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INTRODUCTION



Governments do not listen to their people, and nowhere are the people free.


Very rarely, an old dispensation is overthrown, and new institutions come to power.


But they don’t listen to the people either. They have no means of listening, and even in the attempt to listen, they bring their people once more into bondage.


A few visionaries have attempted, at one time or another, to reshape society so that the people’s will might be heard. They are self-styled gods, or religious leaders, or political fanatics.


They all fail.


At the turn of the twentieth century, enthusiasm for democracy consumed the world: Russia in 1905, Iran in 1906, the Ottoman Empire in 1908, Portugal in 1910, Mexico in 1911, China in 1912. For the first time, and across the planet, a literate and educated mass imagined itself on the brink of power.


Some writers thought they understood these masses. They thought that, through their work, they could make these masses heard.


This book is about four of them: three men and a woman whose political visions shaped and misshaped their century.


*


Inevitably, this book falls into two halves, left and right.


At the heart of leftist politics is the idea that you can transform the oppressed masses into a cultured body of men and women of progressive taste. And this is handy for you since, given the right education, aren’t people bound to prefer those who fight for truth and progress?


Leftist intellectuals imagine that an enlightened population will naturally choose them as leaders. So British academics at Oxford University in the 1860s proposed reforms to encourage an alliance of ‘brains and numbers on the one side’ to carry the day against ‘wealth, rank, vested interest, possession in short, on the other.’


The ‘numbers’ will recognise the ‘brains’’ right to rule, and vote accordingly. It takes nothing away from the democratic idea to realise that it doubles as a bubble-bath for intellectuals.


The trouble begins when the masses (through some flaw in their upbringing) fail to vote the way they’re supposed to. Then the educational impulse hits a much higher gear.


Modern socialist consciousness can only arise on the basis of profound scientific knowledge (says Marx), and you can’t expect ordinary people to understand that. You need a vanguard party (says Lenin): a body of trained, educated, committed intellectuals to lead the working class to enlightenment.


Karl Marx’s rival Mikhail Bakunin saw where this sort of thinking led: to a society where ‘savants form a separate caste, in many respects analogous to the priesthood. Scientific abstraction is their God, living and real individuals are their victims, and they are the consecrated and licensed sacrificers . . . Mr. Marx’s People’s State,’ Bakunin wrote, would mean ‘the reign of the scientific mind, the most aristocratic, despotic, arrogant and contemptuous of all regimes.’


*


The right is a slightly muddier proposition, because it is itself split between reactionaries, who never believed in the democratic impulse in the first place, and romantics, who believe that there has to be more to democracy than just a contest between rival intellectuals.


Friedrich Nietzsche, whose work provided essential reading for Russian Marxists before becoming a fascist bestseller, argued in The Birth of Tragedy: Out of the Spirit of Music (1872) that the pursuit of reason was sapping humanity’s creativity, annihilating myth and driving poetry ‘like a homeless being from her natural, ideal soil’.


If democracy is purely a rational mechanism, goes the argument, then God help democracies, for they will become engines of alienation. Deprived of happiness and hope, democracies will find themselves populated not by living men and women, but by the kinds of defeated, zombie masses that were so brilliantly depicted in Fritz Lang’s Metropolis.


Metropolis was written by Thea von Harbou, who eventually joined the Nazi Party, the NSDAP. But the anxiety that underlies her story – that the machinery of government (savour that phrase) will rip the heart out of a people – proved universally resonant. When Charlie Chaplin, dressed in Adolf Hitler’s motley, breaks the fourth wall at the end of his 1940 film The Great Dictator, he doesn’t single out Nazis. He includes Nazis under a much wider and more terrible heading: the coming war, he says, must be fought against ‘machine men with machine minds’.


And who better to lead the fight against our inner robot than that high priest of all things humane, the writer?


The Frenchman Maurice Barrès once sought spiritual solace at the bottom of ‘certain Venetian ponds’. Gabriele D’Annunzio’s inept sailing once led to him being rescued by an Italian warship. Ding Ling’s bid for movie stardom ended when she realised, to her horror, that the industry was full of transvestites. One night, on the banks of the Kazanka, Maxim Gorky fired a pistol point-blank into his heart, and missed.


All four, once they’d left their youthful funk behind them, conceived extravagant visions of the future, and came to believe that by wielding their creative weaponry, they could realise their dreams. They all, at one time or another, fancied themselves shapers of human destiny.


Maurice Barrès diagnosed his whole generation: we are sick, he said, from all the assurances of science, and all the false promises of politicians. He sought a cure in egoism – first personal, then national.


Gabriele D’Annunzio likened his verses to the blows with which the foundryman strikes out a plug to let liquefied metal flow into a mould. He declared the crowd an incandescent mass of molten bronze, ready to be shaped by his will.


Josef Stalin’s notion of writers as technically trained believers, handling malleable human material, found its expression in the precise phrase ‘engineers of human souls’, a badge he bestowed personally on Maxim Gorky and which landed, at last, on China’s Ding Ling, who feared that she was not worthy (the ‘engineer’ having become by then a badge of sainthood): ‘When one’s own soul is vile and ugly how can you talk about reforming and teaching other people?’


‘Today, most great soul-conquerors no longer have altars,’ wrote the popular psychologist Gustave Le Bon in his peculiar 1895 masterpiece La Psychologie des Foules (The Crowd: A Study of the Popular Mind), ‘but they still have statues or images, and the cult surrounding them is not notably different from that accorded their predecessors. Any study of the philosophy of history should begin with this fundamental point, that for crowds one is either a god or one is nothing.’
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CHAPTER ONE



Wednesday, 11 July 1900. For three long months the Exposition Universelle has been gumming up Paris. Maurice Barrès, novelist, politician and grouch, enters the exhibition through the chiselled and mosaic-clad Porte Binet, a dome resting on three arches, and topped by Paris’s largest and most notorious tart.


Fifteen feet high, clad in a plaster gown designed by the couturier Jeanne Paquin and – is that a ship on her head?


Anyway: La Parisienne. All the jibes you could possibly poke at her must surely have been poked by now: what a shocking advertisement for France!


For the past five years Barrès – at thirty-seven, a bona fide literary lion – has been writing grumpy articles against the whole idea of holding yet another international exposition in Paris. Having hosted five of the blessed things in less than half a century, the city no longer feels like a national capital. More the fruiting body of an international capitalist mycelium. A toadstool! That’s it: slick, temporary, dilapidated within days of its first display—


But the metaphor refuses to parse. He can’t see how to resolve it. It comes apart in his head and, with a sigh, he dismisses it. Not that it matters. Who would publish such invective now? Even Barrès’s usual outlet, the stalwart Figaro, has had its head turned, and is now fully behind the Expo.


Oh, France! There’s nothing of the real France – vast, diverse, wounded, ancient – in this fantastic farrago. France hardly gets a look-in in this lathe-and-plaster funhouse.


He looks back at La Parisienne and, scowling, pictures her consorting with her foreign johns across the Seine: the English and German pavilions, hiding their imperialist intentions in plain sight. Here they are, the two most dangerous nations on Earth, and the German pavilion looks like it sprang out of a tale by Hoffmann while the English one is actually worse: gabled, timbered, pure rosbif – who are they trying to kid?


Barrès, emerging from between glasshouses dedicated to the world’s horticulture and arboriculture, cannot face the next attraction, ‘Old Paris’, with its loose cobbles, itinerant hurdy-gurdy players and general froufrou. (This is illustrator and writer Albert Robida’s bailiwick, and is as science fictional in its way as those novels and bandes designées of his – as though at any moment the gabled roofs of his faux medieval city may split apart under bombardment by missiles dropped by balloon-bicycles.) So Maurice Barrès crosses to the Left Bank by the Ponte de l’Alma.


A grand écrivain of a quite different stripe, Anatole France, will find in the exhibition spaces of the Champ de Mars ‘contrasts and harmonies of all kinds of human habitation, the fever of work, the wonderful workings of industry, the enormous amusement of the genius of man, who has planted here the arts and crafts of the universe.’ But Barrès is cut from different cloth, and it’s enough to make him weep, these piled-up heaps of disconnected stuff: kiosks, tents, huts, cabins, water towers, kremlins, pagodas . . . It’s as though a small boy had gone round his mother’s garden, yanking up every cherished bloom and piling them up by her bedside ‘to cheer her up’.


And what is true of flowers is, alas, equally true of people, and peoples: whatever you uproot, you kill.


This is Barrès’s great lesson for the world. It’s been the dynamo powering all his books, at least since 1889’s Un Homme libre (A Free Man). Later observers will take a dim view indeed of Barrès’s ‘national-socialist’ politics (just look where they led!) but the way Barrès sees it, he just wants to recover the past: ‘The qualities I love in the past are its sadness, its silence, and most especially its fixity. Every thing that moves disconcerts me.’


Barrès crosses back over the river again by the Pont d’Iéna. At the foot of the Trocadéro, thick walls rise, pierced and castellated: an orientalist power-fantasy that owes not a little to Gustave Flaubert’s Salammbô. From inside the pyramidal Egyptian theatre, derboukas purr and reed-flutes whine, and cries, guttural and rhythmic, split the air with a queer, tortured joy. How anyone considers this ‘entertainment’ is beyond poor Barrès, but Oscar Wilde seems to be enjoying himself. (There, on the pavement outside the Café d’Égypte: a large Englishman in a slightly rumpled white suit. He’s tapping his foot, all the while mopping his brow with a silk handkerchief, while a slim brown man, rather like a handsome bamboo walking stick, serves him tea.)


Barrès wonders whether he should introduce himself. The idea of taking tea with Wilde, a fellow ‘decadent’, is tempting. The banquet this afternoon promises to be a long one, and there will be endless speeches. But the smell of strange foods in this mocked-up corner of Araby puts him off. Success has hardened him against experience. He is too much invested in the narrowness of his tastes. Among the treasures he will miss at the Expo: Japanese lacquer-work and Russian ballet; the music of Ravel and Debussy and Stravinsky; the paintings of Van Gogh and Picasso.


His literary tastes are just as narrow. He won’t even try the novels of Gide and Proust. He’d rather read the gun-slinging antisemite Marquis de Morès (‘a heroic thinker,’ he reckons, ‘a man who gave his life to the highest form of speculations’. Really? Chief among those was: ‘Gaul for the Gauls’.)


This sort of thing – Gaul for the Gauls, France for the French – speaks to Barrès’s mystical regionalism, to his belief in the quasi-magical power of the land, and to the love he feels for his own bloodied homeland, Lorraine, now part-French, part-German, disarticulated by the war of 1870.


Why should loving one’s own place mean that one has to feel contempt for every other place? This is something Barrès will spend his life trying to explain. A thirteenth-century French crusader’s castle is far superior to the Parthenon, he writes; how can he, Barrès, be expected to appreciate the beauties of Athens, when ‘the blood of the valleys of the Rhine’ flows through his veins?


This being Barrès’s well-publicised attitude, one may reasonably wonder why on earth Action Française – a league of rightists and monarchists – invited him today to the Restaurant International du Trocadéro. Located slap-bang in the middle of the Colonial Exhibition, it is hard to imagine a place less suited to Barrès’s political tastes. Barrès is a blood-and-soil nationalist. Imperial speculations leave him cold. The Scramble for Africa is something he views with contempt. (Indeed, among the royalists, Boulangists and anti-Dreyfusards invited along to toast the publication of Barrès’s new novel L’Appel au soldat (A Soldier Summoned), you’d be hard put to find a single colonial.)


At the head of the table sit Paul Bourget, a novelist and Academician, and Charles Costa de Beauregard, a historian. They’ve agreed to chair this ‘intimate dinner’ while Charles Maurras, Action Française’s éminence grise, sits back a little, enjoying the scene: the occasion was his idea.


There are around thirty guests around the table. Henri Vaugeois, Camille Jarre and other significant rightists. Some friendly press: Lucien Moreau (young to be a royalist, but there’s idealism for you); Paul Copin-Albancélli, a former freemason who now runs A bas les tyrants, exposing all manner of Masonic and Jewish conspiracies. Also Barrès’s old childhood friend and fellow Lorrainer, Maurice-Charles de Brem.


Adulatory as this audience is, Barrès needs to watch his step here. He’s a convinced and passionate republican, and he will need to hold his ground, as politely as he can, against all these admiring royalists. Charles Maurras, for a start: the man’s relentless. Twenty thousand articles of his survive, and hardly one that steers from the main point: restore the House of Orléans! They say years ago Maurras was travelling on board a ship and noticed something wrong with an Englishwoman’s manners: he’s been a convinced xenophobe ever since. The Pope says Maurras has a very fine brain, ‘but alas, only a brain’.


Given their long association, Barrès the republican and Maurras the royalist can probably agree to disagree. But what about de Cléry? He’s more than capable of causing a scene.


The meal passes without incident. The food is pleasant and not too heavy. And this is as well, since some of the afterdinner speeches will take some digesting.


‘My dear Barrès,’ Paul Bourget begins, ‘it was decided, when you agreed to be our host, that this intimate dinner would not be saddened by any speech. Yet your friends at Action Française can’t let you leave without thanking you for sitting at their table and without having raised – I was going to say a “toast”, but what about that old and pretty French word, “health”? So I lift my glass – health to a great literary artist! So delicate and so strong! So a-quiver with sensibility! So courageous with civic energy!’


And so on and so on. Since Les Déracinés (The, Uprooted) was published – the first volume of his second trilogy, ‘Le Roman de l’énergie nationale’ – Barrès has been hailed as the voice of his nation. (This is no mere fad. Generations to come will hail Barrès’s influence – even those who find his politics appalling: Paul Léautaud, Louis Aragon, even Albert Camus.)


Bourget breaks into a canter: ‘In the days of agony that followed the war of 1870 Gustave Flaubert said, “We all suffer from France’s malady.” This was an eloquent way of putting things, one you yourself hit upon when, at the age of twenty, you went through those spiritual crises you recorded in Sous l’oeil des barbares (Under the Eyes of the Barbarians) and in the early chapters of Les Déracinés. You understood that the malaise you felt was more than personal: that France was sick in you, as it is in all of us. And with extraordinary lucidity, you discerned, if not all causes, at least the most immediate and powerful one: the wrong turn we took in 1789!’


Barrès ought to have seen this one coming. He takes a steadying breath. The French Revolution was no ‘wrong turn’! Though, heaven knows, its promise has been betrayed often enough.


Barrès has recently been stepping back from politics, following his failure at the 1898 General Election. He’s been developing an educational programme: something roughly along the lines of Paul Déroulède’s original far-right Ligue des Patriotes. He imagines a non-partisan programme of military and patriotic education, to repair the damage Captain Dreyfus’s exoneration has done to the army and to the standing of the French state.


A couple of years ago he founded the literary-academical Ligue de la patrie française. It’s not doing too badly: it boasts over twenty Academicians, several dozen members of the Institut, hundreds of university professors, writers, magistrates, doctors; Jules Verne once signed its petition.


Since the Dreyfus debacle, leagues of this sort have been popping up all over France like mushrooms after a spring rain. Action Français is the cream of a large and diverse crop. The trouble is, no one seems interested in doing the spadework necessary to tie these groups together and build a true right-wing consensus. Royalists and nationalists, Catholics and national socialists would rather spat among themselves than tackle their common enemy.


One more year of this – and one more cross-purposed literary dinner in February 1901 – and Barrès will give up the effort in disgust. In a letter to his friend Paul Acker: ‘I had been at the baptism of nationalism. Now I am at its burial . . . I know what nationalism is, but I do not know what the Nationalist Party is. I have never been shown anything but an anti-ministerial party.’


Back at the dinner, Paul Bourget – who has been laying into the very idea of republicanism – finally moves to less contentious territory.


‘Once persuaded of this truth, my dear Barrès, you sought, following your own formula, to understand yourself as “a moment of an immortal whole”. You rooted yourself in your past once more, in your land, in Lorraine, where your family comes from. And at the same time you dreamed the same for France: that it too might reconcile itself with its land, its past, and its illustrious dead – with generations so long, so criminally denied! You found them yourself, not in ruins, not in leavings, but in the very intuitions, the very instincts of the people. And it is their spirit which animates L’Appel au soldat through and through – the call to Race!’


Barrès stands to make his reply. This, though emollient, also speaks to the racial idea:


‘Certain words – France, Patrie – evoke in certain men, you and I among them, so many anciently connected ideas that they rustle in the mind like leaves in the forest. They cannot be heard by people lacking these associations. Intelligence has nothing to do with it. However swiftly their minds work, they cannot feel as we do. A single instinct – I would venture to say a single physiology – defines us. How proud I am to receive the approbation of minds such as yours, for this idea of “rootedness”, for this cult of the Earth and the Dead!’


Maurice Barrès’s father Auguste studied engineering at the Ecole Centrale, married the daughter of the local mayor, and avoided steady work for over seventy years. His own father was an army officer who retired at the grand old age of forty-nine.


Maurice could have had an easy life: like grandfather like father like son. Men of his class, buoyed up by fixed incomes and falling prices, dabbled about in business, trade, the army or the professions, but by their forties they were like as not to be living off savings or an inheritance, supplemented by rents.


What made Barrès’s journey unobvious, winding, full of incomprehensible literary twists and political turns, was an accident of youth.


At school, Barrès became great friends with Stanislas de Guaita, a remarkable boy who would grow up to be an influential occultist, founder of the Ordre kabbalistique de la Rose-Croix, and an admired esoteric poet, before a heady collision of occult rites and drugs finished him off a few days before Christmas 1897.


At first the pair obsessed over Baudelaire and Flaubert, as teenagers will. Soon they developed a taste for stranger fare: Gautier, Mme Ackerman, Leconte de Lisle, symbolists and decadents of every conceivable stripe. Until 1883 the two shared a house in Nancy (they argued all the time) and, literally, set the record for absenteeism at the university.


Then, aged twenty (as soon as he could, really), Barrès left for the capital.


In Paris, young Maurice Barrès embraced all the cosmopolitan trappings. Rarely gracing the halls of the Faculté de droit and the Ecole pratique des hautes études (where he was supposed to be studying law) he spent his time in brasseries, in literary dispute with Latin Quarter friends including Jean Moréas, Stéphane Mallarmé, Villiers de l’Isle-Adam, and Charles de Goffic. His hero was Disraeli, ‘poet, dandy, ambitious, and leader of men’. Anatole France took him under his wing and introduced him to the salon of the Countess de Loynes (the original Lady of the Camellias). Pieces in the literary magazine Jeune France earned him a reputation as a symbolist.


He bit that hand that fed him, as all young Turks must. He wrote: ‘Our malaise comes from the fact that we live in a social order imposed by the dead, not chosen for us. The dead poison us.’ And he proposed, in place of all the tiresome talk of men older than he was, to establish a cult of the self, a ‘Culte de Moi’. ‘Our morality, our religion, our feeling of nationality are all crumbled things,’ he wrote in 1892, ‘from which we cannot derive rules for living, and while waiting for our masters to reestablish certitudes for us, it is advisable that we hold on to the only remaining reality, the Self.’


One doesn’t need to scratch too hard here to discover, below the glittering and spiky surface, an insecure young man making the best of things. Barrès the egotist lived in fear of drowning in egos larger than his own. ‘Cultivation of the self’ is a splendidly arrogant pose, but in the end it’s the act of a hypochondriac: someone desperate to avoid moral contagion.


In November 1884, Barrès used his parents’ allowance to establish a review of his own, Les Taches d’encre (Ink Spots), printed expensively on the priciest brochure paper he could find. He experimented with advertising; the murder of a journalist (called Morin) by the wife of a politician gave him the perfect excuse to send men wandering around the city wearing tasteless sandwich boards that read ‘Morin no longer reads Les Taches d’encre!’.


Still, there was something refreshing about this young man’s insolence. ‘It seems to me,’ he wrote, ‘that, under our current literary disposition, the study of superior spirits is sacrificed a little too much to the study of ordinary people.’ (A dig at Zola here, and at realism in general.) ‘I’m with those who think there’s nothing quite so dramatic than the play of ideas in the head of a sage, artist or philosopher.’


The fleshier and more exotic the bloom, the quicker it rots, and soon even Barrès’s champion Anatole France began to fret about the boy: ‘His mind,’ he wrote, ‘was restless, unhealthy, perverted, and spoiled.’ Les Taches d’encre folded after four irregular issues. Barrès had hoped to make some money from it. Now he had to rely on writing reviews for the newspapers, even as his old cohort turned their backs on symbolism, a movement he’d made his own.


Enough with symbolism’s incomprehensibility and obscurity, its gnarled diction and ridiculous syntax! Le Figaro of 8 September 1888 namechecked Barrès, but not in a good way, as one of a group with ‘the same objective: a refined and sickly incoherence which causes one to fear for their reason if they linger in their ways.’


Exhausted and depressed, Barrès withdrew from the fray and went back home, to Lorraine.


Did the visit to his birthplace renew his spirit? In one epiphanic gush, did our hero recover his spiritual connection to his Earth and his Dead?


No.


Soon he was packing for Venice, and it was here, in a place that had nothing to do with him, that young Maurice ‘got a fairly accurate idea of the lucid delusions that the ancients experienced at the edge of certain ponds.’


Whatever this means precisely, the city did him good. We know this because we have some of his youthful notes, only lightly edited in his 1916 memoir ‘The Death of Venice’. Barrès visited the place three times between 1887 and 1888, ‘and this abstract city, built for my personal use, unfolded before my closed eyes, out of time and space.’ Like all well-educated egotists, Barrès knew how storied surroundings can be used to reinforce the self: ‘I was ready to love myself,’ he wrote, ‘to understand myself even in my darkness: to guide me, I relied on Venice.’


Never mind the real place (‘a city of dead fish and decaying houses, inhabited by a race of waiters and touts’ is how the poet Filippo Marinetti described it); it’s the Venice of the mind that counts!


Is Barrès poking fun at himself here? He knew Huysmans’s 1884 novel À rebours (Against Nature), and the way its aesthete hero Des Esseintes decides, at the very last minute, to abandon his ferry crossing to London, and sit instead with his eyes shut, conjuring a Dickensian city out of his imagination. In his second, he steals shamelessly from Huysmans, down to the way Philippe, his alter ego, rushes to his hotel on his arrival in Venice, the better to enjoy the Venice of his imagination.


Barrès isn’t the sort of writer you would expect to be telling jokes at his own expense. But his self-awareness is sharp. Sous l’oeil des barbares is his first book, and the first of his trilogy ‘The Cult of the Self’. Here’s where we first meet Philippe, our protagonist: a clueless, jaded dilettante.


A philosopher, ‘Monsieur X’, gives him a talking to: ‘Your masters, their books, and their long-winded speculations gave you an excellent outlook: a world entirely devoid of the idea of duty . . . an orchard where, quite frankly, you have only to satisfy yourself . . . I assume you have health and some rentes?’


Philippe, like Barrès, is never going to run out of money. His spiritual education (the subject of this and the next two volumes of Barrès’s ‘Cult of the Self’ trilogy) will set him back 14,000 francs. That’s about ten times a lecturer’s salary. A fair bit of it goes on a remote country house and some comfortable armchairs because ‘no thinker ever combined anything respectable outside an armchair’. The source of all this cash? Rentes.


How will Philippe escape the prison of his own ego?


This is the kind of question that obsessed writers of the fin de siècle. They were the first writers who could afford to ask it.


Barrès and his generation are, more than anything, bored out of their minds. They’re hungry for action, for fame, for something to do, for a foothold in the real world. But they’re rich. The necessities of life are all taken care of. So there’s a hard limit on how serious their lives can actually get. No wonder they treasure feelings, even when they hurt! No wonder they obsess over abstractions, and champion decadence over progress, and see no point in anything! They don’t need anything.


Barrès’s whole project, literary and political, was about finding something to do. His search for a meaningful life doesn’t just find its way into his novels: it’s what his novels are about.


In Sous l’oeil des barbares, the sickly Philippe, fresh out of school (where he’s been mercilessly teased and humiliated) longs, in his egoistic loneliness, to be rescued by some master, some religion. Where is the spiritual principle that will end his loneliness and his suffering? Spiritual exercises on the island of Jersey prove unsatisfying so he moves back home to Lorraine. There, he feels the road forking before him. Will he seek meaning in public service, or in a life of solitude and contemplation?


Philippe chooses solitude, and holes up in the town library to study and emulate the spiritual exercises of Ignatius of Loyola.


After a while of this, however, Philippe is finally forced to admit that there is something wrong. He has plumped for a life of solitude – but is this not as likely to turn him into a monster as make him a saint? He knows what the monster would look like, because he’s already met him: Old Monsieur X, the man who asked after Philippe’s rentes, a monster of egotism for whom money is power (‘Ayez de l’argent et soyez considéré’, he observes, at which an outraged Philippe beats him with a stick).


The alternative, in his loneliness, is for Philippe to become a saint. And it is while he is contemplating his ill-suitedness for that role that he wakes up to his surroundings, the outdoors, the extraordinary beauty of sky and countryside, the simple, cardinal truth that he is, after all, at home. Lorraine fills him with an indescribable peace that dissolves his loneliness.


How is this even possible? Philippe investigates. Visiting local churchyards, he listens to the echoes of his footfalls on the flagstones, and for the first time he becomes aware of the lost voices of the dead. Communing with the ancient language and culture of Lorraine, Philippe feels his self vanish into the eternity of his race.


Philippe’s ecstatic discovery of his homeland and its people is charming enough. Young men will have their epiphanies. And there is no shame in the way Barrès the novelist relocates his own experiences in Venice to his Lorraine birthplace. It is not a writer’s job to be accurate. The writer’s job is to be tidy.


The main point – and this was as true for Barrès as it is for the fictional Philippe – is that detachment from the world is an intellectual and emotional dead end. You can refine the self as much as you like – but you still have to feed it.


Wounded and alone in Venice, Barrès discovered that loneliness wasn’t preserving his thought; it was starving it. And conversely: taking an interest in other people didn’t erode his ego; it enriched it!


Which left just one question: which ‘other people’ was Barrès going to take an interest in? All of them?


Hardly! Like all egotists, Barrès drew energy from his own reflection. The land he cared about was his land; the dead, his dead.


From his notebook: ‘What I have followed everywhere, in my enthusiasm for Lorraine and France together, in traveling, in seeking power, is an immense increase of my personality.’










CHAPTER TWO



France’s Third Republic was born in defeat following Napoleon III’s disastrous six-week war against Prussia in 1870. Following his abdication, a treaty had forced France to cede Alsace and much of Barrès’s beloved Lorraine to Germany. An armistice was signed with the Germans at Versailles, but the rebellious Paris commune, with almost the whole National Guard at its back, refused to lay down its arms.


In the ‘Bloody Week’ of 21 to 28 May 1871, the centre of the city was set on fire and between 20,000 and 50,000 Parisians died at the hands of their own countrymen.


From then on, the constitutional government had lurched from one crisis to another. Conservatives found the whole edifice reeking of capitulation to German ideas, German efficiency, German management. France was becoming nothing more than a cadet Germany: not a power at all, but a genial host to a generation of rootless cosmopolitans. There were so many different factions in France’s Chamber of Deputies, all governments ended up being coalitions. It was quite usual to find a new government boasting nearly all the same ministers as the previous one.


Extremist factions of wildly different stripes agreed on this at least: there had to be a more direct and visceral connection between the state and its people – some emotional bond.


Georges Boulanger was born at Rennes in 1837. His father, a solicitor, had relatives in the Anglo-Welsh aristocracy. He was also a bankrupt, and it made good sense for his son to turn his horsemanship – acquired on long vacations in England – into a military career. Georges graduated from the academy at Saint-Cyr in 1856, took part in four campaigns and acquitted himself with bravery and distinction.


West of Milan, during a rout of Austrian forces during the Italian War of Independence in 1859, Boulanger was seriously wounded. A knighthood in the Legion of Honour followed, and a life of almost constant pain. He served in the Franco-Prussian war, then in the suppression of the Paris Commune. It was just as well a further injury plucked him from that fight early on, given his later politics.


In 1871 Boulanger, an officer of the Third Republic, married to the daughter of a career diplomat and father of two children, was made a full colonel. This was indeed a meteoric rise, and it did not go unnoticed. For his betters, his progress had been much too fast, and they promptly had him demoted to lieutenant-colonel.


Boulanger’s disgust at this may be imagined. His talent and loyalty had been better rewarded under Napoleon III. It took the Minister of War himself to persuade him not to resign.


Garrisoned midway between Lyon and Geneva, Boulanger wore himself out on horses and on the wives of local politicians, lobbying all the while for promotion. The Duc d’Aumale was inspector general of the army at that time, and was the devoutest of Catholics. Boulanger became overnight an ardent Papist. He insisted that his staff attend mass every Sunday, and was regularly seen walking to church with a deluxe, gilt-edged prayer book tucked under his arm. In 1879 the anticlerical republicans gained power, and Boulanger’s prayer book vanished, never to be seen again. Léon Gambetta, president of the Chamber of Deputies, caved under Boulanger’s flattery, and in April 1880, at the age of forty-three, Boulanger became a general.


He soon acquired a taste for the political high life. In 1881 he was added to a French delegation visiting the United States. Bands blaring the ‘Marseillaise’ greeted him at every stop. ‘It was beautiful,’ he wrote, ‘it was grandiose, it was gripping.’


They had come to celebrate the centennial of the final battle of America’s Revolutionary War. But the delegation travelled far beyond Yorktown, criss-crossing the continent and inspecting army garrisons as far west as Cheyenne. And they travelled in style; Boulanger arrived at Niagara Falls in a train fitted with two parlours, a dining room and a kitchen run by Delmonico’s restaurant.


Boulanger was bowled over. This was how to run a country! What France needed, if it were ever to recover its standing, was an American-style president, and a direct relationship between the people and executive power.


On 30 January 1882, the French chamber appointed yet another new prime minister, Charles Louis de Freycinet. He appointed Boulanger inspector of infantry. In the two years Boulanger held that post, he saw four prime ministers and sixty-five ministers come and go. No wonder he began to feel he could do a better job.


Late in 1883, Boulanger received a visitor.


Paul Déroulède, a poet and dramatist, wanted permission to march members of his year-old Ligue des Patriotes through Paris bearing arms. This league, founded the year before, was fanatically dedicated to revanche– the restoration of Alsace and Lorraine to France. Boulanger was only too happy to sign off on that.


Meanwhile, Déroulède talked and talked. A former soldier, knight of the Legion of Honour (his brilliant career had been cut short in 1874 when he fell off his horse), Déroulède had been making a catalogue of patriotic books and songs. His findings were stark: German children were being taught to be proud of their nation. French children weren’t. His committee had offered a programme to cure the French indifference to nation-building, but the new prime minister, Jules Ferry, was ignoring it. And what about these colonial adventures Ferry had embarked upon? Déroulède considered these especially pointless, while Alsace and so much of Lorraine still lay in German hands.


The less Boulanger said, the more convinced Déroulède became that he and Boulanger saw eye-to-eye on all the important issues of the day. When he returned to his League’s meeting hall he told several friends, ‘I have found our man. His name is Boulanger.’


The day after Boulanger’s appointment as war minister, Paul Déroulède paid him another visit. This time he had no mere chit to sign.


The time had come, said Déroulède, to prepare for the reform of French government – and that could only happen under the war minister’s leadership. Three hundred thousand members of Déroulède’s Ligue des Patriotes were waiting on his call! Meanwhile Déroulède personally would travel throughout Europe, explaining the coming revolution: a coup to restore order, end all these sterile parliamentary agitations, root out corruption, and usher in a new era of social reform. Déroulède told Boulanger that the presidency could be his within the year – assuming he wanted it.


Boulanger nodded, and smiled, and if he said anything at all, it has not been recorded.


Déroulède took that smiling silence for a yes. He travelled the length and breadth of France preaching the good news. Alsace and Lorraine at last had their champion! ‘Throughout the whole of my journey,’ he told a large crowd that had gathered at the Gare du Nord to welcome him home, ‘the name of a single man, the name of a brave soldier, has been my touchstone. It is the name of the supreme head of our army, the name of General Boulanger!’


As war minister, Boulanger shone. A whole series of minor-sounding reforms endeared him to the men of the army. You were drafted for three years, not five. You could grow a beard now, and at the end of the day, you could bed down on a sprung mattress rather than a straw pallet. Best of all, the old draft-dodging loopholes had been tightened: imagine finding yourself billeted beside the son of an aristocrat, or a priest!


And wasn’t that the point? That you were there, all of you together, serving France? In 1886, when coal miners went on strike in the town of Decazeville, you weren’t sent in to break heads. You broke bread, and shared your soup, and kept the peace. The military occupation of the town, Boulanger wrote, had no aims contrary to those of organised labour: ‘At this very moment, perhaps every soldier is sharing his rations with a miner.’


At this, the administration experienced its first anxious frisson. Boulanger’s ‘minor reforms’ suddenly didn’t seem nearly so minor. When he revived the Bastille Day military review, no one so much as blinked. But at Longchamp, on that day in 1886, more than 100,000 spectators turned up to cheer Boulanger astride his magnificent, newly acquired, and phenomenally expensive black horse. White plumes fluttering, Boulanger cantered around the racetrack to shouts of ‘Vive Boulanger! Vive l’armée!’ Somewhere in that cheering mob were ministers of the government. They were ignored; and when the soldiers marched by their president, they faced the other way, towards Boulanger.


*


As a youth, Barrès had been as besotted with German culture and German philosophy as everyone else. At this period, German culture was European culture, at least at its more rarefied latitudes. School taught Barrès to distinguish his Kantian categorical imperative from his Hegelian absolute spirit, Fichte’s ego from Schelling’s non-ego; and like every other man of his age and class he absolutely adored Wagner. In 1886 Barrès travelled to Bayreuth and found there ‘a sentiment I would describe as made of envy and bonhomie’.


A year later, though, he found everything changed. ‘I am assured . . . that a Frenchman is still able to travel in Bavaria without vexations; I admit that, but according to the mood I saw, most of Germany has become impossible for us.’


The cause of the unpleasantness was a dispute on France’s border with the German half of Lorraine. On 20 April 1887 German police seized Guillaume Schnaebelé, a French border official, at the line of demarcation. They accused him of espionage, beat him up, and threatened him with a court-martial.


Then, to Germany’s intense embarrassment, it turned out that Schnaebelé had entered Lorraine at the invitation of his German counterpart.


Bismarck, with his usual lack of grace, allowed ten days to pass before the poor man was freed, by which time the French press had whipped themselves up nicely. Many column inches were spent praising the government’s hawkish war minister, Georges Ernest Boulanger, whose draft ultimatum to Germany, had it passed cabinet (it failed, six votes to five) would surely have triggered a war.


Returning from Italy through Nancy, Barrès caught the mood. He wrote: ‘The sentiment rises daily in everyone that France is sworn to master her fate.’ The good student of Kant and Hegel, the Wagner obsessive, has all of a sudden acquired a national identity.


Barrès found himself thinking more and more about Boulanger. His article for the symbolist journal La Revue indépendante – ‘M. le général Boulanger et la nouvelle génération ’ – is his first public political statement. Appealing to the new generation, he calls to his side ‘those who will be at one with . . . a France which impatiently endures the parliamentary tumult, and aspires to find the man of vigour who will open the windows, throw the babblers out of them, and air out the place.’


Talk about seizing the bull by the horns! No sooner does Barrès take an interest in his surroundings, than he’s calling for the regime’s overthrow – though it would have been hard, at this period, to find a member of the chattering classes who wasn’t expecting, if not actively advocating, the Third Republic’s demise.


For parliamentarians convinced of Boulanger’s dangerousness, the Schnaebelé incident confirmed their worst fears. Songs in praise of ‘General Revenge’ were echoing through the streets of Paris! So, in May 1887, parliament conspired to get rid of him. They brought down the prime minister, the blameless René Goblet; this made way for a new cabinet, from which Boulanger could be excluded.


Three times within the next month, crowds assembled on the streets of Paris to protest the general’s forced resignation. Fearing a coup d’état, a new role was found for the general, as far away from Paris as possible: he was made commander of the 13th Army Corps at Clermont-Ferrand, in south-central France.


That this amounted to internal exile was obvious to everyone. On the day Boulanger was due to leave, more than 20,000 devotees turned up at the Gare de Lyon. They seized hold of his carriage and gave the police hell, while Boulanger, in civilian dress, worked his way through the mob, waving his top hat for everyone to see.


Maurice Barrès, the loner who confessed to his journal that he ‘relished the instinctual pleasure of being in a herd’, wrote of Boulanger’s departure from the Gare de Lyon in his novel L’Appel au soldat:


‘It is an extraordinary impression to see a man carried through a human throng . . . the centre of such a hurricane! The immense wave, the powerful animal which is the crowd throws itself with its frail hero from side to side in formidable undulations which betray the thrust of its desires and fears, its weaknesses and strengths . . .’


Inside the station: chaos. Protesters filled the great hall, barricaded platforms, stood four deep on coaches, on girders, on canopies. Scrawled across a locomotive: ‘He will return!’ Boulanger was hustled to his private coach. Another delay while the police removed protesters lying across the tracks – and then, at last, General Revenge began his progress south.


Parliament’s sigh of collective relief came too soon. On 7 October 1887 news broke that Daniel Wilson, son-in-law to the French president, Jules Grévy, had been selling memberships in the Legion of Honour to help shore up his newspaper business. Grévy, blameless in the affair, and knowing the Republic hung in the balance, tried to cling on. He was, after all, the first real republican president France had ever had; all his predecessors were royalists who had tried without success to restore the monarchy.


But the scandal only grew – the story now involved two brothels and a general – and crowds and demonstrations flooded the capital. On 30 November, Déroulède’s Ligue des Patriotes (an equal mix of top hats and workingmen’s caps, according to the police) choked the Quai d’Orsay, chanting insults and throwing stones. Grévy resigned.


It’s hard to tell just how closely Georges Boulanger followed these events. His wife had left him and exile was affording him a delicious distraction in the form of Marguerite Brouzet, the Vicomtesse de Bonnemains, a woman much younger than himself. They used to arrange clandestine meetings in a spa hotel just outside Clermont-Ferrand.


But some have greatness thrust upon ’em, and Boulanger was certainly one of those. Royalists Baron de Mackau and the Comte de Martimprey left their secret midnight meeting convinced of Boulanger’s devotion to the royal house of Orléans. Five days later, Boulanger slipped across the Swiss border to pledge his loyalty to Jérôme Bonaparte, Napoleon Bonaparte’s nephew and an outspoken liberal. In Paris, meanwhile, a dizzying array of political interests decided for reasons all their own that Boulanger was their natural champion. The Church expected Boulanger to reverse the Republic’s anti-clerical legal campaign. Radical republicans proposed to make him minister of war in a future cabinet. Aristocrats wore his emblem, the carnation, at parties in the Faubourg Saint-Germain. Anne de Rochechouart de Mortemart, the Duchesse d’Uzès (who had inherited an immense fortune from her great-grandmother, the founder of Veuve Clicquot champagne) opened her coffers to fund Boulanger’s political campaign.


Then there was this chap called Maurice Barrès, springing out of nowhere to pledge his tireless service to ‘the cause’. A friend of Barrès offered to explain to the former war minister what his literary champion had said about him, but Boulanger demurred: ‘No, it is enough that M. Barrès admires me. I will dispense with his reasons for it.’


Success piled on success. Legitimists, Orléanists, Bonapartists, socialists, assorted neo-Jacobins – in short, all the malcontents nibbling at the edges of the Third Republic – declared their ‘Boulangism’. When Boulanger entered his name in by-elections across France, he won virtually every seat, regardless of who or what he was actually standing for. Frankly, no one really cared. Royalists and radicals ensured Boulanger’s success as Bonapartist candidate in seven departments.


The less Boulanger said, the better he did. The vaguer his promises, the wider his appeal grew. In mid-March a daily appeared called La Cocarde: Organe Boulangiste. The first issue sold 400,000 copies, presumably because so many were curious to know what Boulangism actually was. ‘Dissolution,’ La Cocarde thundered, ‘Révision, Constituante!’ Dissolve parliament! Revise the constitution! Elect a new assembly! This is the political equivalent of saying you can play the flute by blowing down one end.


‘All visitors, after meeting him, were stunned by the hollow sound the idol made when they tapped him,’ remarked the diplomat Eugène-Melchior de Vogüé. Foreign observers, too, surveyed the French scene with mounting apprehension. Emperor William of Germany neatly skewered him, dubbing him ‘His Majesty Ernest I’. An editorial in the New York Times ponderously observed that ‘a government that takes its tone from a popular hero partakes of his personal character. When he is a soldier who looks upon the politics of civilians only as affording him an opportunity to run a professional career, when he is “the man on horseback” as the phrase goes, his ascendency distinctly threatens the peace.’


Eventually Boulanger, who was supposed all this while to be sitting on his hands in Clermont-Ferrand, was hauled up for questioning by his superiors.


He flustered and fudged. ‘I had and still have no knowledge of anything connected with the legislative elections of February 26,’ he assured General Logerot, minister of war. But he was badly caught out: Logerot knew damned well he had made three unauthorised trips to Paris – in disguise, at that – and did not hesitate to suspend him.


On 26 March, Boulanger, the career soldier, was discharged. In April he was elected to parliament in the Dordogne, having not even campaigned.


A week later he won a seat in the industrial north-east, a place he could scarcely point to on a map.


What was this inexplicable vertigo that had gripped the masses and left no room for rational thought?


Georges Boulanger was something new: a man who was also a brand. A commodity. ‘General Revanche’ didn’t just turn up in song. He turned up in soap and on souvenirs. Boulanger’s image graced dinner plates and pottery, pipe bowls and shoe horns, handkerchiefs and quill pens. His rise coincided with advances in photographic printing that saw nearly a million full-length portraits distributed throughout France, so that you could hardly move for the man.


Move? You couldn’t eat: ‘Everyone owes their bread to Boulanger. You can’t do without a baker!’ ran one slogan, promoting foodstuffs guaranteed free of German imports.


The phenomenon of celebrity was not new. But Boulanger and his managers Georges Thiébaud and Arthur Dillon were the first to exploit its political potential. Very soon, they found themselves riding the tiger: what strange energies had they unleashed?


‘Those who in recent years have studied the popular movement known as Boulangism,’ wrote the social psychologist Gustave Le Bon, ‘have seen with what ease the religious instinct of crowds can spring to life again . . . He was credited with the power of remedying all injustices and all evils, and thousands of men would have immolated themselves for him.’


The manufacture of political celebrity. The advent of mass politics. The rise of public opinion. These are all chewy subjects. But what lies at the heart of Boulanger’s appeal was – let’s cut to the chase here – nothing. Boulanger’s sheer vacuity suckered everyone, and especially Maurice Barrès.


Till now Barrès had been a dilettante. He had had no concrete ends in mind, no ideals, even; only a desperate need to break the boredom of an existence drained of necessity. We know this because Barrès is his own fiercest critic. He writes of entering politics – a ‘glorious adventure frivolously engaged’ – to ‘participate in the passions of my epoch.’


Is it any wonder, then, that Boulangism struck him like ‘a tumult and a fever’? It was mystical, obscure, irrational, and it ran completely against convention! Royalists thought Boulanger was a royalist. Socialists thought Boulanger was a socialist. Barrès had him down for a symbolist: a lightning conductor for the popular unconscious.


Barrès’s infatuation with Boulanger was commonplace enough. What no one expected was that, come the general election in 1889, Barrès would become at twenty-seven the youngest deputy in the Chamber of Deputies. He did it by understanding better than most Boulangists – and better than Boulanger himself – what it would take to turn this sentimental grouping of malcontents into a political movement.


‘I do not want to fight for a party,’ Barrès declared, once he entered the Chamber of Deputies. ‘I do not want to fight for parties.’ Barrès understood that Boulangism was not a parliamentary movement. It was a psychological one.


Boulanger’s great strength lay in saying as little as possible. Asked by a New York Times reporter what the ‘revision’ in his mantra ‘Dissolution, Révision, Constituante’ actually meant, Boulanger replied: ‘That is my secret which I shall keep to myself.’


Barrès’s strength was his willingness to make and keep clear promises on simple issues. A crowd thinks simply, sentimentally and morally. It thinks not in facts but in values. So, Barrès reasoned: do something everyone will understand, immediately and instinctively. Help the poor.


Listening and learning from his campaign manager, the leftist Alfred Gabriel, he put forward a programme of old-age pension support, an upper limit on working hours (and suppression of night work) for women and children, credits for striking miners, amnesties for socialist and syndicalist militants – a whole raft of social reforms.


Barrès’s close and happy relationship with Gabriel exemplifies just how broad a church Boulangism was, and just how protean were Barrès’s politics. Barrès, arriving to contest the seat in Nancy, cared most for national revival. Gabriel, who knew Nancy backwards, had a fully developed social reform programme in his back pocket. They were both convinced Boulangists because to both of them, a strong leader seemed essential.


As Gabriel’s ideas rubbed off on Barrès, so Barrès’s ideas of strong leadership began to evolve. ‘Liberty of commerce, all this pretended liberalism is only a fiction,’ he declared. ‘The contest is not equal between the workers and their exploiters. It is necessary that a force intervene in favour of the first to re-establish equality.’


Can this really be Maurice Barrès, arguing that a strong president, there to represent the workers, will bring about the triumph of socialism?


Indeed it can. ‘It is impossible to live for several weeks in the milieu of the disinherited without receiving from them an emotion, a sincere impulse of love,’ Barrès gushed (relishing, one presumes, that ‘instinctual pleasure of being in a herd’). Nor need we sneer at the lonely egotist’s profound surprise and relief to find himself, even if only for a moment, among ‘dear workers’ in their ‘sad working-class sections’ as they ‘fraternally smoked their cigars’.


Barrès was not a natural campaigner. ‘He did a great many minute services and shook hands with everyone, but with the air of a king of France touching his subjects in order to cure their scrofula.’ Barrès’s speeches were underwhelming, his manner stand-offish. But his collaboration with Gabriel was sincere, and their tactics were spot-on. They spent over six months campaigning in Nancy, all of it without outside Boulangist help, and Barrès won the seat.


As a deputy, Barrès advocated the abolition of parliamentary government in favour of a presidential system that would bring government closer to the people. He championed the French working classes against fat cats (‘les gros’), against a corrupt political elite, and against foreign competition. He fought hard to deliver on his election promises to the poor.


But Georges Boulanger, his hero, in whose name he had entered politics, had fled the field.


Boulanger stepped into the Chamber of Deputies in 1888 and at the end of the year he contested a further seat in Paris. Here, left-wing Boulangists operated an impressive electoral machine, financed – such was the ‘broad church’ Boulanger inspired – by half a million francs from the Duchesse d’Uzès, a constitutional royalist. The result was hardly ever in doubt, but Boulanger won by more than 80,000 votes. A figure like that wasn’t just a victory: it was a mandate.


On election night, 27 January 1889, an enormous mob surged around the café where Boulanger and his party machine were celebrating. ‘À l’Elysée!’ they shouted, ‘À l’Elysée!’ and Boulanger’s colleagues – Maurice Barrès among them – urged him to follow the crowd.


Boulanger was scandalised; or affected to be so: ‘Why do you want me to take power illegally,’ he demanded, ‘when I’m sure of being carried to power in six months by the whole of France?’


It was a missed opportunity, though calmer heads reckoned Boulanger’s hesitancy made a kind of sense. It would not have been sensible to antagonise the gendarmes, the Republican Guards, or the regiments then garrisoned in Paris.


Better, Paul Déroulède agreed, to wait till morning, then go to the chamber and demand a dissolution of parliament. The success of their coup was a foregone conclusion; there was no need to break heads over it.


Come the morning, though, Boulanger still wouldn’t act. Regimes born of coups d’état died of original sin, Boulanger complained. Why not wait for the general election?


Déroulède was beside himself. The entire point of Boulangism had been to revise the workings of the state, to create a plebiscite and a new kind of presidential government! And here was Boulanger queueing up to be a mere prime minister?


A few days later Boulanger, concerned as usual with his reputation, asked Déroulède what people were saying about him.


Déroulède replied bluntly, ‘They say to themselves, “what sort of a broom is it that does not sweep?”’


Boulanger came unstuck very quickly. Had he stayed in the chamber doing his job, he might have survived, but he was by now addicted to the exchange of formless promises. Rather than take his seat on 1 February 1890, he took a train for Clermont-Ferrand; with him went his mistress, Marguerite. Five days later he emerged, but only so he could attend countless dinners and salons, hobnobbing with supporters who had begun to wonder exactly when he planned on delivering on his promises (and what were they again?)


At a banquet on 17 March in the city of Tours, Boulanger finally ran out of rope. At a dinner hosted by a Catholic deputy, Boulanger told the clerics what they wanted to hear: that ‘a royal or imperial restoration, if such a thing were possible, would leave the nation as divided, more so perhaps, than it is at the present time,’ and, equally, that ‘the Republic must repudiate the Jacobin inheritance of our Republicans in power.’ No to absolutism, then, and no to the Republic’s legislative attacks on the clergy. The Church, in other words, should once again be allowed to lay its hand on the reins of political power!


This went down well enough as an after-dinner speech, but how, now, could Boulanger possibly say one thing to one group, without all the other groups getting to hear of it? No fewer than seven police brigades had been needed to handle the crowds that had turned up to greet him in Tours, and it took no time at all for the contents of his speech to reach the ears of the press. Overnight, Boulanger had become ‘the Boulanger of curates’ and ‘the Jesuits’ revenge’. Boulanger’s royalist backers were appalled.


Boulanger left it to his party to sort out the muddle he had stirred. Barrès, campaigning in Nancy, did his best to paper over the cracks, painting his leader as another Bonaparte:




It is not at the side of monarchy that this country wants to go; it is attached to the republican form. The enormous effort of a right-thinking portion of republicans goes to give us a purified republic: a republic where all honest men can live, where the scoundrels will be unveiled, where the interests of the workers finally will be taken to heart. At the present time only General Boulanger is able, without reversing the Republic, so justly dear to the masses, to give France an honest government, as only he has known how to cry to all: Down with the thieves!





Once inside the chamber, however, such blandishments wouldn’t play, and Deputy Barrès’s modest rhetorical gifts showed up very badly. He did his work, but as a spokesman – and for a virtually leaderless party, at that – he fell short.




M. MAURICE BARRÈS: Gentlemen, I come before you to plead the sacred cause of the worker, the proletarian. It is our role to grasp the ingenuous victory of suppressing the shadows. Thus, the worker is in the shadow of the dominant personality.


(Murmurs from the Centre: Explain yourself. We do not understand.)


THE PRESIDENT: I invite the speaker to clarify his thought.


M. BARRÈS: Poor worker. Better his lot. (Agreement from the Left: We have understood.) Let him come to us, in our arms (Protests from several benches) and in our arms smile dreams . . .


M. CONSTANS: (To his bench) It will be difficult to reply to the previous speaker.


M. DÉROULÈDE: I understand him. That is enough.





Albert Millaud wrote this magnificent parody of Barrès’s parliamentary style for Le Figaro. The poor put-upon M. Constans is Ernest Constans, minister of the interior, and it is Constans who, in the cut and thrust of real events, had the last laugh. A fierce defender of the Third Republic, Constans used the six months’ breathing space afforded by a hesitant Boulanger to demolish everything he could of Boulanger’s already gimcrack electoral machine. In March 1889, he proscribed Déroulède’s Ligue des Patriots, and spread rumours that Boulanger would soon be charged with conspiracy to subvert the government.


His idea was to scare Boulanger out of the country, and sure enough, on 1 April 1889, Boulanger and Marguerite de Bonnemains, trailed by police, headed for the Gare du Nord. There, they boarded a train for Belgium. A nervous Belgian government asked them to leave, so they settled instead in London, where Boulanger was treated like an exiled head of state.


Return to Paris, his backers urged him. If you fight the next election from within a French prison, this short-lived martyrdom of yours will assure your victory!


But Boulanger did not want to leave Portland Place, and Boulangism was quickly wiped off the political map. The party’s royalist backers finally saw sense, and Boulanger’s funds began to dwindle.


‘General Boulanger didn’t deceive us,’ wrote Arthur Meyer, the royalist press baron. ‘It was we who deceived ourselves. Boulangism is failed Bonapartism. To succeed it needs a Bonaparte, and Boulanger as Bonaparte was a figment of the popular imagination.’


Boulangism evaporated like the morning mist. The playwright Jules Lemaître predicted that the moment the new chamber sat, the surviving Boulangists would all rebadge themselves as radicals, leaving ‘no more than a single Boulangist deputy: M. Maurice Barrès. Yet, he is one for exclusively literary reasons understood by him alone.’ He added that by spring 1890, Boulanger would have been offered a job as an agent for a London life insurance company.


In fact, Boulanger met a sadder end.


Now that Anne, Duchess d’Uzès’s funds had dried up, the self-exiled couple could no longer afford their London life, with its servants, stables and Georgian townhouse. In October they moved to Saint-Hélier on the island of Jersey. Their new address: the Hôtel de la Pomme d’Or.


Maurice Barrès was by now working hard (and making a bit of a public fool of himself) in the new Chamber of Deputies. In November 1889 he led the effort to persuade Boulanger to return and lead. Bringing a delegation of twenty-one to Jersey – virtually all that was left of the party – he put a programme of social reform into Boulanger’s hands. The left were sure to support such a programme, and the left could win them Paris in the 1890 elections!


But France’s increasingly out-of-touch Bonaparte-in-waiting remained in Jersey. Come the Paris municipal elections, the party died a fairly ignominious death. A great many resignations followed. (Boulanger was outraged: ‘I didn’t believe that I would ever in my life witness such a shameful flight,’ he declared.)


How had Boulanger managed to comprehensively bottle every political opportunity that a desperate nation had afforded him? In his epitaph for Boulanger, Arthur Meyer suggested that ‘the horseman fell from his mount because love was riding pillion with him’.


Marguerite’s health had never been strong, and in January 1891, she entered her final crisis. Pursuing treatments for TB and possible stomach cancer, the couple ended up in a rented flat in Brussels. There, Marguerite wasted away; she died on 16 July.


Boulanger toyed with suicide. He put a brave face on things at first – brave and rather conceited: ‘It would be a cowardly act to shirk what I consider my duty and to bankrupt the hopes of so many good people,’ he told a friend. But he couldn’t kid himself for long: ‘I’m weeping like a child,’ he wrote. ‘I can’t do anything, I can’t work, I can’t think. I would never have believed that one could live this way, with one’s heart torn apart. Ah! If only there were a battle to be fought somewhere, a war, how willingly I would volunteer! What frightens and terrifies me is that my pain grows worse, more bitter, more difficult to overcome, with each passing day. Can I bear this grief? I begin to doubt it.’


He spent the last days of September 1891 sorting his affairs. On the thirtieth he took a coach to the Ixelles Cemetery in Brussels, sat up against Marguerite’s tombstone, and shot himself in the head.
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