They became aggressive. Ambazac was a poverty-stricken town indeed, the men declared, for the sight of a 40 franc coin to cause such a stir!

         In rural society, a slight on a countryman’s pays was taken as a personal insult. Defensive, the regular suggested that the mayor be asked to check the coin, upon which Coulaud and Planchon hastily settled the bill with legitimate currency and left. But their concession came too late. The pair had already aroused concern. The police were promptly alerted, and the friends were stopped before they could leave the town. Coulaud was found to have more false coins on him, and it transpired that the pair had attempted the same ruse in another inn at lunchtime. Things quickly spiralled. Madeleine was startled when the authorities arrived at the couple’s home to carry out a full search. Their personal belongings were ransacked, and in their bedroom, further damning items were found, including a receipt for the chemicals needed to carry out the forgery and the instructions for fashioning medals. Coulaud and his companion were certainly determined; from the evidence found in Coulaud’s workshop, it became clear that they had attempted three different methods to produce their counterfeit currency.

         In a small community like Bessines, such a crime was considered appalling. That it was committed by one of their number – an ostensibly respectable family man no less – rendered it particularly shocking. The authorities were severe. Léger Coulaud and Pierre-Louis Planchon were taken to trial in February 1857, where they were found guilty and banished to a penal colony in French Guyana to begin a sentence of hard labour.47

         Separated from her husband, Madeleine Valadon was left in Bessines to bear the shame of Coulaud’s offence and to bring up their three-year-old daughter, Marie-Alix, on her own without the support of her husband’s income. It was at such times that the strength of the Limousin family network proved invaluable. But however much pity Madeleine’s family felt for her plight, nobody had the resources to support an entire family. What they could offer was care for little Marie-Alix and employment for her mother.

         By chance, one of Madeleine’s distant cousins ran an inn at the centre of town. Although it was not an official coaching inn, when the nearest auberges at Morterolles and Chanteloube were full, Catherine le Cugy’s establishment provided travellers with a comfortable alternative.48 Separated from the road by a small courtyard, the 17th-century stone building did not appear vast from the outside. However, once a traveller stepped through the heavy front door, they would find that the rooms, divided over four floors and linked by a sprawling warren of dimly-lit corridors and passageways, were considerably bigger than those of the competitors. They were also reputed to be better kept, and the horses more spirited. Widow Guimbaud, as Catherine was known, ran the inn with a firm and capable hand, and she was helped by her childhood friend, Jeanne Dérozier, also a widow. To her mind, it was hardly heroic to assist a family member in difficulty; it was the natural thing to do. Besides, Madeleine’s training as a linen maid gave her instant value to the business. Widow Guimbaud needed someone younger and fitter than herself with Madeleine’s skills. And Madeleine needed employment which provided accommodation. It was a simple calculation.
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         Entrusting the care of Marie-Alix to the child’s paternal grandparents in Le Mas Barbu, Madeleine began her new employment.

         In a large establishment, the linen maid’s role would have taken on a more administrative character, and consisted largely of checking in and distributing laundry, making minor repairs and ensuring all linen was in good order. But in a small enterprise like Widow Guimbaud’s, the linen maid’s responsibilities often encompassed those of a laundress and a chamber maid, too. These duties demanded far more physical stamina. Washing was done in huge vats known as bujardiers or bujadous, and women used a hot solution containing ash to clean the clothes.49 The linen was then rinsed in the Gartempe river before being heaped onto a cart. Heaving great bundles of soaking linen resulted in aching limbs and the task became even more arduous when the weather turned cold. However, the shared experience of this onerous duty turned the riverside into an important space of feminine sociability. As they toiled by the water’s edge, the women shared news, gave advice and gossiped to their hearts’ content. It was a place to make companions and form alliances. Madeleine was not an extrovert, and many found her taciturn.50 But if not friends, she made acquaintances, which was just as well. Madeleine needed the support of her peers now more than ever, for early in September 1859, a shocking piece of news reached Bessines: Léger Coulaud was dead.

         How Madeleine’s husband was killed remained a mystery. All she was told was that he had died on Montagne d’Argent (Silver Mountain) at five o’clock on 26 April.51 The news had taken four months to reach Bessines. Now, Madeleine was truly alone.

         But neither creditors nor hunger would show deference to grief. Madeleine had to continue working, and at Widow Guimbaud’s, there was plenty of physical labour to divert melancholy thoughts.
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         Limoges had long been treated as a convenient halfway point to break the journey between the South of France and the capital. And by the mid-19th century, painters like Corot were frequenting the region in search of landscape subjects.52 Then in 1856, the Châteauroux–Limoges train line had opened, bringing with it an influx of engineers while it was worked on, and drawing even more visitors to the region once it was complete.53 Situated as it was on the main route through Bessines, the Guimbaud inn attracted many passing travellers. There was no shortage of company for Madeleine while she worked – and much of it was male.

         Madeleine turned 30 in 1860. Though a mother and a widow, she had retained the fresh-faced complexion so often associated with countryside youth, while her work had kept her body lean and supple. She was not unattractive, and as one of the younger women working at the inn, it was often on Madeleine that the roving male gaze first alighted.

         ‘Don’t go drawing attention to yourself,’ Jeanne Dérozier warned when she noticed the interest her colleague was attracting.54

         But Madeleine had no time for interference. And, just as she was inclined to become stubborn and quick-tempered when she felt cornered, it was not her way to meekly comply when others interfered in her business.55 Why should anyone begrudge her pleasure? After all she had suffered, did she not deserve the flattery of male attention if the opportunity presented itself ? Madeleine was defiant. She would do as she pleased.
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         The winter of 1864/65 was especially cold. Snow first fell in early December.56 For much of January 1865, the sky was dreary, the snow flurries persistent and the cold unrelenting. And by February, Madeleine was pregnant.

         ‘If only you had not drawn attention to yourself,’ Jeanne lamented.57

         The riverside was soon abuzz with Madeleine’s news. A widow’s pregnancy six years after the death of her husband was a titillating scandal. But by far the most intriguing question remained: who was the father?

         Stories began to circulate. It was some local Don Juan; no, it was a painter, visiting from Paris; certainly not, it was one of those travellers who had been staying at the inn. With limited staff, a variable client base and all those dark, shadowy corners, the auberge was fertile ground for sordid affairs.

         Madeleine steadfastly refused to satisfy curiosity. Intrusion annoyed her. As her pregnancy advanced, she enjoyed goading the village gossip machine by baiting it with red herrings. She had been seduced that cold winter by a miller, Madeleine would tell some people, later adding that the offender had subsequently been crushed under his own millstone, which she felt to be suitable penance for his crime.58 Then, she would assure someone else that her seducer was a construction engineer, and that justice had been served when he fell from a bridge.

         Accounts varied so widely that locals had to resign themselves to ignorance. And when all was said and done, Madeleine was a local girl, and village loyalty took precedence in such cases, particularly if the culprit was an outsider as people suspected. Nobody ostracised the cartwright’s daughter, and Widow Guimbaud stood firmly by her cousin, allowing her to stay on at the inn and to see out her labour and convalescence there.

         Finally, after months of struggling up and down the hefty, dark stairs to complete her chores under the weight of her swollen belly, at six o’clock in the morning on 23 September 1865, Madeleine gave birth to a baby girl.

         That poignant first encounter between mother and child was intensified by circumstance. The baby had a strong little body, clear blue eyes and a well-defined chin – a tiny person already.59 Motherhood was familiar territory to Madeleine, but this time she was an only parent. There would be an inherent closeness to this helpless infant, a bond different from that which she had previously experienced. And yet now more than ever, Madeleine needed her child to be capable of surviving without her constant attention.

         As Madeleine lay contemplating the new bundle of life in her arms, her mother’s cousins François Peignaud and Clément Dony went to the mairie to make the requisite declaration of the child’s birth, and a neighbour, Armand Chazeaud, agreed to join them to act as a witness.60 Peignaud and Dony had performed the same service after the birth of Marie-Alix. But the sisters’ birth certificates had crucial differences. Where Marie-Alix was a Coulaud, Madeleine’s new baby took her maiden name, Valadon. She was given the forename Marie-Clémentine, combining the names of the two godparents Madeleine already had in mind, Clément Masbey and Marie-Céline Coulaud.61 But those names could not efface the significance of two other words: ‘father unknown’.

         So much importance was placed on the father’s role in the Limousin, that some parts of the region upheld the custom of the father taking to bed and receiving visitors following his wife’s safe delivery of a child.62 From the very first, Marie-Clémentine was a social deviant. Fatherless, her identity was incomplete, unstable, mercurial.

         And the only parental bond the little girl had was about to be put to the test. 
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            Places to Call Home

         

         
            Si l’un pourtàvo sà penà ô marcha per là vendre, obe là changeà, chacu s’en tornario en la souà. 

            (If everyone took their troubles to market to sell or exchange, each would return with his or her own.)

            OLD LIMOUSIN PROVERB1

         

         Marie-Clémentine Valadon spent the first few months of her life in a cradle, tucked discreetly out of view at the busy Guimbaud inn. As soon as she was able, Madeleine resumed her duties, stopping every so often to breastfeed her newborn daughter before returning to her work. She tried as best she might to engineer a seamless blend between her new, unplanned role as a mature single mother and her old life as a capable linen maid without obvious attachments. But it soon became clear that Marie-Clémentine’s place at the Guimbaud inn could only be a temporary solution. A sleeping baby, recently fed and satisfied, might pass unnoticed; a tearful, hungry infant was less easily concealed. No longer the energetic girl just out of her teens who had given birth to little Léger and Marie-Alix more than ten years ago, Madeleine could not help but feel the strain. It was decided that as soon as she was weaned, Marie-Clémentine must be found an alternative home and carer.

         The little girl’s grandmother, Marie Dony, seemed the obvious choice. Lo grando-maï, the grandmother, commanded infinite respect in Limousin families. Even when she was not the primary carer, the grandmother was typically consulted on all matters relating to the successful rearing of the family’s younger members.2 In addition, Marie Dony lived nearby, and she was widowed and did not work, so would surely be glad of the company and distraction.

         And so, no sooner was she weaned from breast milk than Marie-Clémentine was separated from her mother and sent to live with her grandmother.

         At times, it seemed as though Madeleine courted tragedy. Marie-Clémentine had barely been living in her grandmother’s home a few months when the old lady died.3 Madeleine had now lost both her parents – and at only one-and-a-half, Marie-Clémentine became homeless for the second time in her life.

         Becoming a full-time mother was not an option, and so Madeleine took the only choice available to her: Marie-Clémentine would have to be sent to Le Mas Barbu to be cared for, just like her half-sister. Little Marie-Clémentine would be looked after by Madeleine’s ‘cousins’, a deceptive term, since it was often applied loosely in rural society to refer to a relative so distant that nobody could recall the precise connection.4 The move would take Marie-Clémentine even further from her mother. Le Mas Barbu was situated only two miles out of Bessines, though working long hours and lacking transport, daily trips down the winding roads between the town and the commune were out of the question. Still, Madeleine’s determination to keep her child, even at the cost of physical separation, was valiant under the circumstances. In the first half of the 19th century, there was one infanticide every 320 births in the department of the Haute-Vienne, and one in 24 infants was abandoned.5 Those figures were startlingly high by comparison with the neighbouring departments of the Corrèze and the Creuse. The offenders were nearly always impoverished single mothers. Poverty and shame could be a deadly combination, enough even to override the usually unshakeable Limousin sense of family. But Madeleine held firm. She would not give Marie-Clémentine up.

         Marie-Clémentine’s new home was a substantial commune, a cluster of stone cottages, farmhouses and barns clinging to a steep hillside. At the entrance to the village was an ancient stone cross, an edifice used in times gone by to mark the first stopping point of both funeral processions and the ceremony of Rogations, when the priest would bless the crops before Ascension.6 The main road running through the village twisted and turned its way up the hillside, weaving around the buildings and creating a network of sloping streets and narrow passageways. It could be perilous underfoot when the first frosts arrived, but on fine days, the views down into the valley below were glorious, while the steep incline of the streets provided the perfect terrain for simple children’s games. Buttons, stones, marbles, and for the more fortunate, even coins, could be rolled down the hill.7 Streams provided hours of entertainment when frozen in the winter and refreshed hot little feet in the summer. Boys would play catch around the buildings and in the road, while girls sat in doorways nursing crude corn dollies. This was where Marie-Clémentine would take her first uncertain steps, where she would be introduced to many local peasant foods and would make her first social encounters.

         The toddler had a rounded face with clear skin, a pretty little mouth with soft, rosebud lips, and that firm jawline. Her enormous eyes were an exquisite shade of light blue, becoming darker at the edge of the iris, and above them, her jet black eyebrows gave her a dramatic appearance. Her hair soon settled into delicious tones of golden brown, which fell in soft, loose curls about her face. Though still only small, it was already clear: Marie-Clémentine was going to be a striking child.

         As Marie-Clémentine grew and discovered more of the world, Madeleine continued to toil to pay for the upkeep of her two daughters. Had the girls been closer in age, Madeleine might have had the consolation that they would offer each other companionship. But the twelve-year age gap was a frontier between two distinct worlds. Increasingly, the family was functioning as three individuals, with separate lives and concerns. For Madeleine, all other immediate family ties had expired, while her work, already irksome, was only becoming more so with age and growing resentment. Madeleine was tired and embittered. She longed for some relief.

         It came as no surprise, then, when word began to spread in Bessines that Madeleine had been seen with one of the engineers employed to work on the new railway in the nearby town of Saint-Sulpice-Laurière.8
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         At the end of 1865, an influx of some 50 able-bodied men had given cause for great excitement among the single women of Bessines.9 The following year, the number of employees had increased to 500.10 It was a matter of considerable interest among locals. Everybody was talking about the new railway.

         Since the first tracks were laid in France in the early 19th century, the railway had revolutionised national travel and transformed conceptions of space and time. Until that point, a man could not conceive of travelling any faster than his horse might gallop. Now, suddenly, huge steaming monsters of iron could take him to towns and cities that he had heard of, but never dreamed he might one day visit.11 In just a few hours, a train could travel the distance it would take a diligence or stagecoach more than two days to cover. Although the French rail network was slower to develop than its British counterpart, steadily, surely, the capital was reaching arms of modernity out to the comparatively regressive provinces, beckoning country folk with the promise of opportunities, advancement and adventure.12 Of course, like any newfangled invention, the railway had its adversaries. Being subjected to such a rapid change of climate would be catastrophic for the respiratory system, doctors warned.13 And that was to say nothing of the detrimental effect of the change of diet. Some peasants too remained incredulous; what use was the railway to them when they only need travel as far as the next town? What business did they have going any further?

         But for many, the possibilities opened up by the railway were simply marvellous. Everyone in the Limousin had heard retold the tale of Martin Nadaud, the humble stonemason from the neighbouring department of the Creuse. As a young boy, Nadaud would travel every year on foot to Paris; by 1849, he dressed as a gentleman and was elected member of Parliament.14 The story served as a glittering reminder that in Paris, peasants really could become kings. It was said that even women could hope for a better lot – more freedom – in the capital. So when the Limoges–Poitiers line via Saint-Sulpice-Laurière finally opened just before Christmas in 1867, it was greeted with widespread enthusiasm in the Limousin.15 The railway was a symbol of possibility and progress, and anyone involved in its construction or maintenance was venerated and seen to radiate an aura of glory.

         For many country folk, the railway was Paris. Its gleaming tracks brought tales of success, prosperity and realised dreams to the provinces, qualities with which the capital was increasingly seen as synonymous. For a countrywoman like Madeleine, short on money and luck, overworked, and whose future appeared only to offer more of the same, those dazzling steel tracks represented a chance. All at once, resignation turned to hope. Suddenly, Madeleine could see clearly. If she stayed in Bessines, her future was mapped out – and it was bleak. But if she boarded the train to Paris, anything was possible – perhaps even happiness.

         Jeanne and Widow Guimbaud were horrified when, not five years after Marie-Clémentine’s birth, Madeleine announced that her mind was made up: she was going to start a new life in Paris.

         ‘What on earth will you do in Paris?’ Jeanne exclaimed, ‘It’s like a moth to a flame. The grass is no greener up there, you know.’16

         But her colleagues’ objections merely strengthened Madeleine’s resolve. She had an aunt on her father’s side living in the capital on the Ile Saint-Louis, she told them.17 It was not a permanent solution, but Madeleine felt sure that Marie-Anne Valadon would put her and her girls up until she could make alternative arrangements.

         When word got out about Madeleine’s plan, people suspected her new beau to be at the root of her decision. But Madeleine had loftier aspirations. She envied those she had seen escape the monotonous, suffocating existence to which she felt condemned. Now, at last, Madeleine felt that she too could have a fresh start. Wages in the city were higher – a powerful incentive now that Marie-Alix too was old enough to work – and she and her daughters could be a proper family.

         For all that the railway symbolised progress, making use of it came at a cost. A linen maid in the provinces could seldom expect to earn more than 2 francs 50, perhaps 3 francs a day.18 Being under seven, Marie-Clémentine could travel half price; but even then, at nearly 25 francs a full price ticket, relocating the family to Paris would cost Madeleine at least a month’s wages.19 And then a journey undertaken in one of the cheapest seats was tedious and deeply uncomfortable. Third-class passengers were squeezed into cramped carriages, where they would be obliged to perch on hard wooden seats as the steam train trundled through the countryside. A train leaving Saint-Sulpice-Laurière at 9.15 in the morning would not arrive in Paris until shortly before midnight, an exhausting journey for Madeleine and the teenage Marie-Alix, still more so for the four- or five-year-old Marie-Clémentine.20 But Madeleine knew countless traditional country songs and tales if little Marie-Clémentine needed to be entertained en route. The mother considered the fatigue, discomfort and expense a price worth paying, for of one thing she was certain: she was never coming back to Bessines.

         ‘I never saw anything more beautiful and gay than Paris,’ Queen Victoria had declared when she visited the capital in 1855.21 For a small, impoverished child of the country like Marie-Clémentine, accustomed to the green hills and cattle-studded pastures of the Limousin and for whom the bright colours and noise of Bessines’ modest weekly market was the only highlight, that first glimpse of Paris’s spectacular skyline through the carriage window could only be more marvellous. Paris was vast.

         The capital’s population had doubled in the first half of the 19th century, so that by 1850 it had reached 1 million.22 Under the Second Empire, it merely continued to expand. At Baron Haussmann’s command, the Parisian landscape had been radically transformed, while the Empire continued to project an enviable image of glamour and carefree pleasure. For hopeful provincials, the draw was irresistible.

         In reality, by the 1860s, cracks were forming beneath the Empire’s lavish veneer. The working classes were growing more fretful, the Emperor’s foreign policy struck many as ill-advised and since the spectacular climax of the 1867 Exposition Universelle, everyday life had felt flat and uneventful. But Madeleine, like so many other migrants from the countryside, was blissfully unaware of the widening fault lines. Paris remained a utopian emblem of good living and possibility.

         For a newcomer to the city in search of a better life, ignorant (or at least dismissive) of wider problems, the Ile Saint-Louis was an ideal destination to seek shelter. Comprising a network of narrow streets lined with tall, 17th-century buildings, it felt like a miniature, self-contained city, and was seemingly immune to the rumblings of discontent now sounding in the world outside. It exuded a near puritanical aura, having remained largely unaffected by the revolts which had plagued the rest of Paris over the last 150 years.23 It was little wonder that it had become a favoured haunt of such bohemian literary and artistic figures as Baudelaire and Delacroix. From this peaceful vantage point, a person could lose themselves in the hypnotic rhythm of barges and laundry boats drifting, unhurried, up and down the Seine.24

         But if at first the Valadon family’s temporary home offered protection from the troubles that were brewing, they could not be shielded indefinitely. In bringing her girls to Paris at the dawn of the new decade, Madeleine had sorely mistimed their move. In the summer of 1870, daily life in the capital was turned on its head.25

         In July 1870, a Prussian prince came forward as a candidate for the vacant Spanish throne, placing France’s southern frontier under immediate threat.26 A fierce French reaction led to the Prussian candidacy being withdrawn. But fearing a second attempt to seize power, France declared war on Prussia on 19 July 1870. It was an ill-judged decision. On 1 September 1870, Napoleon III was defeated at the battle of Sedan and captured. The Empire was officially over.

         With the Emperor gone, people assumed that life would return to normal. But they were wrong. The Prussians stormed Paris, and a full-scale siege set in. The provisional government, now based in Tours, continued to fight, but in vain. For four months, daily life in Paris was in uproar. Communications were cut off, food shortages spiralled into starvation. The rich defiantly turned sewer rats into patés; the poor were reduced to eating cats and dogs. Once a glamorous capital famed for luxurious living, Paris was now a war zone scarred by poverty and hunger.

         ‘You talk only about what is eaten, can be eaten, or can be found to eat,’ wrote Edmond de Goncourt on 8 December 1870.27 ‘Conversation does not go beyond that.’ Madeleine and her daughters’ first Christmas in Paris should have been a happy, hopeful occasion. Instead, it was grim. As one Parisian remarked, that 25 December:

         
            No one had the heart to amuse himself. With what melancholy bitterness one remembers the sparkling quality of Paris, of our Paris, in those days that led up to the 1st of January? What animation on our boulevards and streets! How the carriages rolled joyously by the thousand along the macadam! What gaiety in the lights in the windows of the department stores decorated for this holiday! … And the long, the interminable line of small booths which imprinted on all our boulevards such a charming character of popular joy! Alas! All that was far in the past! A grey sky, full of snow weighed down on a mournful city!28

         

         By mid-December, even horsemeat had been rationed.29 In the New Year, the already poor quality bread was rationed as well, while the price of un-rationed foods rocketed. Butter was eight times its normal price. The cost of eggs increased fourteenfold. ‘We are moving fast towards starvation,’ Edmond de Goncourt exclaimed.30

         The capital was in chaos – and Madeleine’s situation was becoming desperate. Though Marie-Alix was now of working age, Marie-Clémentine was entirely reliant on her mother. All around Madeleine raged the pervading belief that women offered inadequate protection for the capital’s children in their men’s absence.31 For many, the Prussian offensive could only be thwarted with physical strength, something the weaker sex was ill-equipped to provide. Deceived in her vision of Paris, urgently needing work and affordable accommodation in a strange, war-ravaged city, Madeleine, like so many migrants before her, frantically sought out something familiar.32

         Then, at last, Madeleine’s luck turned. She came across Montmartre.

         With its windmills, its clear air and the old-fashioned, village feel of its higgledy-piggledy houses perched on a slope, few places recalled the Limousin countryside so vividly as Montmartre.33 It was up to 129 metres above sea level at the highest point. Why, with its narrow, winding streets and alleys, and its cottages clinging to the hillside, a person could have believed themselves in Le Mas Barbu. The bustling Rue Lepic and the Place des Abbesses readily called to mind Bessines’ town square on a busy market day. And all around, steep, grassy banks rose up protectively, hillside homes bloomed with flowers, old men installed in wrought iron chairs sat outside doorways and set the world to rights, children played in the street and women chatted and gossiped as they made their way to fill baskets with provisions. At last, Madeleine had found somewhere familiar, reassuring, comforting. Montmartre felt like home.
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         Madeleine could not have fully comprehended the intricacies of the area’s history at the time, but like herself, Montmartre had had a chequered past.

         The area took its name, the most popular legend held, from one of Paris’s first martyrs. Around ad 250, an old man named Denis, the first bishop of Paris, was arrested for refusing to accept the Roman Emperor’s divinity. He and two of his colleagues were decapitated on the hill of Montmartre, and the story went that afterwards, he picked up his own head, washed it and continued walking for 6,000 paces (or six miles, depending on which version of the legend was recounted). A pious woman took pity on him and, taking the severed head out of his arms, enabled Denis to die. A chapel was built where he finally fell and the area became known as ‘Mont des Martyrs’, then ‘Montmartre’.

         In 1133, Louis VI acquired the site and the now derelict chapel, and built the church of Saint-Pierre de Montmartre, as well as founding an abbey, whose buildings and gardens came to occupy most of Montmartre. A chapel was also built on the site where Denis’s murder was believed to have taken place. For many years, an order of Benedictine nuns reigned over Montmartre, owning most of its buildings and land (which included vineyards), while pilgrims flocked to its summit to pay homage to the cult of martyrs. Over time, however, the nuns’ wealth increased and through their questionable use of these funds, the sisters earned themselves a reputation for frivolity and corruption. Still, despite popular jokes about their doubtful morals, the nuns ruled until the Revolution, when the abbey and its chapel were destroyed. At the same time, Montmartre (which was still administratively considered outside the limits of Paris) became more clearly defined in Parisian eyes when it was officially re-categorised the ‘commune’ of Montmartre.

         But aside from its religious associations, Montmartre’s elevation and strategic position had also seen it play a pivotal role in numerous military exploits. It was used variously by the Normans, Otto II, and Henry IV, and had acted as a lookout point for Joseph Bonaparte, the former King of Spain, in 1814 when Prussian, Austrian and Russian armies invaded Paris. The Russians too recognised Montmartre’s tactical advantages, and occupied the area using the hill for their artillery as they bombarded the city. It was then fortified in 1815, but escaped further attack.

         Over the course of the nuns’ rule, the number of pilgrims had gradually dwindled as rumours spread that the summit of the Butte was haunted by evil spirits. But by the 18th century, Montmartre was attracting interest for other reasons, namely its vineyards and its mills. The windmills first started appearing in the 16th century, and were used for grinding wheat and pressing grapes. The conical landmarks with their elegant sails soon came to symbolise Montmartre and enterprising owners set up sideline businesses in the hospitality trade. Henceforward, a new kind of pilgrim could be found in Montmartre: every Sunday, people would climb the steep slopes to the windmills where they could relax beneath the shade of the mills’ sails, and enjoy a glass of cheap wine, since as a ‘commune libre’, Montmartre was exempt from city taxes.34 (During the 1814 siege of Paris, Montmartre’s mills found further, unsought fame when the miller M. Debray was killed defending his property against the Russians, who nailed his quartered corpse to the wings of his mill.35) At one time, more than 30 of these triumphant edifices imprinted their proud silhouettes against the Montmartre skyline. If by the time Madeleine arrived their number had significantly reduced, their memory continued to shape perceptions of the area.
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         The operation of gypsum mines to provide the material necessary for the world-famous plaster of Paris added yet another layer to Montmartre’s character. The earliest mining activity dated back to Gallo-Roman times, and by the 19th century a substantial industry had built up. An unsavoury consequence of this was the proliferation of thieves and drunks, who came to seek shelter in the great cavernous pits, tainting Montmartre’s reputation. But by mid-century, the quarries’ closure restored Montmartre’s respectability, and in 1860 Paris embraced the northern ‘commune’ as part of its own identity, by annexing Montmartre to the city and turning it into the 18th arrondissement. The wall of the Ferme générale tax operation erected in the 1780s (which imposed a tax on merchandise being brought into the city) was torn down and the sparkling new Boulevard de Clichy and the Boulevard de Rochechouart rose up in its wake. The boulevards made the area more accessible, but they also reiterated its independence by physically segregating it from the rest of the city.36 From then on, Montmartre was both part of Paris, and clearly separate; at one with the quickly modernising city, yet retaining its own, distinct identity and otherworldly feel. It was a quartier lost in time.

         Like Montmartre itself, Madeleine had come to have an ambivalent relationship with the capital; she was at once attracted by its novelty, yet anxious; hungry to taste its opportunities and its buzz, but wary of relinquishing the traditional way of life she knew so well.

         The Montmartre Madeleine first discovered extended a rural welcome in an otherwise hostile metropolis. She soon learned that the lower part of Montmartre was dominated by cabarets, dance halls and entertainment venues, a legacy of the fiscal wall, which had caused a vibrant leisure and entertainment industry to blossom on the Montmartre side where wine was inexpensive.37 But besides the cheap rents (which could be found throughout the former commune), the upper part of Montmartre also boasted a peaceful atmosphere and so had begun to attract workers and artists. The former had found themselves driven out of the city centre, unable to afford the elevated living costs of Haussmann’s grand, multi-storey apartment buildings. The artists, who frequently shared the workers’ precarious financial situation, found cheap studios and spectacular views to paint. But more than that: by the mid-19th century, paint and politics had become indissociable. Montmartre provided a perfect forum for aesthetic polemics.

         Increasingly, a new generation of artists were finding the creative projects which so excited them systematically rebuffed by the official art bodies.38 It was exasperating. Did the jury of the Salon, that ‘great event’ of the artistic world, never tire of the tedious repertoire of historical events and myths that had formed the mainstay of Salon paintings for so long? Did they not feel ridiculed being sold the blatant lie of highly finished paint surfaces, of bodies without a blemish, of landscapes stripped of all signs of modernity? Was contemporary life, the sweat and odour of real men and women, not deserving of a place on the Salon walls?

         Young artists huddled around tables in Montmartre’s cafés, sharing their deepest frustrations, breathing life into their most keenly held ideas. Just a few streets away from the Cimetière de Montmartre, Édouard Manet, the enfant terrible of the contemporary art world, could be found at his regular table in the Café Guerbois surrounded by reverent confrères, who would in time become famous in their own right.39 When Manet spoke, his blue eyes sparkled, his body leant forwards persuasively, and an artistic revolution felt achievable. The atmosphere was electric, the conversation passionate – often heated, but always exciting. The discussions ‘kept our wits sharpened,’ Claude Monet later recalled, ‘they encouraged us with stores of enthusiasm that for weeks and weeks kept us up.’40 And though the war caused many of the artists to leave the capital, it proved merely a temporary migration. At the time Madeleine and her daughters arrived in Montmartre, the artists had firmly marked their patch.
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         Hence by the mid-19th century, Montmartre had become known as a pleasure-seeker’s paradise, a common man’s refuge and a crucible of creativity. It was a district infused with quaint rustic charm, at once affordable, lively in parts, tranquil in others and seemingly free from the constraints that stifled the rest of Paris. The spirit of revolution felt ingrained in its very soil. In Montmartre, anything seemed possible.

         Madeleine was lucky. When the roads which had paralleled the old fiscal wall had fused creating the Boulevard de Clichy and the Boulevard de Rochechouart, business-minded landlords spotted an opportunity to increase their assets.41 Cheap studios and apartments began to spring up on either side of the boulevard. And it was here, on the Boulevard de Rochechouart, that Madeleine eventually found modestly priced lodgings in one of the newly constructed tenement buildings.

         Running along the southern edge of Montmartre, the Boulevard de Rochechouart catered to all Madeleine’s needs. There, she could enjoy the reassurance of being close to the traditional way of life which characterised Montmartre, while still tasting all the colour and vibrancy that had initially tempted her to Paris. Throughout the siege, the Boulevard de Rochechouart remained a lively street. There was always something happening: movement, people, the rumble of carriage wheels, voices – life. Just a short walk from the apartment was the Elysée-Montmartre, a popular dance hall, where, at only 1 franc entrance, the ‘eccentric clientele’ included hordes of young bachelors and a good helping of the quartier’s grisettes (low-paid, working-class girls who turned to casual prostitution to make ends meet).42 Even during the siege, and despite the constraints imposed on public entertainment, the Elysée-Montmartre remained active, serving as both a workshop for producing the balloons used to fly post out of the capital, and as a hospital.43 It was also the site of many ostensibly ‘non-political meetings’, as was the nearby Folies-Bergère, where crowds had gathered in the middle of September 1870 to listen to a stirring speech by General Gustave Cluseret.44 There may have been little dancing in the music halls, but the street was bustling and full of people. ‘Since Paris has become a prisoner, it lives on the boulevard,’ commented Juliette Lamber Adam.45 ‘The whole boulevard is like a fair,’ seconded Edmond de Goncourt.46

         For Marie-Clémentine, it was an extraordinary time to discover her country’s capital. And as Madeleine, to her relief, finally found work as a charwoman, and the heady draw of city life and boys kept the teenage Marie-Alix otherwise disposed, the concierge became Marie-Clémentine’s intermittent supervisor, and the street her playground. ‘The streets of Montmartre were home to me,’ she recalled many years later. ‘It was only in the streets that there was excitement and love and ideas – what other children found around their dining-room tables.’47

         Not yet six, Marie-Clémentine was already an assured tomboy. Small and impressively agile with her unkempt, cognac-coloured hair and her huge, wide-set blue eyes, she turned heads as she darted about the street. Those enormous eyes coupled with her broad forehead gave her an appealing look of innocent sweetness. It was deceptive. She was a wilful child and ran barefoot whenever possible, revelling in the dirt of the streets and doing just as she pleased. The little girl was always getting up to mischief, though mostly preferred to conduct her escapades alone. She was a sensitive child and found solace in her vivid imagination, inhabiting a world of which only she seemed aware. Notwithstanding, she talked to strangers unselfconsciously, and was perfectly at ease sharing her opinions and advice in a matter-of-fact manner quite in advance of her years. However, when displeased, she was in possession of a fearsome temper, and had been known to fling stones or scratch when consumed by one of her rages. Neighbours called her ‘the little Valadon terror’, though few could suppress a respectful tone when they did.48

         Marie-Clémentine’s wild behaviour was hardly surprising. A naturally headstrong child left to discover new surroundings in a city which was itself in chaos was bound to grow even more unruly. Meanwhile, the capital was no closer to seeing order restored.
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         Finally, at the end of January 1871, the Prussians’ bombardment of the city forced France’s president, General Trochu, to concede that he must ask Bismarck for an armistice.49 France had to surrender Alsace and Lorraine, and pay 50 billion francs of war indemnity. But by far the most painful loss was that of national pride.

         Towards the end of the siege, the government had established an artillery park of over 200 guns at Montmartre, weapons which were funded by public subscription.51 When the government now asked for the guns to be returned, they met with vehement opposition. At the end of February, detachments of the National Guards seized the guns, and when loyal French Army troops tried to reclaim them at the end of March, their opponents fought back viciously. The breaking point came when, in a courtyard in the Rue de Rosiers, the National Guards lynched and shot two elderly generals. The case of the Montmartre guns was a final straw to topple an already overloaded beast of burden. Suddenly, the whole balance of power was upset. Paris was no longer fighting the Prussians – it was fighting itself.

         Revolutionaries set up a rival regime in Paris which assumed the title of the Commune de Paris. The Commune united disgruntled members of a number of different parties. There were Jacobins, radical feminists, Proudhonians, veterans of the revolutions of 1851, 1848 and even 1830. The interests varied, but they shared a single grievance: all were deeply unsatisfied with the government of Paris. The Commune set up its headquarters in the Hôtel de Ville. Immediately, in Versailles, Thiers’ party began planning the reconquest of Paris. And then there broke out one of the bloodiest civil wars France had ever seen.

         Still smarting from the Prussian siege, citizens watched in horror as the streets of Paris were again reduced to a scene of devastation. Thiers’ private house was demolished. The Vendôme column, erected by Napoleon Bonaparte to celebrate the victories of 1805, was torn down. Violence swept across the city. Barricades were erected and buildings mercilessly burned to the ground. Paris was in chaos. Finally, Thiers’ army succeeded in entering the capital, and for a week which became known as ‘la semaine sanglante’ (the bloody week), a horrific confrontation played out.

         Just streets away from the Valadons’ home, the radical feminist Louise Michel, dressed in a National Guard’s uniform, headed the Women’s Battalion as it confronted the Versaillais Generals de Ladmirault and Clinchant.52 The Rue des Rosiers was again the scene of bloodshed when around 50 Communards were shepherded together and shot. One evening, Parisian blood ran cold when people noticed the sky lit with a furious glow and realised the cause: it was the burning edifice of the Tuileries Palace. Wild pétroleuses (lower-class, female supporters of the Commune and arsonists) hurled fireballs through the windows of bourgeois homes; Parisian turned on Parisian. Then came one of the most sickening acts the Communards had yet committed: the Archbishop of Paris, who had been taken hostage, was executed.

         Thiers’ army eventually emerged victorious against the Communards and by the end of May, the conflict was over. But the toll was horrifying; some 20,000 Parisians lost their lives and the city’s landscape was unrecognisable.

         The Paris that Madeleine beheld in 1871 was as far removed as could be imagined from the ideal she had anticipated. Buildings were in ruins. In the smoking, barricade-littered streets, the sounds were alarming. Edmond de Goncourt described ‘frightening noises: fusillades and collapsing houses’.53 Paris was a pitiful shadow of the marvellous city it had been. ‘In the wind this evening the Commune’s notices, which have been pulled off the walls, make a sound like dead leaves chased by an autumn whirlwind on the pavement,’ de Goncourt observed. But from the ashes of the Commune, the seeds of hope were undeniably breaking through, for amid the moans of a haggard city, ‘you hear the stiff flapping of brand-new tricolor flags.’ Paris was bruised, but it was not beaten. Soon, the capital’s emigrants were flooding back. ‘Parisian life […] is being reborn,’ triumphed de Goncourt on 29 May 1871.54 All at once, the streets were filled with Parisians, ‘taking possession of their city once again’. Life and energy were being breathed back into the glorious city. Parisians had returned, defiant and proud.

         Madeleine was not a politically minded woman. In Bessines, politics was something that got the men fired up and occasionally caused a heated dispute in the café. There, Madeleine’s life had a more immediate and practical focus: how many beds needed changing that day? Was it so cold that morning that she would have to break the ice off the surface of the river, only to feel the ache and chill of the glacial water on her fingers as she rinsed the clothes? And most of all, where would the next meal be coming from?

         By contrast, in Paris, it seemed impossible to escape politics. As Napoleon III strode across the battlefield at Sedan, on street corners, workmen muttered about flawed military strategy. As the Prussians were planning their next move, the women in the queue outside the butcher’s offered a commentary on the action. When word spread along the Boulevard de Rochechouart that innocent blood had been shed in a street just like Madeleine’s, when barricades obstructed the route to work, when the grocer was asking ten times the usual price for a bag of potatoes and milk was unavailable, politics suddenly seemed very real and very tangible indeed.55

         Madeleine was utterly dismayed by the Paris she had discovered. Even before the atrocities of the Commune – unimaginable for a woman raised in the small rural community of Bessines – she had found the employment situation far less utopian than she had been led to believe. An experienced linen maid was a valuable asset. It was an estimable skill. And Madeleine had years of experience. But acquiring such a position in Paris required good interpersonal skills and the ability to promote oneself; Madeleine boasted neither. She was overqualified to take the job that she did. Cleaning and scrubbing offices was demeaning.

         Marie-Alix had adapted admirably to her new life. She had attracted the attentions of a young man named Georges; there was already talk of marriage.56 Madeleine had no cause to worry about her eldest daughter. But in all other respects, Madeleine was feeling demoralised, disenchanted, betrayed.

         With heavy heart, Madeleine discovered that neighbourhood gossips thrived as much in Paris as they did in Bessines. Before long, Madeleine’s name was being whispered in immoral connection with a number of local widowers.57 Several swore they had smelled alcohol on her breath as she passed them on the boulevard. That Madeleine Valadon was simply crazy, children hissed, a village fool, come to Paris thinking she could make a fortune. And nobody could recall ever having seen her express affection towards Marie-Clémentine, nor respond kindly to the youngster’s approaches. People felt certain that, behind closed doors, the mother must issue the most terrible beatings. It was little wonder, neighbours concluded, that the daughter behaved so badly. For many, Madeleine was as far removed from the maternal ideal as could be imagined.

         It seemed everything in Madeleine’s conduct gave rise to suspicion. In the wake of the Prussian siege and the Commune, Parisians harboured a profound distrust of that which could not be seen. And Madeleine was quiet, docile and discreet.58 She worked steadily and kept her opinions – and her disappointment – to herself. Physically too, she was a pitiful figure.59 Her body was hunched, her shoulders stooping, and her furrowed brow gave her a permanently fraught expression. Her centre-parted hair was swept back and severe, while her heavy-lidded, blue-eyed gaze seemed designed to keep the world at a distance. And though she was just 40, work had now given her once-supple body the appearance of one half that again.

         Marie-Clémentine’s unruly behaviour was a burden too many. It was not that Madeleine lacked maternal empathy. Though the mother appeared a sour-faced and embittered contrast to her vigorous daughter, the pair shared a complex bond, both invisible and indivisible. More than once, Madeleine had had the opportunity to deny her daughter. She could have given her up as a baby or abandoned her and gone alone to Paris. Every time, she had recognised her responsibility towards the youngster and stood by her, quietly, assuredly, claiming her as her own. Years later, few could deny that Madeleine was probably the only human being who truly understood the will-o’-the-wisp, elfin creature she had given birth to.60

         But now, Madeleine had seen the very worst side of Parisian street life. She could not work and supervise her daughter as well. More than anything, she had seen only too clearly how miserable a woman’s life could be when she lacked appropriate skills. If Marie-Clémentine was to be spared the same fate, she must have what Madeleine had been denied: structure and a formal education.

         So it was that Marie-Clémentine made her first encounter with an institution.
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