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  They are standing on the side of a tree-lined country road; men and boys mostly, full of anticipation. The heat of the summer bears down on them.

  They look down the road stretching out ahead, as far as they can see. A faint humming sound becomes audible. A car appears on the straight line between the streets, small and surrounded by a cloud

  of dust, and growing, growing with every passing second. It hurtles towards the spectators, its powerful engine speeding it on, roaring ever more loudly, a vision of concentrated power.




  One of the onlookers, a young man of eighteen, readies his camera to take the shot he has been waiting for. The vehicle is coming closer, roaring, pulsing with energy. Now it is almost there.

  The teenage photographer is looking intently through his lens. He can see clearly the driver and his passenger behind the huge bonnet, sees the number six painted on the petrol tank, feels the

  shockwave of noise and power as the engine speeds past him. He has released the shutter that very moment. Now, as the dust settles around him, he must wait to see how the photo will be.




  When he sees the picture he has taken on that 26 June 1912 at the French Grand Prix, the young photographer is disappointed. The number six car is only half in the frame, the background smudged

  and strangely distended. He puts the photo away. He is Jacques Henri Lartigue. The image he considers a failure will be exhibited forty years later and will make him famous, showing all the rush,

  the energy, the velocity that were so important during the years between the turn of the century and the autumn of 1914.




  Today, the period before the outbreak of the First World War is often regarded as idyllic: the time before the fall, the good old days, a belle époque celebrated

  in lavishly decorated films, a beautiful, intact society about to be shattered by the forces driving it inexorably towards disaster. After 1918, according to this reading of

  events, the phoenix of modernity arose from the ashes of the old world.




  To most people who lived around 1900 this nostalgic view with its emphasis on solidity and grace would have come as a surprise. Their experience of this period was as yet unembellished by

  reminiscence. It was more raw, and marked by fascinations and fears much closer to our own time. Then as now, rapid changes in technology, globalization, communication technologies and changes in

  the social fabric dominated conversations and newspaper articles; then as now, cultures of mass consumption stamped their mark on the time; then as now, the feeling of living in an accelerating

  world, of speeding into the unknown, was overwhelming. This is why Lartigue’s photo is so fitting as an emblem for its time. A boy in love with fast cars and velocity, his preoccupations

  mirrored those of a time during which racing drivers were popular heroes, new speed records were established and broken every week, and mass production, here in the shape of hand-held cameras, was

  changing everybody’s lives.




  Velocity can be frightening as well as deeply exhilarating, and it is this fear and rejection of change that also echoes across the century. In 1900 the most profound change of all was that in

  the relationship between men and women, and many indications point towards a deep anxiety on the part of men whose position seemed no longer secure. For the first time in European history women

  were being educated en masse, earning their own money, demanding the vote and, crucially, suggesting that in an industrial age physical strength and martial virtues were becoming useless. Men

  reacted with an aggressive restatement of the old values; never before had so many uniforms been seen on the street or so many duels fought, never before had there been so many classified

  advertisements for treatments allegedly curing ‘male maladies’ and ‘weak nerves’; and never before had so many men complained of exhaustion and nervousness, and found

  themselves admitted to sanatoriums and even mental hospitals.




  Today, identities are questioned in different ways and anxieties are articulated differently, but they still emerge along sexual lines, often as questioned manliness. Resentment at a perceived

  emasculation by the former colonial powers or the ‘arrogant West’ have led young Muslim men to assert themselves by taking up arms or becoming suicide bombers – another echo of

  that earlier time, when anarchist terrorists were blowing themselves up by the dozen in attacks on members of the Russian government.




  Around 1900, men worrying about not being manly enough found evidence for their deficiency in the decline of fertility in Europe, particularly among the middle classes, while according to the

  polemicists of the day, the ‘lower’ classes and the peoples in the colonies were rapidly outbreeding ‘civilized’ whites. We hear echoes of this debate

  today in the hysterical polemics about birth rates among Muslim immigrants to Europe, much-debated forecasts about the growth of the world’s population, and the decline of numbers in Europe

  and the USA, not to mention biological research indicating the decline of fertility among Western men.




  Speed and exhilaration, anxiety and vertigo were recurrent themes of the years between 1900 and 1914, during which cities exploded in size and societies were transformed, mass production seized

  hold of everyday life, newspapers turned into media empires, cinema audiences were in the tens of millions, and globalization brought meat from New Zealand and grain from Canada to British dinner

  plates, decimating the incomes of the old landed classes and enabling the rise of new kinds of people: engineers, technocrats, city-dwellers. Modernity did not rise virgin-born from the trenches of

  the Somme. Well before 1914, it had already taken a firm hold on the minds and lives of Europe. The War acted not as a creator, but as a catalyst, forcing old structures to collapse more quickly

  and new identities to assert themselves more readily.




  The Vertigo Years had much in common with our own day, not least their openness: in 1910 and even in 1914, nobody felt confident of the shape the future world would have, of who would wield

  power, what political constellation would be victorious, or what kind of society would emerge from the headlong transformation. By contrast, during the second half of the twentieth century the Cold

  War created a quite different situation: the outcome seemed uncertain, but it was perfectly clear what was at stake, and equally clear that one of two ideological systems would eventually be

  victorious. With the collapse of the Soviet empire, some of the openness and uncertainty of the Vertigo Years have reappeared, and today it is much more difficult to say what the future will bring

  for our societies.




  In a large part, the uncertain future facing us early in the twenty-first century arose from the inventions, thoughts and transformations of those unusually rich fifteen years between 1900 and

  1914, a period of extraordinary creativity in the arts and sciences, of enormous change in society and in the very image people had of themselves. Everything that was to become important during the

  twentieth century – from quantum physics to women’s emancipation, from abstract art to space travel, from communism and fascism to the consumer society, from industrialized slaughter to

  the power of the media – had already made deep impressions in the years before 1914, so that the rest of the century was little more than an exercise, wonderful and hideous by turn, in living

  out and exploring these new possibilities.




  To understand this exhilarating and contradictory time, and to see the parallels and differences between it and our present, we must approach it without teleological

  preconceptions, without seeing these years exclusively in terms of what would or would not lead to the Great War. Instead, we need to look at it with the immediacy of the young Lartigue as he

  pointed his camera at the number six racing car. If the outcome appears distorted, a subjective image catching only part of the reality, nonetheless it remains the best way to capture the

  swiftness, the rush, the immediacy of the experience of life during this time.




  In the spirit of trying to discover this time on its own terms, I would like to invite you to perform a thought experiment: imagine that a voracious but highly selective plague of bookworms had

  attacked the world’s libraries eating through books and photos, films and other records, and devouring all historical information dealing with the time between July 1914 and 2000; imagine you

  knew nothing about the Sarajevo assassination, the Somme, the Great Crash, the Reichskristallnacht, Stalingrad, Auschwitz, Hiroshima, the gulags, or the Berlin Wall, but that history had

  gently dawned into memory after the turn of the millennium. Imagine you would not see the biographies, thoughts and deeds of the people living in and around 1910 through the prism of a century of

  monstrous crimes and monumental achievements, but that you could remove these historical spectacles for a while. Imagine yourself looking at the years 1900 to 1914 without the long shadows of the

  future darkening their historical present, a living moment with all its complexity and its contradictions, its hopes and fears, and with an open future, just as it was lived by the people of that

  time.
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  1900:




  The Dynamo and the Virgin




 

 


 


 


 


 

    

      So, you’re going to come, you are already coming, you have come, monsieur et madame, to our beautiful Exposition universelle of 1900. You are in Paris; from afar you

      have already seen, as in a dream, the structures of the Exposition standing out against the sky of the great city. What programme should you adopt? Where to begin?


– from the official

      guide book to the 1900 World Fair




      A simple agonising problem should occupy all of French thought: ‘How can we stop France from disappearing? How can we keep the French race on earth?’ Next to

      this vital question all others vanish . . .




      – Jacques Bertillon, La dépopulation de la France


    


  




  She was monstrous, if oddly prophetic: there she stood, a buxom bourgeoise 20 feet high, right at the top of the huge Monumental Gate to the Paris

  Exposition Universelle of 1900, the very entrance to a new century. Sailing ahead with the striking aplomb of a battleship on navy day and dressed in fashionable clothes, the plaster

  allegory of the city of Paris looked like an imperious matron chaperoning a spoilt daughter through the Galeries Lafayette: busty, bustling, arrogant. One could positively hear her barking orders

  at a timid sales assistant. The critics were not kind: ‘ridiculous’, ‘simply atrocious’ and ‘a triumph of prostitution’ were among the descriptions used by

  reviewers.




  The sculptor Paul Moreau-Vauthier (1871–1936), a rising star of twenty-nine, had conceived of the daring idea of showing Paris as a modern Parisienne – not as a sylphlike girl or a

  Greek goddess in antique drapery, but contemporary and assured, a mature woman looking forward full of confidence to a new century. He had taken the actress Sarah Bernhardt, ‘the Divine

  Sarah’, as a model and commissioned the fashion house of Paquin to design a splendid, up-to-the-minute outfit for his work, which was to become a miraculous merging of legendary grace and

  metropolitan couture.
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  1. Monstrously prophetic: La Parisienne crowning the exhibiton gate, designed to admit 60,000 people per hour.




  The result was as calamitous as the official opening itself. The French president, Emile Loubert, had been forced to conduct the solemn ceremony uniting all the grandest beards and tailcoats in

  the Republic amid the mud, puddles and scaffolding of a partial building site, and the first visitors who came streaming in to see what was the world’s most ambitious fair ever found many of

  the halls half empty. A contemporary cartoon shows a bewildered crowd caught amid scaffolding and ‘No entry’ signs. The caption reads ‘What’s on show at the World

  Fair’.




  Over the following weeks all the remaining attractions were installed and even the last exhibitor had found his place among the multitudes. The ticket booths at the main gate, underneath the

  unloved allegory of the great city itself, had been constructed to process sixty thousand visitors an hour, and they were working at capacity. By the end of the exhibition period, some 50 million

  people had visited the 112-hectare grounds in the heart of Paris, an average of six hundred thousand every single day during weekends.




  The exhibition was a grand, outrageous extravaganza, not only a trade fair and scientific convention, but first and foremost a gigantic fairground for local visitors and tourists from Europe,

  the United States and all around the world. Among them was Jean Sauvage, a schoolteacher from Berlin (German, despite his French name), who lovingly described every detail of

  his trip to Paris in an essay published in the yearbook of the Seventh Berlin District High School in 1900. Having arrived in the French capital (‘a single second class ticket cost me 69

  marks and a few pennies’) in the early evening, the enterprising educator recounted the typical tourist experience, warning his readers of the vicissitudes of being a tourist in a foreign

  place: ‘it is better to buy a hat over there . . . A hat purchased in Germany means that one is recognized as a foreigner even more quickly . . . and becomes the target of constant assaults

  by tourist guides.’




  Suitably disguised as a Frenchman, Sauvage made an extended tour through the city. Sauvage by name but civilized by nature, he was determined to let no detail of daily life escape him.




  

    

	

      The sight of the broad, beautiful streets with their tall trees (many of them plane trees) and lively traffic makes one feel elated. A multitude of shops with their

      different displays animate shoppers. Many shopkeepers set out their wares on boxes, crates and wooden trestles far into the street to lure customers. Here we can see masses of clothes, there

      the contents of a soap shop on the pavement, and there foodstuffs; an art dealer offers objets anciens; here we find fresh green asparagus which people love here, there oysters and rare

      snails (huîtres, escargots). . . . The street is littered with innumerable scraps of paper containing advertisements for restaurants and department stores. I take some of these

      advertisements with me.


    


  


  


  

  Sauvage was amazed by the rhythm and speed of life in the metropolis. Even cycle paths were provided:




  

    

	

      There are many automobiles in the streets. The velocipedists are fewer in number than in our streets; on the Avenue de la Grande Armée and elsewhere they have a

      beautiful asphalt lane to themselves. I noticed most of all that [the velocipedists] are less of a nuisance than in Berlin; the constant ringing of bells which makes one so nervous is hardly

      there at all . . .




      Tramways and omnibuses are there in plenty. The difference between Berlin and Paris is not great: there are still a few horse-powered and heavy steam-powered vehicles, but there is a

      beautiful electric tram towards the Bois de Vincennes.


    


  


  




  If traffic was similar at home, the teacher found other customs very different indeed: ‘I noticed the many urinoires, which are displayed with great lack of modesty. Even cabinets d’aisance [public toilets] are plentiful; close to the Palais Royal there is a whole long passage in a house with a great number of them,

  which are used assiduously. The urinoires on the Boulevards are usually situated around advertising columns, which in turn are used for advertisements: you read here: L’extrait de

  viande Liebig indispensable dans toute bonne cuisine, or Bec Auer, or Tendeur pour pantalons.’ Sauvage had to admit that this arrangement had its advantages, but when he saw

  one of these installations right at the foot of a public monument his sense of propriety was outraged. These French were quite unlike the Germans, after all.




  Moving on through the cacophony of advertisements – ‘a roadside automation bears the slogan: Electrisez-vous!’ – and still cunningly disguised in his French hat,

  Sauvage finally visited the object of his journey, the World Fair itself. He was stunned. ‘I feel incapable of describing even a small part of this gigantic work,’ he confessed.




  Stretching along the Seine from the graceful newly built bridge dedicated to Tsar Alexander III at the beginning of the Champs-Elysées to the Champ de Mars and the area between the

  Trocadero and the Eiffel Tower (sole survivor of the previous World Fair in 1889), the huge display aimed to titillate, awe and overwhelm. France, it proclaimed, was still the world’s

  foremost nation. The centrepiece was a group of buildings resembling a gigantic wedding cake – all turreted white icing and allegorical drapery, containing the palaces (every building was a

  palace here) of decoration, furniture, design and other industries.




  All major nations had been given space here to create an architectural representation of their culture. Actually, not quite all – the United States had initially been left out of the

  first, riverside, rank in this prestigious parade of countries (though Monaco had secured a spot), and only after kicking up a diplomatic storm were the others made to give up pieces of their land

  to make place for the new pretender. This was only fair, it was felt, even if the defiant Ferdinand Peck, Commissioner-General of the United States, was judged to have overstepped the mark, having

  not only the tactlessness to remind his hosts that American trade figures were greater than those of France and Germany put together, but also the presumption to state: ‘the United States

  have so developed as to entitle them not only to an exalted place among the nations of the earth, but to the foremost rank of all in advanced civilization.’ Eh, non! thought his French

  counterparts privately, with supreme self-assurance, but they gave him almost everything he wanted.




  The national pavilions bore eloquent witness to a certain image of Europe and the United States, for with the notable exception of Finland (represented by a flowing art nouveau building), all

  nations had chosen to represent themselves through pastiches of historic architecture: Gothic for Germany, the nation that simply had to have the highest spire of all; Renaissance for Italy;

  medieval Moorish for Spain. Britain was represented by a mock Jacobean building by Edwin Lutyens, modelled on the town hall of Bradford-upon-Avon. The United States plumped for Capitol classicism,

  a building with a dome 156 feet high, crowned by a golden eagle. Identity, these structures suggested, was made up of the distant past, be it in the old countries or in the New World.
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  2. Dressed up in old robes: national pavilions at the 1900 World Fair.




  If the past held sway on the right bank area, on the left bank it ran wild. Here was one of the exhibition’s principal tourist attractions: ‘vieux

  Paris’, a fantastical and fantastically kitschy recreation of what Victor Hugo had imagined medieval Paris to have been like, complete with turrets (a hanged man swung from one of them)

  and wooden-framed houses, a living Quasimodo, dozens of damsels, and knights attacking each other with wooden swords. Street pedlars in historical dress sold refreshments and miniature Eiffel Towers. The theme park, it turns out, is no invention of our time.




  Beneath the turrets, putti and rococo scroll work of the official Fair architecture lay a different world: a thrusting, confident modernism. Machines glistened everywhere and new engines and

  inventions crowded the exhibition halls. The intrepid Berlin teacher Sauvage was determined to see as much as humanly possible. He visited the great exhibition of fruits in the banqueting hall

  built for 25,000 people; he tried the electric moving walkway with its three different speeds; he was nearly knocked out by the mirages appearing before his eyes in the Hall of Illusions; he

  visited the metallurgical exhibits, saw the world’s largest diamond; he inspected X-ray machines in action and marvelled at African termite mounds, was wide-eyed at the sight of the Palace of

  Electricity illuminated by 5,000 light bulbs, dazzled by searchlights with the power of 300 million candles, awed by a huge crane built by C. Flohr in Berlin (‘another area in which German

  engineering still has claimed victory!’) and humbled by the purring dynamos supplying all these wonders with energy: ‘you look at these huge machines with great respect and also with a

  distinct chill running down your spine . . . if this power is unchained, it will smash a tiny human being to individual atoms.’




  Sauvage was not the only one to be overwhelmed by the uncanny sight of machines running almost silently and creating an unseen force that could move mountains. The most intense, most lyrical and

  most exalted admirer of these dynamos was the historian and novelist Henry Adams (1838–1918), in Paris on a study visit from the United States. In his autobiography The Education of Henry

  Adams he recounts his (third-person) confrontation with the machine as a religious revelation:




  

    

      To Adams the dynamo became a symbol of infinity. As he grew accustomed to the great gallery of machines, he began to feel the forty-foot dynamos as a moral force, much as

      the early Christians felt the Cross. The planet itself seemed less impressive, in its old-fashioned, deliberate, annual or daily revolution, than this huge wheel, revolving within

      arm’s-length at some vertiginous speed, and barely murmuring, – scarcely humming an audible warning to stand a hair’s-breadth further for respect of power, – while it

      would not wake the baby lying close against its frame. Before the end, one began to pray to it; inherited instinct taught the natural expression of man before silent and infinite force. Among

      the thousand symbols of ultimate energy the dynamo was not so human as some, but it was the most expressive.


    


  




  The colonial exhibition across the river, by the Trocadero Palace, was not dedicated exclusively to French colonies (France had the second-largest colonial

  empire of the day), but it made sure that the British possessions did not outshine those of the host nation. Here visitors could watch the inhabitants of various remote territories carrying on

  their lives as if there were not thousands of pairs of eyes trained on them, and a thousand French hearts beating a little more proudly at the thought that these were their subjects, too.




  This was a graceful and harmlessly exciting world. You could shop at a Cairo souk, admire Algerian craftsmen and eat in Chinese restaurants, you could visit the Cambodian pagoda and watch happy

  and contented natives in colourful costumes. The African inhabitants of the pavilion of French Congo were particularly well nourished and beautifully dressed. Women with large jars on their heads

  walked past curious onlookers amid the lush rainforest vegetation, the men looked proud yet joyful, liable to break out in song and dance any minute. There was not even the remotest indication of

  what was taking place in their Congolese homelands, of the largest genocide the earth had witnessed, perpetrated under the personal supervision of his Majesty King Leopold of Belgium, one of the

  celebrated guests of the 1900 Exhibition.




   




   




  A Nation Vanishes




   




  Most of the grand façades of this ‘essence of an age’, as the official commemorative twenty-volume publication called it, have long been broken up or melted

  down, and still the Paris Exhibition remains fascinating for its sheer gaudy wealth, for its innumerable anecdotes and curious details, for what it stated so obviously, and for what it refused to

  say. Away from the official speeches and reassurances of universal brotherhood and national greatness, the glitter of the exhibition was welcome and the entire display had served as a highly

  ornamented carpet spread over the unprecedented loss of confidence and the gaping social fissures running through France itself.




  The World Fair presented a new, technological world dressed in the comforting ruffles of olden times. On the centenary of the French Revolution the 1889 Paris World Fair had boldly shone into

  the future, its emblem the unornamented structure of the Eiffel Tower and its legendary beam of light. In 1900 there was little appetite for daring statements. The French wanted to be distracted

  and entertained, not astonished or even shocked.




  To many French men and women the new century was not just uncertain, but threatening. Within a single generation, the country had lost a war to Germany. It had endured the

  humiliation of seeing, in 1871, its emperor Napoleon III taken prisoner and forced to abdicate, being made to cede the contested territories of Alsace-Lorraine to Germany. To cap it all, the French

  had witnessed the rise of a new German empire and the coronation of its emperor, Wilhelm I, in the Hall of Mirrors in Versailles, the epicentre of French royal glory. In the wake of the lost war,

  the Paris Commune had risen against a weak and reactionary government that had retreated to the provinces to escape the Germans. Worse still, the rebellion was brutally crushed by the French army

  which, after retaking the city, court-martialled and executed 20,000 of its own citizens within a single week, the semaine sanglante. More recently, in 1894, in the Dreyfus case, an innocent

  Jewish officer had been set up, accused of high treason and condemned to life imprisonment in a patently rigged trial, an affair that had split the nation down the middle and had made bitter

  enemies of former friends and even family members. The division was still festering like an open wound, as the dreyfusards were pressing for a retrial of the honest captain, who was

  languishing in solitary confinement on Devil’s Island, off French Guyana.




  The rift between Dreyfus’s foes and his supporters (mainly socialist or bourgeois and progressive) was carried into the private sphere: once good friends, the Impressionist painters Degas

  and Pissarro would never speak again because of the affair, and Degas, an impassioned opponent of Dreyfus, even sacked a model because of her sympathies for the Jewish captain. The very air of the

  capital seemed to be partitioned. As feelings came to boiling point, Emile Zola’s 1898 article ‘J’accuse!’ in L’Aurore summed up the argument for the

  defence: ‘I have but one passion, that of enlightenment, in the name of humanity, which has suffered so much and has a right to happiness. My impassioned protest is nothing but the cry of my

  soul. May they dare to put me on trial [for slander] so that the entire affair will come to light!’ He was not put on trial, but after several days of street disturbances and threats he had

  to seek refuge in England until things cooled off. Four years after his return, Zola was asphyxiated in his house during the night due to a blocked chimney. The death was recorded as an accident. A

  roofer admitted several years later that he had worked on the house next door and had put a piece of wood over Zola’s chimney to kill the writer as revenge for his defence of the Jewish

  captain.




   




   




  Dreyfus and the Spectre of Decline




   




  Dreyfus had become a symbol for France’s malaise. Only a generation earlier, France had been the undisputed centre of the cultural universe, dictating the world’s

  fashions and the taste in music and literature of ‘civilized’ people everywhere, and in 1870 the French historian Joseph de Maistre could still write with cast-iron and lavishly gilded

  confidence that artists across the world ‘were condemned to a local reputation until Paris consented to make them famous . . . Perhaps nothing is properly understood in Europe until the

  French have explained it.’




  Thirty years later this was no longer true. London had become the world’s financial centre; Germany’s scientists and engineers led the world. France itself had become a nation

  haunted by the spectre of defeat, of territorial loss, of its decline and decadence under the threat of physical extinction. In contrast to other European populations, the French head-count was

  stagnant. In 1891, for the first time, more French people had died than were born. If the country’s population had not declined between 1850 and 1900 (it had even risen from 36 to 39

  million), that was due to immigration, mainly from Belgium, Italy and Poland. During the same period, the populations of Germany and Britain had risen by 20 per cent despite considerable

  emigration, while the Habsburg subjects had almost doubled and the number of Russians almost trebled. France’s mothers were no longer bearing enough children and, more terrifyingly still, the

  men of the nation no longer seemed able to beget them as they used to. France, many authors said, had become sterile; its culture and way of life would simply vanish within a hundred years.

  ‘Next to this vital question all others disappear,’ wrote the historian Jacques Bertillon in 1911, ‘. . . the death of France will be one of the crucial facts of the nineteenth

  and twentieth centuries.’ France was being left behind, while the ‘hereditary enemy’ to the east, the new German empire, was forging ahead not only in population terms, but also

  in the sciences (German researchers received more Nobel Prizes in physics and chemistry than any other country), in armaments and in industrial development. France, it seemed, was not only

  defeated, it was slowly dying off and fading into a shadow of its former grandeur.




  Undermined by fear and shaken by an atmosphere of anxious pessimism, the French wanted a jolly, unthreatening World Exhibition, and most of all they had wanted a success. Boldness of vision was

  not what was required by the organizers: retrospective splendour and entertainment ruled. Everybody should be impressed by the status quo, everybody would enjoy themselves – even if the

  papier mâché turrets of Vieux France looked more like a gaudy parody of national greatness than actual proof.




  Not everybody was fooled by the glorious façade: ‘It remains to be seen,’ wrote the French essayist Eugène-Melchior de Vogüé after the

  exhibition gates had closed for the last time, ‘what this Exhibition has given us that is new . . . In 1889, steel [the Eiffel Tower] offered itself up bravely to our eyes, alone and bare; it

  made us appreciate its virtues as an architectural element. Since then, one has the impression that it has felt the shame of man after committing Original Sin, and has felt the need to cover itself

  up. Today, steel wraps itself in plaster.’




  The original sin was the ever-divisive Dreyfus affair. The Jewish officer was simply the ideal bogeyman for a nation that appeared to have lost its way. Ever since Edouard Drumont

  (1844–1917) had published his best-selling La France juive in 1886 (it had reached 200 editions by 1914), anti-semitism had been commonplace among the nationalist right and became a

  rallying cry that united both Catholics and Republican atheists under one banner. Dreyfus was ideally suited for fables about conspiracies, foreigners and international capital. As a Jew, he was

  identified with international capital and the end of France’s traditionally rural way of life; as a native of Alsace, historically disputed between Germany and France, he was suspected of

  divided loyalties, of being a traitor selling his country to the proliferating Germans and their innumerable children in navy uniforms. As an officer he also represented manly virtues and an army

  keen to cleanse itself of the whiff of defeat as history itself was threatening to overwhelm the French. If the nation’s men were no longer man enough to father children in sufficient

  numbers, perhaps the rot had reached the very core of France’s historical greatness and virility, the military caste – in his Interpretation of Dreams, published in 1899, Freud,

  who had done medical research in Paris, had taken the nexus between officers and exaggerated masculinity for granted. The captain simply had the grotesque bad luck of being everything his country

  feared and wanted to hate. ‘For me, the Frenchmen of today – a recent crisis has made that all too clear – may live side by side, do the same jobs, partake of the same

  disappointments, the same pleasures, but they no longer do it with the same soul,’ a character in the novel L’Etape by the anti-Dreyfus writer Paul Bourget recounts.




  The mantra of the nationalists was la terre et les morts, the soil and the dead, the French equivalent to the German Blut und Boden. It had been formulated by

  Maurice Barrès (1862–1923), a bona fide immortel because of his membership in that most exclusive of old men’s clubs, the Académie française.

  Barrès had started his writing career as a typical fin-de-siècle hedonist, whose programmatic novel Le culte de moi propagated total, solipsistic selfishness and gained him a considerable literary reputation. Later on, the professional egoist got bored with his own company and involved himself in the politics of national

  community.




  Some of Europe’s most dangerous demagogues on the political right have regarded their political role as essentially aesthetic, in the service of a higher beauty and purity, and

  Barrès was no exception. Like so many converts, he detested nothing more than his own past, and in particular the decadence that he had once preached. Catholic France, he believed, had been

  corrupted by a conspiracy of Protestants, Jews and Freemasons, destroyers of the ‘organic solidarity’ that should reign between members of one nation united by ‘our dead and the

  produce of our soil’. ‘Every act that distorts our soil and our dead drives us deeper into the lie that sterilizes us.’ The spectre of infertility rose up again, this time in the

  shape of a rustic Catholic castrated by Ahasver, the Wandering Jew. ‘Everything comes from the Jew, and everything comes back to the Jew,’ wrote Edouard Drumont in his La France

  juive.




  While antisemitism was an obvious motivation in the Dreyfus case, the population debate also played a major role. Critics such as the sociologist René Gonnard were quick to pounce on the

  supposed reasons for the national decline: life in the city, lack of faith, general pessimism, a decadent over-refinement among the middle classes, and other hallmarks of modern life visible

  especially in the big ‘man-eating’ cities. France, the most cultivated of nations, was particularly badly hit by this: ‘it happens to be the case that our French civilization with

  its laws and customs exaggerates this effect, forcing one to fear a depopulation in the literal sense of the term,’ Gonnard warned. France was becoming impotent, unmanly, and weak despite all

  measures taken to the contrary, notably a ban on abortion (which would become a capital crime during the Vichy regime) and even on advertising contraceptives – the ‘Gentlemen’s

  rubber goods’ appearing in the papers of the day in other countries.




  Even Dreyfus’s champion Emile Zola was moved to write a novel entitled Fécondité (1899), in which he contrasted the fate of two couples: egotistical, rich

  city-dwellers who invest everything in their only son (who dies, of course), while the heroic husband and wife at the heart of the story choose the simple life and a wealth of children, resulting

  in love and fulfilment. Zola had been brooding on the novel for some years. As early as 1896 he had written in Le Figaro: ‘My novel . . . will be an immense fresco showing how a city

  like Paris kills germs, devours living beings, consumes abortions to become what it is, the very place of the life of tomorrow.’




  The image of the city-ogre – eyes glaring with electric light, a body of stone and steel, annihilating parasites and life alike and swallowing its inhabitants with

  insatiable hunger – goes right back to the crazed god Saturn making a feast of his own children: the creator who destroys, the metropolis as an evil place, sucking the blood of those drawn to

  it – the vampire capitalism in full flight.




  This political attitude had a strong influence on the arts and their presentation at the 1900 World Fair. The Grand Palais and Petit Palais, two truly palatial exhibition halls (two vestiges of

  the exhibition that can still be seen in Paris) were built in order to demonstrate la gloire de la France by hosting displays of works of art. Most of the works shown here during the

  exhibition obeyed the official aesthetics of turn-of-the-century French art: heavily academic fare – heroic nudity, sentimental grandeur and chaste beauty in plaster and marble, bronze and

  oil. A flanking display contained a retrospective of French artists of the past. Only one smaller collection struck a different note, so different that when President Loubert attempted to enter it,

  a conservative art critic barred his way, crying: ‘Don’t enter, monsieur le Président, the shame of France is in there!’ It was an exhibit of ‘radicals’,

  curated by the art collector Roger Marx. The shameful secret was the work of Gauguin, Seurat, Cézanne, Pissarro, Picasso, Manet and Monet, degenerate art avant la lettre.




  Much of French art was animated by a sense of stock-taking and remembrance. Most famously, this introspective private reconstruction of a past world is embodied in A la recherche du temps

  perdu by Marcel Proust, a writer at the centre of the elegant Paris scene. Far removed from the brutality of working-class life and the anxious selfishness of the petite bourgeoisie,

  Proust and his circle led a life of enchanted, languid luxury amid a succession of elegant salons, balls, and outings to the nearby Bois de Boulogne, a universe of true sophistication (in the minds

  of its denizens at least), spanning only a few square kilometres between the Bois, the Place de la Concorde, the great and ostentatious Opéra and the Parc Monceau on the capital’s

  right bank.




  Another artistic project, hugely ambitious in scale, chimed with the mood of the 1900 Paris Exposition Universelle and its retrospective presentation. Eugène Atget

  (1857–1927), a photographer with a patient and lyrical eye, devoted his entire working life to the city he loved and its magic, which, he was convinced, would vanish soon, submerged by the

  building sites of a loud new world. Having spent three decades roaming the streets of the city with a huge camera and tripod, Atget created a magical, silent world of deserted streets, mute

  buildings and empty interiors, a huge, minutely detailed inventory like that of some nameless official dutifully listing every chair and every last silver spoon left behind by

  a dying duchess. Atget’s Paris is infinitely evocative, but almost always dead, devoid of human presence, or rather of a human present, for the presence of innumerable past inhabitants can

  still be read in the worn steps and faded walls and in the very air around them.




  This nostalgia was not innocent; it was poisoned by the knowledge that an era had passed by, while a new one had not yet shown its face. Change was everywhere, but the speed of evolution

  obscured the immutable values and principles many sought. Novelists chronicling the lives of gilded youth could not help but notice that they had lost their parents’ robust drive and

  principles and that the heroic period of construction was drawing to a close. This idea of decline in literature was not limited to Paris, or to France. Novels published throughout Europe between

  1900 and the beginning of the War analysed the demise of a world full of energy (manliness, again) and confidence. For almost two decades European and American bookshops were piled with elegiac or

  satirical stories of ruined families: the sophisticated play with lost youth in Hugo von Hofmannsthal’s librettos, and the ironic analysis in Robert Musil’s Man Without Qualities

  (published later but started during and dealing with the period), while Rainer Maria Rilke’s nightmarish The Notebooks of Malte Laurids Brigge (1910) and Karel-Matej Capek-Chod’s

  The Turbine (published 1916) from the Czech crown lands of the moribund Habsburg empire mark out central Europe as the richest vein of doom.




  In the German Reich, Thomas Mann’s implacably detached Buddenbrooks (1901) and The Magic Mountain (begun 1913, published 1924) traced the undoing of the grande

  bourgeoisie while, in a pleasing inversion, his brother Heinrich chronicled the irrepressible rise of Germany in the shape of a nasty nationalist petit bourgeois in The Loyal

  Subject (1919). The novel The Flax Field (1907) by the Belgian Flemish writer Stijn Streuvels situates the conflict in a rural context, in which a young man no longer wants to lead the

  life of his ancestors. Even if the young farmer comes to his senses at his father’s deathbed, it is clear that this is only a temporary reprieve. In an existentialist version of the theme,

  the exasperated protagonist of the Spaniard Miguel de Unamuno’s novel Mist (1914) turns on his author to demand an answer to the riddle of his existence. When he finds that the author

  is planning to kill him, he commits suicide as a last and futile assertion of independence. In Trieste, still part of Austria-Hungary but Italian-speaking, the young Italo Svevo’s

  Senilità (1898) showed its young protagonist stricken with premature senility while falling hopelessly in love – a nightmarish image of infertility and lost self-confidence.




  It is not difficult to see a social, societal parallel in these accounts of once-great families stumbling to their graves, of old nobility corrupted and men paralysed by

  thought or infirmity while a new generation of nasty social climbers is taking their place. Chekhov’s plays are pervaded by this imagery. In Maksim Gorky’s 1902 play The

  Philistines the ageing tradesman Vassily looks at his son’s revolutionary sympathies with contempt, and into the future with naked fear: ‘What’s in store? I look around and

  everything is breaking up. Everything’s in pieces. These times we live in? What if something really happened? Who would look after us? Your mother and I are getting older and it seems

  everything could . . . destroy us . . . People want to destroy our family. Beware of them, they want to destroy us all. And I feel it, all so close. This terrible . . . terrible disaster.’

  Death was in the air. Emile Durkheim, one of the first modern social scientists, chose for one of his major studies (published in 1897) a subject he thought symptomatic of society: suicide.




  This was a nervous generation which had lost the sure footing and sturdy gait of the pioneer. The decadent aestheticism of the fin de siècle, of a Wilde or Huysmans or of the young

  Barrès, had been based on the boredom of the sons of wealth and security who amuse themselves by rebelling against the ethos of puritan morality and public service: a wicked, world-weary

  elegance. The new wave of writing was different. Growing out of the speed of change and the misgivings about progress and liberal ideals, it was existential and marked by fear and decline, not

  decadence. It saw no way out and offered none. Whereas the nerves of the artists around 1890 had been attuned to the vibrating wings of a butterfly and wanted to rise into the air themselves, those

  of their successors were laid bare by the incessant rattle of factories and trains. As we will see later, neurosis became a leading idea not only in fiction (‘I am a neurasthenic.

  That’s my profession and my fate,’ declares a character in a novella by Heinrich Mann) but also in medicine. The young Sigmund Freud had travelled to Jean-Martin Charcot’s Paris

  practice to study this phenomenon and the new scientific attention lavished upon it, and sanatoriums across Europe made a tidy living out of treating nervous disorders and mental breakdowns not

  only of ‘hysterical’ women, but increasingly of men who felt overwhelmed and undermined.




   




   




  The Dynamo and the Virgin




   




  If fear of the future was particularly strong in France and expressed itself both in the hysteria surrounding the Dreyfus trial and in the aesthetic conception of the 1900 World

  Fair, not everyone was afraid of the impending change. Those curious enough to think about the cultural transformation enacted by technology found their imaginations taking

  flight in front of the huge dynamos in the halls of machines. ‘The modest debutante of 1889 has grown big and strong,’ wrote Melchior de Vogüé about this strange

  machine.




  

    

      She has her own palace, her furniture. The little dynamo has increased in size and strength. It was a metre large, now it measures ten; it produced the power of 500 horses,

      now it provides 5,000 . . . If it can move our Métropolitain which sometimes even works [a swipe against the first Métro line, still having teething troubles] it has not yet taken

      possession of a locomotive on our great lines, or of an ocean liner.


    


  




  The Berlin teacher Jean Sauvage had felt a chill run down his spine as he contemplated the machines. No one, though, was as prophetically perceptive as the American Henry Adams,

  who recognized them as the very essence of the age to come in his autobiography: ‘he [Adams] found himself lying in the Gallery of Machines at the Great Exposition of 1900, his historical neck broken by the sudden irruption of forces totally new.’ So far, Adams believed, the West had been inspired by the force of feminine creativity symbolized once

  by the power of sex, by the terrifying attraction of Venus, and neutralized by Christianity in the person of the Virgin Mary. This transition from a heathen, sexual force to Christian and finally

  modern womanhood had, the historian wrote, robbed culture of its vitality, especially in his own country.




  

    [image: ]


  




  3. The power of a new age: the hall of dynamos at the 1900 World Fair.




  

    

      The Woman had once been supreme; in France she still seemed potent, not merely as a sentiment, but as a force. Why was she unknown in America? For evidently America was

      ashamed of her, and she was ashamed of herself, otherwise they would not have strewn fig-leaves so profusely all over her. When she was a true force, she was ignorant of fig-leaves, but the

      monthly-magazine-made American female had not a feature that would have been recognised by Adam. The trait was notorious, and often humorous, but any one brought up among Puritans knew that sex

      was sin. In any previous age, sex was strength. Neither art nor beauty was needed . . . Adams began to ponder, asking himself whether he knew of any American artist who had ever insisted on the

      power of sex, as every classic had always done . . . American art, like the American language and American education, was as far as possible sexless.


    


  




  There is an echo in this critical evaluation of the French debate about sterility and the decline of population. Both Adams and his Continental counterparts felt that a

  cultural, creative force had been lost and trivialized, even if Adams localized the problem not in his own time but in the very beginnings of Christianity. The world of advertising and mass

  production might have brought forth the sexless monthly-magazine-made American female, but her antecedent was the virginal mother of God, not the procreative force of Venus. It seems significant

  that for many European writers the problem lay not with womanhood, but with impotence. France was no longer manly, it was effeminate and dissipated.




  To Adams (and to many others, as we shall see) the answer to this perceived exhaustion of Western culture lay in the vast, brute force of technology. ‘The nearest approach to the

  revolution of 1900 was that of 310, when Constantine set up the Cross,’ he summarized, and he was quite serious. Another visitor to the exhibition who felt the same kind of awe and whose

  reaction is characterized by a similar mixture of impatience with the old and a religious perspective on the new was the French avant-garde poet Guillaume Apollinaire (1880–1918):




  

    

      

        

          In the end you are weary of this ancient world




          O shepherd Eiffel Tower, the flock of bridges is bleating




          You have enough of living in Greek and Roman antiquity




           




          Here, even automobiles look ancient




          Only religion has remained entirely new only religion




          Has remained simple like the hangars of airports


        


      


    


  




  The only faith possible was an amalgam of the ancient and the avant garde. The present was irredeemably vulgar, be it for Adams and his women stripped of sex by their puritan

  world and debased by mass-produced magazines, or for Apollinaire, who saw people burying themselves in the ‘prospectus the catalogues the posters singing at the top of their

  voices’.




  When the Universal Exhibition closed in November with a dinner given for twenty thousand French mayors from all over the country down to the smallest villages (service during this culinary

  extravaganza was assured by waiters zooming along the tables in motorcars), it was judged to have been a success, an ample demonstration of France’s continuing might and importance, of

  international harmony and modern technology. What was more, it had almost recouped the huge investments made, and even though twenty times the city’s population had visited, no major incident

  had marred the event.




  La Parisienne, the fashionably dressed emblem of Paris enthroned on top of the monumental entrance to the 1900 Fair, had received a terrible press and had been seen as an embarrassment.

  In November she was taken down and unceremoniously packed off to the wreckers, like most of the elaborate structures and ornaments conceived and created for the Fair. Judging from contemporary

  illustrations, the artistic merits of the sculpture were no more questionable than those of most works of art shown during the exhibition. Perhaps the real reason for the uproar caused by la

  Parisienne was precisely that she was not allegorical enough. The preoccupation with birth rates and infertility, the overtones of castration and strangulation in the

  antisemitic clichés of the day, and more generally the obsession with moral corruption and decline, are indicative of anxieties about another, unstoppable, development that would

  revolutionize society: the changing role of women. Like Dreyfus, the huge, self-assured and contemporary woman greeting all visitors embodied deep public fears. She was too real, too disquietingly

  powerful. Hers was too much the shape of things to come.
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  Suddenly everything was illuminated: lightning strikes the Eiffel Tower.
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  1901:




  The Changing of the Guard




  


 


 


 


 

    

      I lived in a closed world trying to ignore the new times and to preserve to the bitter end the old habits and illusions.




      – Comtesse Jean de Pange, Comment j’ai vu 1900




      Our ancestors kept the political power of the state in the hands of those who had property . . . but their successors had destroyed that system, and placed political power

      in the hands of the multitude, and we must take the consequences.




      – The Duke of Northumberland, 1908


    


  




  When the moment came, it was the grandson who insisted on closing the old woman’s eyes, a last gesture of respect and admiration, accorded to

  him by his two uncles, her sons. He reached across with his healthy right arm to fulfil this last obligation. His left arm, withered since childhood, hung by his side. He was Emperor Wilhelm II of

  Germany. His grandmother, who had died on 22 January 1901, was Queen Victoria.




  For many years, the empire had been ruled not from London but from Osborne House, the island estate built in European style, far away from it all on the Isle of Wight, a refuge which had allowed

  the ageing sovereign to live among mementoes of her late husband, to escape her subjects’ incessant demands for official appearances, and her son’s pop-eyed vulgarity. The Queen had

  become a remote presence, an invocation (‘Gentlemen, the Queen!’), an unseen certainty taken for granted by everyone from Glasgow to Melbourne. Her reign had lasted sixty-four years;

  she was the only ruler hundreds of millions of people across the globe had ever known.




  In our own day, in which every value is contested and contestable, it is difficult to understand the unshakable faith the Victorians had in themselves: their sense of purpose, of mission, of

  God-given entitlement. It was not the meek, but the British who had inherited the earth. Britain was the richest nation and the most powerful, producing (in 1850) half of the

  world’s industrial goods; the British had brought the gospels and the rules of cricket to natives in the remotest rainforests and deserts, and they had managed to concentrate their phenomenal

  power in the drawing-rooms of a few gentlemen’s clubs on Pall Mall in London, the discreet epicentre of the world’s largest capital. While the governors of Europe’s other great

  powers appeared regularly in grand, tasselled uniforms, Britain was essentially a civilian culture; while elsewhere the seat of government was an elaborate, neo-something palace, Her

  Majesty’s prime minister resided, in quiet confidence, in a plain-fronted terraced brick house on Downing Street.




  Naturally, the social conventions of the time locked ‘the right’ people into civilian uniforms and hierarchies that were every bit as strict as those of any regiment, with no need

  for sabres or helmets to signal their intent. Even the vulgarian Prince of Wales, later King Edward VII, proved unyielding in this respect: ‘I thought everyone must know that a short jacket

  is always worn with a silk hat at a private view in the morning,’ he complained when his assistant private secretary Frederick Ponsonby had negligently appeared at a Royal Academy exhibition

  in the wrong attire. The preoccupation with propriety extended to the remotest points of the empire and to the most unlikely occasions. Survival kits of the 1860s, packed in wooden barrels and

  deposited on tropical islands for use by the shipwrecked on their way to New Zealand, contained, as well as the predictably useful knife, matches, rope, and fish-hooks, a three-piece tweed suit

  – presumably to allow any latter-day Robinson Crusoe to welcome his rescuers with appropriate decorum.




  ‘I believe that the British race is the greatest of the governing races that the world has ever seen,’ remarked the empire’s colonial secretary, Joseph Chamberlain. ‘It

  is not enough to occupy great spaces of the world’s surface unless you can make the best of them. It is the duty of a landlord to develop his estate.’ And develop they did: by trade and

  warfare, by training armies and missionaries, by building railways and prefabricated corrugated-iron chapels for dispatch to far-flung colonies.




  It had been a time of constant exploits on the most colossal scale, whose very failures seemed heroic to those in the home country. In 1854, during the Crimean War, 673 British cavalrymen with

  sabres drawn staged a staggeringly and knowingly futile attack on entrenched Russian artillery positions. One hundred and eighteen men were killed and 127 wounded, and the attack became a gallant

  myth of valour and self-sacrifice, the proverbial Charge of the Light Brigade, set in verse by the Queen’s Poet Laureate, Alfred Lord Tennyson: ‘Theirs not to make

  reply, / Theirs not to reason why, / Theirs but to do and die: / Into the valley of Death / Rode the six hundred.’ When in 1885 political dithering in London left General Charles George

  Gordon without reinforcements at Khartoum in the Sudan, with his troops overwhelmed by Dervish attackers, Gordon calmly dressed in his best white uniform and faced his enemies alone. They riddled

  him with spears. He became a martyr of empire, praised in distinctively religious language by the bishop of Thetford: ‘Oh, brethren, we have known others like him, with that beautiful

  combination of courage and tenderness, the reflection of Him, who was and is the Lion of the tribe of Judah, and the Lamb of God.’




  This was an empire built for eternity, for the eye of God: London’s very sewers had been constructed with huge vaulting ceilings worthy of cathedrals and no nation could rival

  Britain’s possessions, her navy, or her glory, which was celebrated on an appropriately grand scale, never more so than on the occasion of the Queen’s diamond jubilee in 1897. It was a

  gigantic demonstration of imperial splendour, with 64,000 soldiers marching through the capital, including, in Barbara Tuchman’s almost poetic enumeration:




  

    

      . . . the Cape Mounted Rifles, the Canadian Hussars, the New South Wales Lancers, the Trinidad Light Horse, the magnificent turbaned and bearded Lancers of Khapurthala, the

      Badnagar and other Indian states, the Zaptichs of Cyprus in tasseled fezzes on black-maned ponies. Dark-skinned infantry regiments, ‘terrible and beautiful to behold,’ in the words

      of a rhapsodic press, wound down the streets in a fantasy of variegated uniforms: the Borneo Dyak Police, the Jamaica Artillery, the Royal Nigerian Constabulary, the giant Sikhs from India,

      Houssas from the Gold Coast, Chinese from Hong Kong, Malays from Singapore, Negroes from the West Indies, British Guiana and Sierra Leone, company after company passed before a dazzled people,

      awestruck at the testimony of their own might.


    


  




  The aged Queen had been delighted. A press photographer even caught a rare image of her smiling broadly into the crowd, and the whole country lived a moment of imperial

  splendour as the world’s undisputed superpower, God’s chosen people. But in reality, the jubilee celebrations were almost as much of a valediction as the Queen’s funeral would be.

  Not many foresaw this only four years earlier. Tuchman quotes one of the most admired but also one of the strangest homages paid to the sovereign at her jubilee, the poem ‘Recessional’

  by Rudyard Kipling, a work of great dignity and force. If Kipling was the bard of Empire, on this occasion he produced a warning, even an obituary: ‘Far-called, our

  navies melt away; / On dune and headland sinks the fire: / Lo, all our pomp of yesterday / Is one with Nineveh and Tyre!’




  Voices such as this had been few and far between during Victoria’s day, though the extraordinary public response to Kipling’s poem, which was printed in The Times, shows that

  his artistic sensitivity had captured one aspect of the nation’s mood. The ‘Sea of Faith’ which Matthew Arnold had already seen retreating thirty years earlier with a

  ‘melancholy, long, withdrawing roar’ was silently but inexorably ebbing away ‘to the breath / Of the night-wind, down the vast edges drear / And naked shingles of the

  world’.




  When life finally ebbed away from the old Queen in 1901, the empire prepared for a farewell fit not for a person but for an age: a sumptuous celebration of sorrowful glory. The ceremonies were

  to be so elaborate, and the list of invited royalty so long, that almost two weeks went by between her death and her funeral.




  The Queen’s body had been transferred from the Isle of Wight to Portsmouth on the royal yacht Alberta. Royal Navy battleships and cruisers, as well as vessels sent from Germany,

  France, Portugal, and even Japan, had provided a last escort, with the Spanish regretfully unable to fulfil this decorous duty: their ship had failed to arrive in time, and a smaller craft owned by

  the Prince of Monaco had been obliged to sail in as a substitute. The transfer between Portsmouth harbour and London was itself testimony to the changing age: the royal remains were conveyed by

  train, with tens of thousands of mourners lining the rails all the way.




  When the funeral cortège finally arrived in the capital on 2 February, the Queen’s body was carried (at Her Majesty’s expressed wish) on a gun carriage. Like a Victorian

  drawing room, the coffin itself was crammed with personal mementoes and photos (including, of course, the portrait of Albert, and one of John Brown, the Queen’s Scottish manservant, laid on

  her wrist, as she had ordained). Twenty thousand soldiers accompanied Her Majesty on her last journey, with another thirty thousand forming a guard of honour along the streets. Following the coffin

  were the German Kaiser, who had closed the old Queen’s eyes, the kings of Portugal and Greece, five crown princes, fourteen princes, two grand dukes, one archduke, five dukes, and innumerable

  other, lesser, dignitaries. Writing home from his London club, the American novelist Henry James recorded: ‘I mourn the safe and motherly old middle-class Queen, who held the nation warm

  under the fold of her big, hideous, Scotch-plaid shawl and whose duration had been so extraordinarily convenient and beneficent. I fear her death much more than I should have

  expected; she was a sustaining symbol – and the wild waters are upon us now.’




  Arnold’s receding ‘Sea of Faith’ and Henry James’s ‘wild waters’ were just two of the marine metaphors used to describe a blind, dark, pulling power seemingly

  dragging the world to an uncertain end, or crashing over it like the rejoined waves over the biblical Egyptians. The disappearance of the supreme symbol of Britain’s greatest century left the

  onlookers reeling, the ground shifting under their feet. ‘For they have lost their rhythm, / the pulse of the sea / in their salt blood,’ wrote the poet Jon Stallworthy of their

  uncertain successors.




  With unregal rashness, the new King, Edward VII, Bertie to his friends and ‘Edward the Caresser’ to a contemptuous Henry James, lost no time distancing himself from his

  mother’s fusty heritage. At Windsor Castle, ‘Bertie’ went on a rampage. Plaster busts and statues of Victoria’s Highland servant and confidant John Brown were smashed,

  papers burned, mementoes of the late Prince Albert packed off into storage, and hundreds of ‘rubbishy old photographs’ destroyed. Smoking his cigars where smoking had never been allowed

  and wheezing gleefully at the symbolic carnage around him, Edward felt he had rid himself of a huge and tiresome burden. With a last sweep of the new broom, he converted Osborne House, his

  mother’s cherished retreat and the place of her death, into a Royal Navy college for cadets, and a home for retired officers.




  Where Queen Victoria had been contained and discreet, Edward was crass and demonstrative; where the mother had viewed the essence of a monarch’s life as an uneventful stability, the son

  believed in fun. His career so far had been one long round of country house parties and shooting weekends, affairs with pretty actresses and married women, race meetings and European holidays.

  Apart from her two servant-cum-advisers, the Scottish Mr Brown and the Indian Munshi, the late Queen had mixed only with members of the high aristocracy, settled and solid people, like Her famously

  solid Majesty. Not so Edward, who preferred the company of the nouveaux riches, so much brighter, so much more sophisticated, so much more entertaining, and richer too, or at least so much readier

  to part with their fortunes in order to keep him amused. The King was ‘always surrounded by a bevy of Jews and a ring of racing people’, Lady Paget noted disdainfully, adding that he

  had ‘the same luxurious taste as the Semites, and the same love of pleasure and comfort’. The old aristocracy and its ways were being squeezed out of the King’s company.




  To all but his most fabulously wealthy hosts, in fact, Edward was nothing less than a liability. To avoid incurring his displeasure, the owners of the country’s great houses had to keep a

  constant stock of gingerbread, French patisseries, bath salts and exotic aubergines in case the King should decide to descend upon them, in which case a vast expenditure must follow. His personal

  entourage included more than a dozen people – including an Arab boy to prepare his coffee. Dinner for His Majesty was generally no fewer than twelve courses, including such light

  entrées as Cotelettes de bécassines à la Souvaroff (snipe stuffed with foie gras and served in Madeira sauce). The hefty King, just five feet seven inches tall, weighed

  over 16 stone (102 kg).
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  4. A jolly monarch: King Edward VII.




  If the dinners were ruinously opulent, the shooting parties were even more expensive. It was out of the question, of course, simply to let the hunters go out in search of prey. This was

  Edwardian England, after all; prey was to be provided, and in prodigious numbers. On one Norfolk estate just thirty-nine birds had been killed in 1821, yet by Edward’s day the number had

  risen to 5,363. Such vast numbers had to be bred, and released into the wild for the occasion. Lord de Grey, a famously fast shooter who had allegedly once had seven dead birds in the air

  simultaneously, boasted that in his fifty-six-year career he had personally shot 250,000 pheasant, 150,000 grouse and 100,000 partridge – a proud average of more than twenty-five birds a day.

  Animals, too, were reared for the hunt, and shot by the hundred, if not the thousand, during a single weekend by gun-toting aristocrats and their rich middle-class imitators. Not many hosts could

  afford this kind of lavishness for long, even for their King.




   




   




  Steam Turbines and the Defeat of the Nobility




   




  If ‘Edward the Caresser’ was a famous philanderer and alarmingly greedy house guest, his louche vulgarity was nonetheless symptomatic of a long decline which had

  begun even during his mother’s reign: the decline of the apparently still splendid European aristocracy, the hierarchical and social backbone of every monarchy across the Continent. Despite

  the English King’s behaviour, this had nothing to do with royal manners or mismanagement on the part of the governing classes. Rather, it reflected the underlying economic circumstances of

  the time. Since time immemorial, the power of Europe’s aristocracies had been based on their land, which allowed them to raise armies and construct great palaces, or simply to bankroll a

  leisured life in the country or at court. The wealth of the land, and the idea of a social structure ordained by God, were the two great keystones of aristocratic rule. But within the previous

  three decades, both had been fatally undermined.




  Until the 1870s, noblemen had managed to preserve real power everywhere in Europe, with the exception of France (where the Revolution had swept them away already) and the small nations of

  republican Switzerland and the Netherlands. The latter, though nominally a kingdom, had never had a strong aristocracy, at least in part, and significantly, because it simply was not large enough

  in area to sustain a substantial landed class. Together with the high aristocracy of Austria-Hungary and Tsarist Russia, it had been the British nobles who had preserved the greatest land-based

  wealth, and unlike their Habsburg and Russian counterparts, the great families of Britain had succeeded in keeping power concentrated in very few hands. This had been mainly owing to the British

  law of primogeniture, which allowed all titles and possessions to pass to the family’s eldest son, while daughters and younger sons received only non-hereditary courtesy titles, and

  importantly, no land. Whereas in Austria-Hungary or Germany, for instance, all the children of a duke would themselves be dukes and duchesses, and family lands would generally be divided between

  them, later to be recombined by strategic marriages, in an ever-changing patchwork of ownership, in Britain the nobility had remained a small and wealthy group. Burke’s Peerage of 1880

  recorded some 580 British peers, three quarters of whom owned 1,000 hectares of land or more. In stark contrast to this, Prussia alone could count some 20,000 titled families in 1800, while by 1914

  Russia had more than 250,000. In Hungary and Poland, between 10 and 15 per cent of the population belonged to the nobility.




  The aristocrats of Britain had defended their pre-eminence for centuries. The apparently swift ending of their rule, and of that of many of Europe’s hereditary

  patricians, came not from the cannon’s mouth, during the Great War, but earlier and quite peacefully from across the seas. Those with ears to hear the bell tolling distantly might have

  recognized the humming of new ships’ turbines, making it possible to cross the Atlantic, and indeed the whole globe, faster and more cheaply. They might have heard the sounds of steady

  advances in agricultural technology in the American Midwest, or the grunts of the longshoremen heaving American or Russian grain onto the fast new ships.




  With the invention of refrigerated ships (the first, the SS Elderslie, was constructed in 1884), meat and dairy products from New Zealand, Australia and Argentina opened this British

  market to international competition. With less than a third of its workforce in agriculture, Britain was the only European country to elect not to protect its farmers and landowners by import

  tariffs; in consequence, the new cheap goods hit the country’s land economy with full force. By 1905, Britain was importing 60 per cent of its basic foodstuffs and 80 per cent of its grain.

  The global market had become a reality: not just its benefits, which had long been clear to the British, the world’s pre-eminent producers and salesmen for a century or more, but now its

  disadvantages. For the British landed classes, this development was devastating. A domestic market that had for so long been certain, protected by geographical barriers and unchallenged by other

  producers, had melted away within little more than a decade, and its profits too. Land as the power base of the aristocracy had been all but destroyed. By 1900, some 14,000 estates had been

  mortgaged, with only 2,800 of their owners managing to keep up their repayments. Between 1903 and 1909 alone, Britain’s aristocrats sold 9 million acres of land.




  There were those resourceful enough to survive, of course. They sold half their estates, reduced their debt and invested in shares, thus fuelling the engine of their downfall. A vast proportion

  of British investments went into lucrative new enterprises abroad, particularly in the United States, South America and Russia, thereby unwittingly helping the competition to build up an efficient

  and modern agricultural and industrial base while factories in Britain still operated with the mid-Victorian machinery that had once made the country great, but was obsolete now and unable to keep

  up with the rising pace of technological development on the international market.




  If life after the slump of income from the land could be perilous for the landowning families, death often meant ruin. Death duties, introduced by the Liberal government in 1894, were initially

  calculated at 8 per cent of inherited wealth, but by 1909 they had risen to 15 per cent. (By 1919 they would escalate to 40 per cent.) For an already indebted family hanging

  on precariously with a declining income, a death in the family could be simply the last straw: ‘Between the duties expected of one during one’s lifetime and the duties exacted from one

  after one’s death, land has ceased to be either a profit or a pleasure. It gives one a position, and prevents one from keeping it up,’ as Lady Bracknell summarizes with inimitable

  aplomb in Oscar Wilde’s 1895 play The Importance of Being Earnest.




  While the sale of assets enabled economic survival for some, it was also a blow for the aristocracy’s identity and self-confidence. ‘A man does not like to go down to posterity as

  the alienator of old family possessions,’ Lord Aylesbury ruefully remarked in 1911. Some peers unwilling to go this way married themselves out of trouble by hitching their old names to new,

  often American wealth. The later British prime minister Lord Rosebery became Mr Hanna de Rothschild; the Duke of Marlborough espoused Consuelo Vanderbilt; Lord Randolph Churchill famously married

  Jenny Jerome, the daughter of a New York financier, who shocked London society not only by her sassy independence, but also by sporting an elegant tattoo of a snake around her wrist. The allure of

  wealth made inroads on the Continent, too. In 1895 the fashionable French Count Boni de Castellane married the American Anna Gould, who brought with her not only beauty but also a useful

  £3,000,000 dowry, which the Count spent on a lifestyle so fabulously lavish – including the construction of a pink marble palace in the centre of Paris – that his wife found it

  necessary to divorce him after just three years, to rescue what was left of her fortune. (The Count eventually died in penury, leaving behind him a literary grace note, his book The Art of

  Living Poor.) One of the Vanderbilt girls accepted the Hungarian Count Széchenyi.




  Novelists were quick to see the dramatic and comic potential of these matches. Thomas Mann’s Royal Highness (1909) mocks the union of a German prince and an American heiress in an

  affectionate if somewhat presumptuous portrait of his own marriage to a wealthy Jewish woman, casting the writer as prince of literature. The British-Jewish novelist Israel Zangwill used the same

  theme in his 1893 novella Merely Mary Anne.




   




   




  Rates of Dissolution




   




  On the Continent, the aristocratic classes of different countries unravelled at different speeds. French nobles like the Comte de Castellane, or the sprinkling of dukes and

  princesses so fashionable in Paris society, had not been a political force since 1789, and resistance to republican and secular values and capitalist society came mainly from the Church. While most

  liberal, secular-minded Frenchmen had supported Dreyfus, practically all the Catholic factions (priests, political parties and the press) had condemned him in a sustained and

  ugly campaign marked by nationalist, antisemitic, and anti-republican sentiments directed against the ‘Judaeo-Masonic’ Republic.




  In 1901 the radical president Emile Combes rolled up the heavy artillery. Using an obscure law against ideological assemblies, he decreed the dissolution of ten thousand Catholic schools (all

  promptly reopened with republican teachers in charge) and many monasteries and convents, most famously the monastery of Grande-Chartreuse, founded in 1084, near Grenoble in eastern France, where

  peasants responded to the 1902 eviction order by erecting burning barricades on the roads. The army was obliged to take axes to the monastery gates to break them down. The monks left singing and

  flanked by a cortège of weeping parishioners.




  The Dreyfus case had catalysed the century-old battle between Church and Republic and brought it to a swift conclusion, in December 1905, with the passing of the law on the separation of Church

  and State. Now Church establishments were not only suddenly deprived of funds, but their very roofs would have to be rented back from the state. Neither spontaneous rioting nor a papal encyclical

  in 1906 could do anything to turn back the clock: the power of the Church in France was broken, its teachers expelled from the Republic’s schools, its monasteries closed, its organizations

  all but bankrupt. The radical, republican bourgeoisie had vanquished its old enemy, and it capped its triumph on 13 July 1906 (the eve of the anniversary of the Revolution) with a full exoneration

  and reinstatement of the now gaunt but still dignified Captain Dreyfus.




  Despite the dreams of socialists, anarchists and many members of the bourgeoisie, there was almost no possibility of breaking the hold of nobility and Church in Russia. Tsar Nicholas II was

  convinced that his power rested on these two pillars alone and went to great lengths to stifle democratic tendencies. The Tsar’s medievalist, mystical vision of society was dazzling enough to

  blind him to the country’s problems, but in reality his aristocracy was largely bankrupt. The emancipation of the serfs in 1861 had left many landowners at a loss: unable or unwilling to

  implement better administration and more efficient farming methods, they rapidly ran up crippling debts and were forced to sell out to the new money. ‘With the abolition of serfdom, we soon

  fell into the category of landowners who did not have the means to live in the manner to which their circle had become accustomed,’ noted Prince G. E. Lvov (1861–1925), who was to

  become, in 1917, Russia’s first democratically elected prime minister.




  The ring of axes chopping down the trees of a minor landed family in Chekhov’s Cherry Orchard (1903), in which the mansion and grounds are sold to a vulgar

  businessman, is the beat of this chapter of Russian history. The few aristocrats flexible enough to try new methods of cultivation, new machines and new crops almost always failed when confronted

  with the sheer ignorance and stubbornness of their own former serfs, conservative to the core, who preferred to sabotage new methods and destroy machines rather than accept the slightest change, as

  the enthusiastic modernizer Levin finds to his cost in Tolstoy’s 1877 Anna Karenina.




  Prince Lvov himself was a rare success among his aristocratic peers. Having inherited 150,000 roubles of debt, he and his family chose to work on the fields themselves, planting crops such as

  clover that were not traditional but were well suited to the local soil, reading new works on agriculture and implementing their recommendations, and, for a while, even living like peasants on rye

  bread and cabbage soup. Initially, the peasants felt sorry for them, regarding them as completely mad, but the family managed to turn the estate around, and after twenty-five years of very hard

  work all their debts had been paid off and the farm was producing a handsome profit. Lvov had even planted an orchard and was producing apple purée for the Moscow market – as if to

  refute the grim message of The Cherry Orchard. Most nobles, however, could no more have imagined going without their customary luxuries than they could conceive of eating cabbage soup. Once

  the serfs’ free labour was no longer available, the fate of Russia’s landowners, as a class, was sealed.




  Russia and Britain’s nobles had reason to envy the great families of the Habsburg empire such as the dynasties of Windischgrätz, Waldstein, Harrach, Lobkowitz, Liechtenstein,

  Esterházy and Palffy, some of whom owned lands the size of entire English counties. The Habsburg empire was largely rural, self-sufficient, and therefore less affected by market

  fluctuations. Hungary was even exporting grain, and in the globalized world of 1900 it was also the largest provider of grain to beef-exporting Argentina. Hungary’s wide plains, and also its

  conservative rural social structures, still allowed food to be produced cheaply, a rare counter-example to most European countries, which were by now being flooded by food imports from the New

  World. The smaller landowners, harder hit by the overall drop in land revenues, were compensated by their Emperor Franz Josef’s ingenious and unique solution: he put them all on his own

  payroll, not only in the army, but also in government, and particularly in the diplomatic service. A state-subsidized aristocracy may seem a ruinous folly, but in fact, given the circumstances of

  time and place, it allowed the Emperor to maintain it as a social force.




  With the empire threatening to break apart into a collection of nationalist splinter states, and independence movements everywhere looking for leadership, Franz Josef had

  succeeded in binding the nobility to the Crown, not only by buying their acquiescence but by actively involving them in his policies. Theirs were no ornamental posts: ministers, section chiefs,

  generals and admirals were on active duty, and the labyrinthine demands of Habsburgian administration and military life ensured that they were kept busy. The ministry of war alone, which absorbed a

  great proportion of aristocratic bureaucrats, supervised three separate armies: the Austrian, the Hungarian, and the combined Austro-Hungarian forces. And as if this were not enough administrative

  effort, each of them housed a Babel of languages, all of which the officers were encouraged to learn and all of which were spoken at the ministry. The men of an army unit might be commanded in one

  language (commands, after all, are linguistically not very complex), but might have another Dienstsprache for technical expressions and a third Regimentssprache for use with other

  soldiers. Some regiments contained recruits who spoke three different native languages. One of them, containing Hungarians, Germans and Slovaks from a region of high emigration to America, even

  adopted English as their Kommandosprache. The officers had learned it at school, and the ranks had all picked up an adequate working vocabulary from America-bound friends and family

  members.




  Around the turn of the century, this apparently impossible system worked remarkably well. Within the empire there was broad agreement that it was best (and complicated enough already) to stick

  with the status quo, even if it meant foregoing the game of global imperial expansion that was being played by the other major powers. The watchword in everything was moderation. ‘Here one

  was at the centre of Europe, at a focal point of the world’s old axes,’ wrote an acerbically perceptive Robert Musil in his Man Without Qualities.




  

    

      There was some display of luxury, but it was not, of course, as over-sophisticated as the French. One went in for sport, but not in the madly Anglo-Saxon fashion. One spent

      tremendous sums on the army, but only just enough to ensure that one remained the second weakest among the great powers. The capital, too, was somewhat smaller than all the rest of the

      world’s largest cities, but it was nevertheless quite considerably larger than a mere ordinary large city. And the administration of this country was carried out in an enlightened, barely

      perceptible manner, with a cautious clipping of all sharp points, by the best bureaucracy in Europe, which could be accused of only one defect: it could not help regarding

      genius and enterprise . . . unless privileged by high birth or State appointment, as ostentation, indeed presumption.


    


  




  In the Habsburg empire the situation was kept in hand by the noble art of controlled inertia and spasmodic improvisation, and only a prescient few saw in it the beginning of the

  inevitable end.




  England had had its Magna Carta, the Wars of the Roses and the execution of Charles I; Russian nobles had suffered under Ivan the Terrible and risen against Tsar Alexander I in

  1825; the great lords of the Habsburg empire had always had a combative relationship with their regime; Hungary in particular continued to champ at the imperial bit; the Italians had lived through

  their Risorgimento, the Spanish through bloody civil wars, and the Poles through a centuries-long nightmare of invasions, revolutions and power struggles. France had seen the Fronde and several

  revolutions. There was only one European country, right at the heart of the Continent, in which aristocratic power and monarchical rule had been accepted without challenge or interruption: Germany.

  No revolution had ever brought its nobles down, no regicide or German Fronde had upset the way of things, nor would it do until 1944, when a group led by Claus Schenk, Count von Stauffenberg, would

  conspire and fail to topple the head of government, Adolf Hitler.




  The rulers of the new German empire declared in 1871 emerged onto the global stage from provincial lives and put their faith in the traditional military ethos. Unlike their British counterparts,

  all but one of them (the eccentric Prince Günter Victor, head of the tiny, 100,000-soul statelet of Schwarzburg Rudolstadt in Thuringia) would appear in uniform on all public occasions and for

  official photographs. On the eve of the victory parade after the Austro-German War of 1866 the new chancellor of the Reich, Otto von Bismarck, had been made honorary chief of the 7 Schwieren

  Landwehr-Reiter, with the rank of major-general, expressly so that he could appear in appropriately military splendour. Even as the first civilian politician, he regularly wore uniform to

  parliamentary occasions, and always in the presence of the Emperor.




  The state administration repaid its aristocracy handsomely for these continuing gestures of respect and hierarchy by protecting them from the cold winds of industrialization and global

  competition. Tax exemptions and tariff barriers ensured that farming remained a viable (if increasingly difficult) means of support for landowners, especially on the large East Prussian estates beyond the river Elbe. While most of the East Prussian Junkers whose military ethos formed the backbone of the Prussian monarchy were heavily mortgaged and often lived as

  poorly as their own servants, few of them were actually forced to sell their estates. Their revenues had declined, but the tough Junkers simply refused to give up, relying instead on a spirit of

  sturdy self-sufficiency. Frugal, proud and independent-minded, these Protestant nobles now made thrift almost as much a sacred principle as their ancient devotion to the fulfilment of duty.




  Henning von Tresckow in Brandenburg, later to become one of the aristocratic conspirators against Hitler’s life in 1944, grew up on one of the many East Prussian country estates operating

  more or less at subsistence level. His mother, who managed the estate, kept expenditure to a minimum. ‘The pleasures they allowed themselves were modest ones,’ a friend later recalled.

  ‘When Frau von Tresckow had Christmas presents to buy for the village, she travelled up to Berlin on the train third class. While she was in the city she also avoided unnecessary expenses;

  most of the time she stayed the night in the cheapest hospice.’ Even the much grander and wealthier Counts von Dönhoff were seen travelling third class during these years. At the same

  time, many of the sons of the struggling lower aristocracy in Prussia were absorbed by the army, and officers’ salaries often helped pay for the upkeep of Junker country estates.




  The special economic status of landowners in the Reich played its part in preserving the powerful Junker class in East Prussia, and under these favourable economic circumstances there was no

  crisis within the German aristocracy equivalent to those elsewhere in Europe, although by 1900 there was growing vocal opposition to aristocratic privileges by the Social Democrats, the largest

  party in the Reichstag. They faced an uphill battle, particularly since the voting system itself gave the landowning class a disproportionately large share of parliamentary seats, and also because

  both army and administration were studded with noble names: two thirds of the members of the government were of noble birth, as well as three quarters of all the army officers and 84 per cent of

  the generals. Until 1918, all Reich chancellors (Prince Otto von Bismarck, Count Leo von Caprivi, Prince Chlodwig zu Hohenlohe-Schillingsfürst and Prince Bernhard von Bülow) were

  aristocrats.




  His Highness Duke Ernst II of Saxony-Altenburg is a textbook example of German aristocratic life at its most secure. On an official photo, a postcard idyll, as was his little duchy in

  east-German Thuringia, he displays himself seated on an elaborately carved, thronelike armchair, surrounded by his adoring family: his wife, Duchess Adelheid (née Schaumburg-Lippe), and his

  children Georg Moritz, Friedrich Ernst, Charlotte and Elisabeth.
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  5. Happy families: Ernst, Duke of Saxony-Altenburg with wife and children.




  Life in these little states was often simple, and strongly paternalistic. ‘My father owned a car very early on,’ Georg Moritz, the heir apparent, would later recall. ‘He told

  his traffic minister that the roads would have to be improved as the ride was far too bumpy on the potholed country roads. The minister politely informed him that there was no money for such

  extravagances and so my father cordially invited him for a ride in his car. The minister could not very well refuse and my father went off at full speed.’ And after a little pause, he added,

  with quiet satisfaction: ‘The roads were fixed with astonishing rapidity.’




  The little duchy of Saxony-Altenburg counted some 200,000 subjects. Altenburg, its capital, with 39,000 inhabitants, held the hundredth place on the list of Germany’s largest cities. The

  duchy’s land was mainly agricultural, although there was also some coalmining, and a railway network covering 185 kilometres. The duchy’s largest industrialist was a manufacturer of

  playing cards, still produced today under the Altenburg name, and still famous in Germany. Ernst II would be the last reigning monarch in Germany (he abdicated on 14 November 1918, five days after

  the Kaiser) and was to have the added distinction of being the only former German feudal ruler to live and die in the communist German Democratic Republic.




  In the rigidly hierarchical world of imperial Germany, the young princes learned the subtleties of status from an early age; they would have absorbed the implications of their family’s

  rank and its relations with other ruling families almost along with their mother’s (or nurse’s) milk. Their family connections illustrate the deep-rooted strength

  of the German aristocracy.




  The Saxe-Altenburgs were closely related to the Saxe-Coburg-Gothas (Georg Moritz himself was a discouraging 642nd in line to the British throne) and to many other great European families,

  including the royal houses of Belgium, Bulgaria and Portugal. The Duke’s sister Alexandra was married to the Grand Duke Constantine Nikolaievich Romanov, one of the sons of Tsar Nicholas I.

  Tsar Alexander II was therefore a cousin by marriage to the Duke, Tsar Nicholas II a cousin once removed. Another sister, Marie, had married Prince Albrecht of Prussia, a brother of Kaiser Wilhelm

  I and great-uncle of Kaiser Wilhelm II. All of them could trace their lineage back to the early Middle Ages, an ancestry which included, in the case of the Saxe-Altenburgs, the medieval emperors

  Charlemagne and Frederick II, followed by a colourful crowd of thirteenth-century margraves: Albrecht the Proud, Dietrich the Pressured and Dietrich the Pressurer (not father and son), Albrecht the

  Degenerate, Friedrich the Bitten, Wilhelm I the One-Eyed and George the Bearded. In 1900, the distant descendants of these intriguing princes still had the upper hand, but only just.




  If life in the provinces retained a strongly paternalistic flavour, the degree of aristocratic influence and power was very different in different parts of the country, particularly in the more

  urbanized areas. The powerful northern seaports such as Hamburg, Bremen, Lübeck or Danzig (all belonging to the ancient mercantile Hanseatic league) were small republics which had been ruled

  for centuries by citizens’ senates. The Junker spirit dominant in the rural expanses of Brandenburg and East Prussia was alien to the industrial cities of the Catholic Rhineland (Cologne,

  Essen, Bochum, etc.), which was officially part of Prussia, but whose traditions and ways of doing things were quite different.




  Far from being the grovelling subjects often evoked by historians, large sections of the German middle classes had a great deal of self-confidence and looked down on the birth aristocracy as a

  class of degenerate, hidebound scroungers. The German Bürgertum, the middle class, defined its hierarchies and values in terms of education and civil merit, not noble birth. Prominent

  and wealthy Germans who were offered ennoblement often refused to accept it. The steel magnate Alfred Krupp declined a title (though his son would yield, and be known thenceforth as Prince von

  Bohlen und Halbach), as did the great pathologist and public health campaigner Rudolph Virchow. The Breslau industrialist Oscar Huldschinsky, who had earlier been graced with an invitation to sail

  on the imperial yacht, refused to accept the Kronenorden offered him, reportedly remarking, ‘if nobody has thought of honouring me for my contribution to German

  industry, I’m not going to accept a medal just because I’ve been out boating with the Kaiser.’ The Bürgertum was not, as Mommsen had so pessimistically written,

  ‘simply born to be ruled’.




  While many middle-class people were imperialists and believed in the greatness of their culture and their fatherland, the recognition they were striving for was not the Emperor’s to give.

  German businessmen were more interested in the title of Kommerzialrat, the civilian, non-noble title of ‘Commercial Councillor’, an emblem of dependability and honourable

  conduct, than in a knighthood. Medical doctors had an eye on the title Sanitätsrat; lawyers and judges hoped to attain the grade of Justizrat, and so on. This hierarchy of

  civilian titles, as well as the academic appellations of Doktor and Professor, were taken so seriously in Germany that even wives were addressed with their husbands’ titles:

  Frau Kommerzialrat, Frau Professor, etc. Moreover, with proverbial German industriousness, these titles could be multiplied, in which case they would be used in full at every official

  occasion. Thus, a simple medical student could dream of working his way up to a practice, teaching at a university and receiving an honorary degree there, being eventually elected to the Reichstag

  and then retiring, at which point he would become known (and regularly addressed in writing) as Herr Reichstagsabgeordneter a.D., Sanitätsrat Professor Doktor Doktor (honoris causa),

  and even further, as far as his enthusiasm for committees, exams and official posts would carry him. In a characteristically German way, the burghers had emancipated themselves from the constraints

  of the old hierarchy by creating a new one.




  Britain’s new, plutocratic nobles had no misgivings about their ennoblement and began to transform the aristocracy from within, bringing a degree of middle-class values and modernity

  wherever they went. They purchased country estates and installed modern plumbing and electric light – not for them the idea of genteel shabbiness. In the end they became a new kind of landed

  gentry, who worked in the city or in the factory towns, and only on the weekend took a train or motored out in one of the newfangled automobiles to their mansions in the country. The weekend

  countryman had been invented.




  The great ennobled magnates of the time, men like Lord Guinness, with his brewery money, W. H. Smith, with his stationery chain, and Lord Leverhulme, with his soaps, bought land on an

  appropriately magnificent scale. Leverhulme, for example, was a grocer’s son, born William Lever in Bolton, Lancashire, where he had established a soap factory in 1886. Aided by business

  acumen and novel manufacturing processes, Lever’s palm oil soap bubbled into a huge fortune, and the entrepreneur went into politics. He was an avid art collector and

  put into practice his philanthropic intentions in Port Sunlight, a settlement built for his workers. In 1917 he was created Baron Leverhulme; five years later Viscount Leverhulme. In 1916 he bought

  a magnificent London palace from the Marquess of Stafford, renaming it Lancaster House. He also acquired (in 1918) several whole islands in the Outer Hebrides, and on one of them a quasi-ancestral

  pile, Castle Lewis.




  Their new estates, however, were not much more than a bauble for these new men to play with, a welcome status symbol, but in the end, peripheral to the real business of life. During the

  Victorian period Benjamin Disraeli had been obliged to buy himself an estate simply in order to be considered prime ministerial material, for only the aristocracy, or at least the landed gentry,

  were expected to hold such positions. By 1911, times had changed so much that even the Conservative Party chose as its chairman Andrew Bonar Law, a Glasgow financier who had neither title nor

  estate, and who was not looking for either. For the old aristocrats, their estates had been the very reason of their existence; the homes of their ancestors, seats of their power. Now they had been

  reduced to a wealthy man’s ornament. Power had moved into the cities.




   




   




  New Titles, New Wealth




   




  If aristocratic accoutrements were amusements for the new nobility, members of the older nobility looked enviously at the money and energy that had created the fortunes of the

  day. Both the English King Edward and the German Kaiser Wilhelm II adored the company of this powerful, novel breed of friends, Edward most likely for hedonistic reasons, and Wilhelm because they

  embodied the surging economic power of his new empire.




  As Prince of Wales, Edward and his social circle had already raised more than a few eyebrows among their conservative countrymen. The London society leader Lady Paget (herself somewhat

  ironically born Minnie Stevens in New York) may have remarked that the King was ‘always surrounded by a bevy of Jews and a ring of racing people’, but the Prince had merely read the

  signs of the time and allied himself with the winning team, the one batting for the new order: Lord Iveagh, who brewed beer, Baron Hirsch and Sir Ernest Cassel, Jewish bankers, or Sir Thomas

  Lipton, he of the tea bags – all extremely rich, first-generation noblemen. When the Kaiser heard that Lipton and his sovereign were sailing together in the Cowes Regatta he remarked, with a

  rare flash of wit, that the King had ‘gone boating with his grocer’.




  All the same, despite his own obsessive quest for recognition and grandeur, the Kaiser’s tastes were also decidedly nouveaux riche. While the Prussian field marshal

  Graf Helmuth von Moltke had enjoined his countrymen to ‘be more than you seem’ – a statement echoed by the dictum of Graf Alfred von Schlieffen, father of the eponymous and

  disastrous plan: ‘Great achievement, small display: More reality than appearance’ – Wilhelm seemed to have inverted the rule. He spent madly and lived grandly, as his itinerary

  demonstrates. His court was a constant roadshow, alighting in Berlin and the Sans Souci Palace in Potsdam for only half the year. The spring was spent cruising in the Mediterranean, where Wilhelm

  also tried his hand at amateur archaeology (he kept a palace on Corfu), or on his estates in the Alsace and East Prussia. During the summer he would put out to sea again, this time in the North Sea

  and the Baltic, while during the autumn months the hunting season was far too tempting to be left to others: the Kaiser was never more proud than when photographed with interminable lines of

  slaughtered animals.




  The court in Berlin did not approve. His Majesty’s lavish lifestyle offended the sense of frugality so important in the history of Prussia, whose greatest son, the legendary King Frederick

  the Great, had always dressed in simple uniforms, normally taking no more than a bowl of porridge even for his dinner. His less than heroic descendant had other ideas, as Baroness Spitzemberg, a

  lady-in-waiting at the court, recorded in her diary with obvious exasperation during one of Wilhelm’s Mediterranean sojourns, an archaeological dig in the dust of Greece: ‘H. M. [His

  Majesty] sends page-long, terribly expensive telegrams to the Archaeological Society about every last knee [of a classical statue] he finds . . . Bismarck was right: “no sense of

  proportion”.’




  

    [image: ]


  




  6. Full metal jacket: Wilhelm II in uniform, his crippled left hand resting on his sabre.




  If the old guard was not happy about Wilhelm’s spending habits, the newly rich industrialists were less fussy and much less likely to lecture His Majesty on

  penny-pinching and proportion. Like his Uncle Bertie (Edward VII of England), the Kaiser preferred the company of jollier, less hidebound men, among them self-made moguls such as Albert Ballin,

  owner of the Hamburg America Line, the biggest of the age. Ballin had worked his way up from an inauspicious start as the son of a bankrupt Jewish cloth merchant. Perhaps characteristically, given

  his often schizophrenic attitudes, Wilhelm, who shared the antisemitic prejudices of his time, particularly appreciated the company of successful Jews like Ballin, the bankers Carl Fürstenberg

  and Paul von Schwarbach, the coal mogul Eduard Arnhold, or Walter Rathenau, chairman of the powerful AEG. This imperial entourage was quickly dubbed Kaiserjuden (Emperor’s Jews) by

  jealous members of the court. Other favourites included Philipp Eulenburg, a lawyer and career diplomat, the son of a former Prussian army officer. Though Eulenburg was not rich, Wilhelm enjoyed

  his company so much that he created him Prince Eulenburg; as we shall see later, the Prince’s later exposure as a homosexual would cause the Kaiser great embarrassment.




  Queen Victoria’s eyes had been pressed shut by her grandson Kaiser Wilhelm, the uncomprehending representative of a new empire born out of nationalism and industrial

  thrust. Both he and the Queen’s successor, King Edward, were obsessed with the rituals of their rank, but much preferred the convenience and fun of modern life. Both were unaware of the

  contradiction they embodied, neither had a vision that matched the realities of his day.




  Edward Elgar’s Pomp and Circumstance marches, composed for the coronation of Edward VII in 1902, have a brassy bluster which, even at the time, sounded like the echo of an earlier

  age, stretched and amplified to dignify the day. In fact, after decades of frustrated waiting in the shadow of his long-lived mother, Edward had almost failed to claim the throne at all. Only days

  before the coronation, appendicitis had come close to claiming the new King’s life, and the event had had to be postponed. Modern medicine saved the day, and as the rotund monarch waddled

  down the aisle of Westminster Abbey, with his current and former mistresses (including Sarah Bernhardt and the ‘delectable’ Alice Keppel) in a special place of honour, a relieved nation

  broke into a chorus of ‘Land of ho-ope and gloooo-ryyy’, the Edwardian empire’s new, if unofficial, hymn. The words to Elgar’s sumptuous, velvet-lined tune had been written

  by Arthur Benson, a painfully shy former Eton housemaster and Fellow of Magdalene College, Cambridge, posthumously famous for the copious diary of 180 handwritten volumes in

  which he grappled with his tortured homosexuality. Elgar detested the popular new lyrics for their brashness. Benson was no unthinking imperialist himself, but the words he had written reflected

  one part at least of Britain’s national aspirations, as well as providing an ironic commentary on the stature of the gluttonous King: ‘Wider still and wider / Shall thy bounds be set /

  God, who made thee mighty / Make thee mightier yet.’ Applauding the coronation, the Kaiser approved of the expansionist sentiments, though not of expansionist Britain itself. With political

  power shifting to the democratized, professionalized, quantified masses, the men at the top, in their gold-tasselled uniforms, were preparing to make a last stand of their own for the old

  order.
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      No understanding is possible between people, no discussion, no connection between today and yesterday: words are lying, feelings are lying, and our very consciousness is

      lying.




      – Hugo von Hofmannsthal, Physiology of Modern Love


    


  




  In Vienna, the capital of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, the 18th of March 1902 was one of those dirty, depressing days in early spring with

  uncertain, leaden skies and squally showers – ideal weather for ducking into one of the city’s many cafés and making use of one of their most attractive features, the dozens of

  newspapers provided for patrons. One cup of coffee was (and still is) all a customer had to buy in return for the right to sit and read as long as he pleased.




  On this dull day the news was very run-of-the-mill. Das Vaterland, a conservative paper, recorded political events at home and abroad: the Vienna parliament debating the reduction of

  military service from three to two years; the seventieth birthday of Prince Schwarzenberg, one of the empire’s grandest aristocrats; the Hungarian deputies debating the agricultural budget.

  The Pester Lloyd, a German-speaking Budapest paper for businessmen, led with a lengthy article on developments in the prices for pork fat and bacon. News about the empire’s first

  families: Archduke Rainer is to visit an exhibition; the confinement of Archduchess Marie Christine is progressing normally.




  Developments abroad were slightly more exciting. The Boer War led the foreign pages (as it did in German and French papers, also available in all self-respecting cafés). The British army

  had been defeated at Tweebosch and Lord Methuen had been wounded, captured, and then sent home by the Boers, who had also thoughtfully dispatched a telegram to Lady Methuen to apprise her of her

  husband’s return. King Edward, Das Vaterland noted, was not going abroad this year but would instead cruise in British waters; Prince Heinrich of Prussia had

  arrived in Plymouth aboard the Deutschland; a demonstration in St Petersburg had been stopped by police without violence, but with about one hundred arrests; a petroleum tanker in the Suez

  Canal had gone up in flames, creating an oil slick; Constantinople (today’s Istanbul) was covered by a thick, unseasonable layer of snow.




  Official news always tends to have a familiar ring to it, and the world of this time opens up in a richer way when one turns to the small ads, the local news, and the advertisements. The

  Wiener Zeitung, the official paper of record, notes on its local pages that the schoolboy Wilhelm Sopka has run away from home and is missing; the housemaid Katharina Rybetcky has been

  arrested for smothering her illegitimate child; the worker ‘Josefine St.’ has committed suicide by throwing herself out of a third-floor window; a butcher’s assistant has stolen

  1,000 Kronen from her employer.




  ‘Comrades, Workers and Female Workers!’ the socialist Volksbote shouts from the front page, alerting its readers to a ‘people’s assembly’ in the

  Gisela-Säle on Sunday afternoon. It also reports that after a workers’ rebellion during which the military shot ‘dozens’ of comrades, there is still a state of war declared

  in Trieste; that sugar will become cheaper, even if the Austro-Hungarian ‘sugar barons’ have tried to prevent this; and that a sacristan in Vienna has been found to have been sexually

  abusing altar boys in his care. For once, there is no news about injured, sacked or maimed workers, the sad staple fare of the local pages in an age with little safety at work. On the back page,

  Anton Pollak & Companie offers cheap clothes for boys and men; ‘a decent woman’ wants to take in washing; the Circus Victor announces a performance featuring a comedian and a

  wrestling match; a pharmacy offers ‘the best home-made Rum with finest spirits, guaranteed 96% proof’ (cheap and powerful enough to knock out anyone after a sixteen-hour day in the

  factory); ‘rubber goods’ (condoms) are offered, chastely hidden among tubing and washers.




  Die Bombe, a humorous weekly magazine addressed mainly to young men about town, carries very different ads: ‘Gratis – Interesting Mail’ promises an ‘artistic

  studio’ in Hamburg, ‘Photographic Nude Studies’ another. Paris Rubber Novelties for Gentlemen, Rubber goods are advertised by A. Kruger in Berlin and Karl Franke in

  Leipzig. The more respectable Wiener Zeitung offers much safer fare: the repertoire of all major theatres, museum opening times, and ‘Singing Lessons for Ladies and

  Gentlemen’.




  In an official announcement at the foot of page one, an historic figure appears as in a cameo role:






  His Imperial and Royal Apostolic Majesty has most graciously deigned to appoint to an Extraordinary Professorship in hygiene at the University of Vienna, by Supreme

  Decision of 5 March this year, Private Lecturer Dr Arthur Schattenfroh, and has also through his utmost grace condescended to award the title of University Professor Extraordinary at the same

  university to the Private Lecturers Dr Sigmund Freud, Dr Julius Mannaberg and Dr Emil Fronz.








  Freud’s elevation to ‘university professor extraordinary’ (not the same as a full, tenured position) was a long-overdue acknowledgement, for his method of treating

  psychological problems – he called it psychoanalysis – had won international acclaim. It had come very late. For a long time, the medical establishment had refused to recognize the

  Jewish doctor or his method, and even now Freud had to use the contacts of a wealthy patient to get the ball rolling. Now he had made it. At forty-four he had finally achieved a degree of public

  recognition.




  The Dual Monarchy, Freud’s home for most of his life, has vanished from the map, and yet there are still people alive today who were born under the double-headed eagle

  that overlooked some 20 per cent of Europe, from Czernowitz (today Chernivtsy in the Ukraine) on the Romanian border to Bregenz on the shores of the Swiss Lac Leman, from the northern Reichenberg

  (today Liberec in the Czech Republic) and Krakau (today Kraków in Poland) right down to Trieste (now in Italy) and then hundreds of miles along the Adriatic coast to the small heavily

  fortified town of Budua, today’s Budva in Montenegro. Second only to Germany in terms of population, and ahead of Great Britain with Ireland and France (45 million each), the 50 million

  Habsburg subjects formed not so much one population, as several different and rival ones: Germans (as the German-speaking inhabitants called themselves), Hungarians, Czechs, Slovaks, Poles,

  Ruthenes, Slovenes, Serbo-Croats, Italians, Bosnians and Romanians, to say nothing of national and religious minorities.




  The map reveals not only the Dual Monarchy’s power and extent, but also its fatal flaw: Austria-Hungary was not a country but a collection of lands belonging to the Habsburg family, a

  political relic from the Middle Ages. Czechs, Poles and Hungarians were demanding political and cultural independence, education in their own language, control over taxes, and ever-stronger

  political representation in direct competition with other nationalities, and while most people in Austria proper ate Bohemian cuisine for the simple reason that most cooks hailed from there,

  Czech-speakers would no more attend Hungarian theatres than would Germans pick up a novel written in Czech, Italian or Serbo-Croat. Prague was divided in two between the Czech

  and German populations, each insisting on its own newspapers, schools, football clubs, cafés, and even on separate universities. German-speaking intellectuals who had lived in the city all

  their lives, among them Franz Kafka and Franz Werfel, were much more likely to know Latin, ancient Greek or French than Czech. A typical case is Kafka himself, who famously learned Yiddish, the

  better to understand the culture of his ancestors, while his knowledge of Czech was limited to ‘kitchen Bohemian’, the pidgin German of its day, used to communicate with domestic staff

  from the provinces. Throughout the empire, the overall situation could only give the impression of stability because no single national group was large and powerful enough to assure its dominance.

  The immediate ancestry of Austria’s foreign minister in 1914, Count Leopold Berchtold (or to give him his full name: Count Leopold Anton Johann Sigismund Josef Korsinus Ferdinand Berchtold

  von und zu Ungarschütz, Frättling und Püllütz), made him part German, part Czech, part Slovak and part Hungarian. When a journalist pressed him on his sense of nationality he

  simply answered: ‘I’m Viennese.’




  For many decades, the government’s way of dealing with this patchwork of allegiances had been to smother national and cultural differences under the thick folds of imperial ermine, but the

  calls for self-determination were growing louder every day. Even the sessions of the imperial parliament in Vienna were regularly interrupted by scuffles between members, and when sensitive

  cultural legislation was introduced some national minority parties were known to resort to a very unparliamentarian kind of noise, produced on rattles, pot lids and children’s trumpets, to

  drown out opposing speakers and sabotage proceedings. In response to all kinds of political unrest, the imperial administration had cultivated the noble art of formalized inertia: improvising,

  stalling, waiting, granting a little here and taking it away with the other hand, never facing the important questions, always hoping that the problems might simply go away if only the

  administration proved more patient than had history.




  In this empire without a national identity, the only truly unifying idea was the Emperor himself, in this case the ageing Franz Josef I (1830–1916), whose full title was:




  

    

      His Imperial and Apostolic Majesty, Franz Josef I, by the Grace of God, Emperor of Austria, King of Hungary and Bohemia, King of Lombardy and Venice, of Dalmatia, Croatia,

      Slavonia, Lodomeria and Illyria; King of Jerusalem etc., Archduke of Austria; Grand Duke of Tuscany and Kraków, Duke of Lorraine, of Salzburg, Styria, Carinthia,

      Carniola and of the Bukovina; Grand Duke of Transylvania; Margrave of Moravia; Duke of Upper and Lower Silesia, of Modena, Parma, Piacenza and Guastalla, of Auschwitz [Oświęcim] and

      Zator, of Teschen [Cieszyn/Český Těšín], Friuli, Ragusa [Dubrovnik] and Zara [Zadar]; Princely Count of Habsburg and Tyrol, of Kyburg, Gorizia and Gradisca;

      Prince of Trent [Trento] and Brixen [Bressanone]; Margrave of Upper and Lower Lusatia and in Istria; Count of Hohenems, Feldkirch, Bregenz, Sonnenberg, etc.; Lord of Trieste, of Cattaro

      [Kotor], and in the Wendish Mark; Grand Voivode of the Voivodina of Serbia etc. etc.
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