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INTRODUCTION



On a bleak January morning, the abbé Pierre Froment stands on the steps of the Basilica of the Sacré-Coeur, still under construction on the Butte Montmartre, the steep-sided hill overlooking Paris. The good Catholic priest carries within him a heaviness. He has struggled with his faith for years, but continues to go through the motions, saying Mass for the faithful in one of the side-chapels of the gleaming white church. He pauses momentarily and, from his lofty vantage point, gazes across Paris. In the words of one of the greatest French novelists, ‘Paris was shrouded beneath a mournful and trembling thaw,’ from ‘the east of the city, the quarters of misery and labour, where one could almost hear the puffing of workshops and factories… towards the west, towards the districts of wealth and labour, [where] the fog was breaking up and brightening.’ What Froment beheld, as Émile Zola wrote, ‘was a Paris of mystery, veiled with clouds, as if beneath the ashes of some disaster, already half-vanished in the suffering and shame of whatever its immensity was hiding’.1


Froment is the protagonist of Zola’s Three Cities trilogy and is seeking ways of rekindling his faith, or of finding a new religion. While wrestling with his conscience, he weaves from the slums of the poor to the Bohemian fringes of respectable society, and through the decadence and corruption of Paris’s upper crust. He witnesses an execution by guillotine, dodges anarchist bombings, then finally finds redemption not in the Christian faith and charity that he had tried to practice for so long, but rather in the free play of human reason, science, and the pursuit of justice. Froment’s story is ultimately resolved, but the malaise that Zola ascribes to his character bespeaks a deeper truth of this time and place in history.


Froment’s view from the Butte Montmartre is very bleak: the fog hangs oppressively over Paris, the smoke evokes the din of the workshops and factories of the eastern working-class quarters, and the only promise of brightness hovers over the rich districts of the west. Yet as anyone who joins the crowds of visitors there today can see, the view from the Butte beneath the Sacré-Coeur is stunning in its panoramic scope. It is one reason that the hilltop was chosen as the site of the new basilica when construction began in the 1870s. From that spot in 1898—the year in which Zola completed the Three Cities—one could have also seen the Eiffel Tower pointing upwards into the sky, the dome of the Saint-Louis Church (beneath which lies Napoleon’s tomb) at the Invalides, the unmistakable towers of Notre-Dame cathedral, and the dome of the Panthéon on its own hilltop on the Left Bank. One might also have been able to make out the rooftops of such secular buildings as Charles Garnier’s famous opera house (its copper roof already turned green) and, nearby, of the department stores of the boulevard Haussmann.


From the Butte Montmartre, one could take in a cityscape riven by many changes—great and small—that were symptomatic of deeper transformations and divisions. This was the Paris of the ‘Belle Époque’, a term that was later retrospectively applied (broadly) to the decades from the 1870s or 1880s to the outbreak of the First World War in 1914.2 This book explores the face of Belle Époque Paris, visiting some of the buildings, streets, and neighbourhoods of the era that endure to this day, touching its grit and glamour, and taking measure of its grappling with modernity and of its conflicts over older enmities that had boiled and sometimes erupted over the previous decades.


Belle Époque Paris was roiled by conflicts both new and old. The city pulsated with pleasures, anxieties, and tensions stemming from technological advances, the expansion of mass culture and the mass media, ‘Bohemian Paris’ and the avant-garde, consumerism, social inequality and poverty, the role and status of women in society, and national identity and security. But besides the opportunities and troubles of ‘modernity’, Parisian buildings and spaces became the sites of political demonstrations and violence tied to bitter cultural and political schisms that had divided French society since the Revolution of 1789.


The two themes—the celebration and anxieties over modernity and the long-running political conflict—were, as we shall see, closely intertwined: collectively, they will form a kind of Parisian skyline that proclaims the ambiguities of the age, its triumphs and fears, its enlightenment and its darkness. The Parisian places visited over the pages that follow thus offer a view of the aspirations and worries arising from ‘progress’ and ‘modernity’ and of how political and social frictions and conflicts can simmer beneath life’s surface calm but then explode in anger, hatred, and sometimes also in violence. In these ways, the Parisian cityscape of more than a century ago holds up a mirror to our own age.


THE VERY PHRASE La Belle Époque stirs memories of pleasure. It has been used nostalgically to recall the first cinemas, the music halls, and the exuberant dance floors of the guinguettes, the Moulin de la Galette in Montmartre and the can-can in the Moulin Rouge. It evokes sumptuous fashions, with women bustling in dresses and corsets that accentuated the ‘S’ shape of their figures (to put it bluntly: thrusting bust, slender midriff, rounded rear), their hats topped with teetering feathers, the ladies escorted by elegant men tightly bound in close-fitting suits with black coats and tails. It is redolent of the glow of street lamps along the boulevards lined with linden, London plane, and chestnut trees. It is an era remembered for its parade of wealth and style, the vibrant cafés with their witty conversation bubbling across the round tables that populated the pavements outside—the Paris of Marcel Proust. ‘Belle Époque’ conveys a frisson of erotic promise, of discreet affairs between errant men and women (the myth arose in this period of the cinq à sept, whereby after work a man might call on his mistress between 5 and 7 p.m. before returning to the family home).3 It conjures up the memory of courtesans and the over-glamourised high-class maisons closes, the brothels frequented famously by, among others, the Francophile Prince of Wales, the future King Edward VII. The Belle Époque also recalls an age of speed and new technologies ushering in the twentieth century, with the first motor cars jiggling down Parisian boulevards, the first Métro trains racing beneath (and sometimes just above) the city streets, the first aeroplane flights, and, with the democratisation of the bicycle, with ever larger numbers of Parisians weaving through the traffic on their vélos.


These glories of the Belle Époque were real enough—like many myths and clichés, they contain an element of truth—but they tell only one side of the story. The era was also riven by political conflict, crackling with social tension, and fraught with cultural friction. And, of course, it ended with the industrialised carnage of the First World War in 1914.


Today, we often use ‘modern’ casually to describe anything that is different from what went before, usually implying progress of some sort. As a nebulous, historical concept, ‘modernity’ has been subject to the work of legions of scholars and intellectuals heroically attempting to batter it into coherent shape.4 Modernity is usually taken to mean the emergence of a new form of society from the profound economic, social, and political transformations in the Western world from the later eighteenth century. These processes included industrialisation, more rapid forms of communication, urbanisation, the secularisation of society and the decline of religion, the rise of a more scientific view of looking at the world emphasising human reason over faith, and the growth of mass culture, democratisation, and the pursuit of individual freedom.5 The Belle Époque experienced all of these, along with the considerable angst and frictions they aroused.


Parisians sometimes couched their anxieties about these changes and conflicts in terms of decadence, decay, and degeneration. Commentators at the time fretted about poverty and public health; disease, it was argued, hastened the ‘degeneration’ of the French as a people. They spoke in similar terms about the impact of technology on everyday life and how it made people lazy, caused infertility, or outstripped morality. They wrung their hands about the expansion of popular culture, thought by some to lower standards of good taste; the emergence of a mass media, whose polemics, slander, and prejudices risked taking the press’s freedom too far; and the growth of consumerism, which sapped the civic fibre of virtuous, thrifty republican citizens. They worried, too, about the emancipation of women and their status and agency within French society: the challenges articulated by ‘feminists’—the term dates to the 1890s—seemed to traditionalists to threaten the old family arrangements, and so, by extension, the social order itself (not least, it was sometimes claimed, by imposing a drag on the already flagging birth rate).


For the French sociologist Émile Durkheim, modernity was the outcome of industrialisation, which saw the evolution of ever more specialised forms of economic activity. This development gave modern society its flexibility and underscored the individual freedom of its members, but it also broke apart the moral consensus that had once given it cohesion. Durkheim saw the process of modernity as acultural—that is, as something that all human societies could undergo. Yet the Parisians among whom he lived after taking up his professorship at the University of Paris in 1902 (a position he kept until his death in 1917, living at No. 260 rue Saint-Jacques, in the Latin Quarter and a short stroll from the Sorbonne) inhabited a particular social and political world, a culture through which they inescapably understood the modern.


To state two truisms: the Belle Époque was a particular time and Paris was a particular place, especially a crucible of political division and conflict as well as a centre of taste, culture, and spectacle. ‘Modernity’ as lived by Parisians before 1914 was therefore, as the historian Eugen Weber has suggested, an experience that is both familiar and different to our own.6


Belle Époque modernity was the combination of social, cultural, and political developments that contemporaries remarked upon as characteristic of their age and that were either the consequence of or the motor of social or cultural change. These developments, namely technology, consumerism, the emergence of a mass public, and changes in the status of women, did not necessarily have to be new—and in fact few, if any, of them actually were—but together they have appeared both to contemporaries and to us to shape the Belle Époque itself. By 1870, Paris was already a city that bore the marks of a radical transformation, under the wrecking ball and renovations wielded by Baron Georges Haussmann, Napoleon III’s prefect of the Seine between 1853 and 1870. Haussmann’s brief was to turn Paris into a city worthy of being an imperial capital, a showpiece for the world, but also a place where the upheavals of the past would become unthinkable. In pursuit of these objectives, he drove broad avenues and boulevards through the cluttered labyrinth of the old city, aiming to encourage the faster circulation of traffic, fresh air, and light, connecting the great railway stations with each other so that people—and troops—could pass through quickly and unhindered, and opening up new vistas on Paris’s many monuments. In all, he added two hundred kilometres of streets to the city.7 He created green spaces to provide Parisians with places for recreation and escape, the landscaped gardens around the lake at the Bois de Boulogne, the Parc Monceau and the spectacular park at the Buttes Chaumont (landscaped on the site of one of the city’s great quarries) being striking examples. He oversaw the expansion of the city from twelve arrondissements to the twenty that are still the main administrative districts today. Seeking to ensure social stability, Haussmann sought to combat disease and hunger by promoting supplies of fresh water, by building the Paris sewers (which one can visit today), and by having capacious iron and glass pavilions (constructed by Victor Baltard) to house Paris’s central food markets at Les Halles in the city centre (now sadly gone, demolished in the early 1970s, with one sole survivor reconstructed in the suburb of Nogent-sur-Marne). There may also have been an ulterior motive: it was no accident that some of the new avenues ran not too far from army barracks, that their width made them hard to barricade, and that their rigid, straight lines made it easier for troops to march and artillery to fire down them: Haussmann may have hoped that his renovations would give the advantage to the forces of order in any future revolutionary confrontation.8


His building regulations and practices are visible in the characteristic apartment buildings that remain one of the defining features of the Parisian cityscape: five to six storeys high, with smooth, stonework facades and a heavy, double carriage door at street entrance beneath a decorative archway, with windows ranging across the frontage behind wrought iron railings, all beneath curving zinc roofs. And no matter how many different architects were involved (their names can often be seen carved into a cornerstone just above street level), the rules ensured a broad continuity in design and look all along the street. He built no fewer than 34,000 new buildings with 215,000 apartments.9 Moreover, the boost in rents in the renovated districts, and Haussmann’s own conceptions of the city as a place of ‘movement and exchange’ between specialized areas, displaced thousands of poorer Parisians outwards to the north, the east, and the west—to slums and shantytowns on the fringes of Belleville and Ménilmontant, for example. Apartment buildings that once housed all strata of Parisian society (workshops and shops on the ground floor, nobles and bourgeois on the first, getting progressively poorer the higher up one climbed until one reached the upper garrets with servants, paupers, struggling Bohemians, and impoverished students) were replaced by Haussmann’s grand designs, which were largely, or mostly, a middle-class and bourgeois affair, with only the upper rooms reserved for servants (the chambres de bonne) and the ground floor still boasting shops. The segregation of neighbourhoods by social class and economic activity (workshops, shopping, education, finance, wholesale food selling, arts and music, and even prostitution) was accentuated.10 It was against this backdrop—of a city already undergoing startling changes—that Belle Époque modernity made its mark.


The Belle Époque witnessed some stunning technological breakthroughs. These included new ways of communicating and of getting about: the incipient use of the telephone, the first radio messages, the first cinemas, the democratisation of the bicycle, the first aircraft flights—Louis Blériot flew his alarmingly light and flimsy monoplane on a thirty-six-minute crossing across a cloudy Channel on 25 July 1909—and the chugging of the first motorcars along Paris’s already busy boulevards. The steady advance of electricity, which illuminated the Universal Exposition in 1889, was beginning to light up Parisian streets and powered the whirring Westinghouse engines that drove the Métro. Allied with technology, modernity meant an exaltation of science and human reason, a belief in ‘progress’ and an often militantly secular worldview as against the traditional values underpinned by religion: we have seen this with Zola’s abbé Pierre Froment’s personal, internal struggle. French republicanism, too, had been closely associated with secularism in public life (laïcité) and conflict with the Catholic Church ever since the Revolution of 1789. The elevation of science over faith was particularly acute in France because one of the ideological currents that quickened the Third French Republic was positivism, an approach to knowledge that sought to understand the world and society in a rational, scientific way and to order the sciences accordingly.


Belle Époque modernity also involved the consolidation and growth of consumerism. The later nineteenth century witnessed a general improvement in the quality of life, although this rise in prosperity was far, very far, from being equally shared. Even so, more people could enjoy the pickings of a rapidly evolving consumer society, especially a richer variety of clothing, food, drink, and new forms of leisure and entertainment. This relative abundance encouraged a developing consumerism whose demands were met by large-scale production that enabled prêt-à-porter—a wide range of clothing made in standard sizes rather than individually tailored, sold at more affordable prices and ready to be worn off the rail. It was a consumerism that encouraged people’s aspirations for a more comfortable lifestyle, a gospel of consumption on the high altar of the late nineteenth-century department store. Newspaper advertisements from this period, usually printed in columns on back pages, sometimes in the lower margins of the front page, can be entertaining to read to a twenty-first-century eye: ‘Hogg’s Cod Liver Oil: from fresh cod liver, the most active, the most nourishing, the tastiest [!]’; ‘Asthma is not cured by powders, papers or cigarettes.… Only Gabon’s Elixir rapidly and radically does so.’11 And such advertising spilled across the city’s walls in garish colours: Parisian streets were notoriously plastered and replastered with colourful affiches, posters selling a cornucopia of goods and events, competing with political notices calling for public meetings, political rallies, and strikes.


Technology and consumerism were interwoven with an ongoing expansion of a mass public. The era witnessed a striking growth in literacy fuelled by the introduction in the early 1880s of free, universal, and compulsory primary schooling for both boys and girls. By 1891, young Parisian army conscripts were almost universally able to read and write—an achievement almost certainly matched by women of the same age.12 An explosion in the availability of printed matter of all kinds, from high literature and scholarly journals to the gutter press and pornography, occurred alongside the increase in literacy, which was also encouraged by the near-total abolition of censorship in 1881 and by the invention of machinery that made printing cheaper and more attractive (with the introduction of colour, for instance).


The growth of the mass public combined with the emergence of mass politics to produce a flurry of large-scale mobilisations in the pursuit of social justice and greater freedom (especially among and for women). These movements jostled with the crystallisation of new, more extreme political movements, including anarchism and revolutionary communism on the left and populist, authoritarian nationalism on the right. Yet the mass public of the Belle Époque also coalesced around less overtly political displays of organised sport: the International Olympic Committee first met in the Sorbonne at the University of Paris in 1894, where it determined to hold the first modern Olympic Games in Athens in 1896 and the second games in Paris in 1900. The Tour de France first pedalled its way furiously around the country in 1903. Both contemporaries and subsequent historians have commented that ‘spectacle’—a taste for display, colour, and entertainment—was one of the most visible features of Belle Époque modernity.13


Pervading all aspects of Belle Époque modernity was gender. Belle Époque women were unmistakably and irreversibly part of the public, of civil society, and of the spectacle of the age. They not only consumed, but also produced, much of the literature, journalism, art, and entertainment of the day. They were at the very heart of the consumption that was such a prominent feature of the Belle Époque. Working women produced and sold many of the goods now on offer, and middle-class women, in particular, were the targets for advertising and, above all, for the department stores. With women securing more agency in small but noticeable ways in an age when they were held to be biologically destined only for marriage, motherhood, and domesticity, and denied any formal rights to political participation, it is no surprise to find that some women also entered the political struggles of the day while also campaigning on their own behalf—to secure, for example, greater access to education (and to university degrees, in particular), entry into the professions, equality in the workplace, and legal reforms to women’s status, including the right to vote. Women, in other words, were in the thick of the tumultuous debates that arose in France’s democratic politics in these years.14 Moreover, some fought to be actively engaged in shaping the very science that was a driver of modernity: this was the age, for example, in which Marie Skłodowska-Curie twice won the Nobel Prize: first for physics, along with her husband, Pierre, in 1903, and then for chemistry in 1911.


INTERTWINED WITH THE energy and tensions associated with Belle Époque modernity was a longer-term conflict that infused these years. This was a cultural war and political struggle between contradictory visions of what type of society France should be, of what it meant to be French and what type of politics best represented the nation.


It was a clash of worldviews that dated to the Revolution of 1789. On one side were those who accepted, and indeed exulted in, its egalitarian ideals, its secularism, and its democratic promise. On the other were those who lamented the upheaval as a tragic, bloody separation from France’s deeper past, a godless rupture from both religious faith and the monarchy, which were the ‘true’ pillars of Frenchness. The successive upheavals since 1789—revolutions in 1830, 1848, and 1871—were, on the surface, very different from each other, but some French historians have since looked back across the two centuries and seen common cultural and political threads binding them together into a long ‘Franco-French war’, la guerre franco-française, particularly as they sought to come to terms with the trauma of the Second World War.15


Though ‘the Franco-French war’ was often violent, it was not always so—it was waged in the cultural and political arenas as well as on the barricades and in the streets. Moreover, the polarisation can be exaggerated: much of French politics and culture tended to congregate on a broad centre ground, and French people from both sides could and did stand together in moments of crisis, such as the Prussian invasion in 1870–1871. And they worked together, if sometimes awkwardly, towards common imperialist goals overseas.


Yet deep-rooted currents can come tearing to the surface in times of political and social stress. The ‘Franco-French’ conflict had its origins in the bitter struggles between ‘Left’ and ‘Right’ (political terms that actually date to 1789) in the French Revolution, which reformed (and for a period developed into an attack on) the Catholic Church, proclaimed the Republic (as it would turn out, the first of now five republics) in 1792, executed King Louis XVI in early 1793, and abolished titles of nobility and all personal and local privilege. These measures would ultimately combine in a vision of a republican order based on civil equality, the principle (if not always the practice) of equal rights, democracy, and secularism, but they were fought tooth and nail by those who cleaved to the old hierarchical order based on monarchy and religious faith, who were provoked by the attack on the Church, angered by measures such as the introduction of conscription, and faced hardship because of the economic dislocation caused by civil war and foreign invasion, and who in the long run would not be reconciled to the republican order because memories of the violence, including the legacy of the Terror of 1793–1794, would resonate across successive generations.


The long-term problem of political order in France was how to bring together the ‘two Frances’, that of the Revolution and that of Church and King. Despite the best efforts of some to build politics from the centre ground, the challenge proved to be intractable, which is why since 1789 France has had three monarchies, two Napoleonic empires, and five republics, not to mention the authoritarian, collaborationist Vichy regime in the 1940s, which was, in its own depressing way, a consequence of this longer history.


The Third Republic was the regime presiding over the Belle Époque, having emerged from the fall of Emperor Napoleon III in 1870. After Napoleon III had seized power in a coup d’état in 1851 (and so destroyed the short-lived Second Republic of 1848), he sought to straddle the political divide in France by offering something to everyone. He promised social order and stability to the propertied élites and land-owning peasantry, religious tolerance to Catholics and others, social reform to urban workers, and economic development and commercial opportunities for the middle classes. While initially dictatorial, he slowly released his iron grip, promising (and delivering) a more constitutional government to his liberal monarchist and republican opponents. By 1869, in fact, Napoleon III’s ‘Second Empire’ (the First Empire being, of course, that of his more famous uncle, Napoleon, who had fallen in 1815) was a fully functioning constitutional monarchy. Yet this political project fell apart in France’s stunning military defeat in the Franco-Prussian War of 1870–1871.


The emperor’s surrender to the Germans at the Battle of Sedan sparked the bloodless revolution of 4 September 1870, in which the Third Republic was proclaimed. The national humiliation of defeat by the Prussians and the subsequent loss to Germany in the peace treaty of 1871 of the north-eastern provinces of Alsace and a large chunk of Lorraine would rankle French people in the decades to come. Although the current of revanchisme—the desire for revenge against Germany—ebbed and flowed, it was present within French politics up to and including the First World War: as a mark of mourning, the statue representing Strasbourg on the north-eastern corner of the place de la Concorde was permanently wrapped in black crepe. The statue, chiselled by James Pradier and erected there in the first half of the nineteenth century, is one of eight representing the most important cities in France, their location on the square roughly corresponding to their actual place on the map. So the gathering around ‘Strasbourg’ every 14 July—Bastille Day—was especially poignant. This was a procession of men and women from Alsace in traditional costumes—the women particularly resplendent with their large black bows in their hair, their white blouses, and their billowing black taffeta skirts. They would parade to the place de la Concorde as a collective act of remembrance for their lost homes and as a protest against the German annexation. It was an expression of sadness, but it was also a ceremonial evocation of revanchisme and a plea for the reconquest of the two lost provinces. Even in stable times, revanchisme—easily exploited by hard-line nationalists—would sit like a coiled serpent at the feet of the French body politic.


Meanwhile, the terrible privations of the Prussian siege of Paris in 1870–1871 and the attempts by a conservative government to impose its authority on the city provoked the socialist, working-class revolution remembered as the Paris Commune in 1871. The bloody repression of the Commune in May 1871, in ‘Bloody Week’, gave martyrs to both sides: twenty thousand insurgents were killed by government forces, mostly in summary, mass executions, and the Communards shot the archbishop of Paris along with a group of Dominican friars. The trauma of the Commune and the spectre of class war remained within living memory and weighed heavily in the decades of the Belle Époque. It crystallised another feature of the ‘Franco-French’ friction: a radical, socialist, or anarchist Left that, on the one hand, naturally rejected the conservative, clerical, monarchist tradition, but that, on the other hand, challenged the republican currents to embrace more than just the civil equality and democracy inherent in the principles of 1789, by pursuing social justice, workers’ rights, and varying degrees of wealth redistribution.


The ‘Franco-French war’ received an injection of renewed urgency as universal male suffrage began to be well and truly felt. Introduced in the 1848 Revolution, it was now supported by a wider public engagement with politics through a noisy, often shrill popular press that enjoyed almost unprecedented freedom in this period. And although the Third Republic—painfully, fitfully—found a measure of stability by 1879, it, too, was beset by the friction between the ‘two Frances’, most notably in the Dreyfus Affair of the 1890s and by an upsurge of anarchist violence and working-class protest from the same decade onwards. The regime would last until 1940, when it collapsed under the crushing weight of the German invasion in the Second World War, but the internal ‘Franco-French’ struggle continued in the trauma of the Nazi Occupation, with, on the one hand, collaboration by the Vichy regime, and, on the other hand, the Resistance, while most French people sought the grim satisfaction of survival. The Liberation in 1944 was accompanied by the purges of collaborators in the épuration. Since then, there have been further crises, such as the impact of the wars of decolonisation in Indochina and Algeria as the French overseas empire contracted, the student and workers’ uprising in 1968, and later the rise of an anti-immigration, nationalist Far Right and debates over the Muslim hijab, niqab, burka, and burkini—all of which are overlaid by other issues of more recent vintage. As early as the Belle Époque, the old schism was being obscured by new political alignments—the wealthy and propertied of either tendency coming together in defence of social order, and segments of conservatism joining with elements on the left to create a new, sinister fusion of populism, nationalism, and authoritarianism. Yet the old ‘Franco-French’ conflict still resonates today, if rather more distantly, and much of its story lies behind the landscape of Belle Époque Paris.


THE BUILDINGS, PLACES, and people of this book belong to this story of social friction, cultural anxiety, and political conflict. Some of the key landmarks in the following pages were specifically designed not just for particular uses, but also to project a particular message, explicitly engaging with the cultural and political currents of the time. The Belle Époque was the age of Art Nouveau, with its sweeping, vegetal lines, stylised forms, and voluptuous bodies. It left us the Eiffel Tower, controversially pieced together for the 1889 Universal Exposition; the Grand and Petit Palais, both built for the 1900 Universal Exposition, the former striking for its capacious iron and glass dome; the Gare (now Musée) d’Orsay, constructed to bring visitors into the heart of Paris for the same event in 1900; the department stores, such as La Samaritaine (its stunning Art Nouveau staircase still worth a look), Au Printemps (with its striking corner towers and stained-glass dome), and the Galeries Lafayette (with its soaring Art Nouveau cupola); the (now) much-loved Métro entrances, with their green-washed enamel and gently organic curves designed by Hector Guimard; and the great statue of La République on the square of the same name, now a rallying point for demonstrations of all kinds.


Some of the old buildings and spaces took on new meaning as people appropriated them for their own purposes. Others became the location of particular events or developments that inscribed them with the historical memories—sometimes now forgotten, overlaid by other associations—of the more dramatic moments of those years. The Grands Boulevards buzzed with human life as people strolled along their wide pavements and indulged in flânerie, taking in the sights and people-watching, with the promise of entertainment in their theatres and the clink of cups and glasses in their many cafés. The Bohemian streets of Montmartre came to life with the cabaret of the Chat Noir, the popular songs of Aristide Bruant, and the edgy artistic life on the Butte. Not far away, around the Goutte d’Or at the bottom of the eastern slopes of Montmartre, was one of the teeming, tubercular quarters of the working population. And along the rue Montmartre was the press district, packing politics and polemics densely into its relatively confined space. The usually peaceful, tree-shaded place Dauphine on the Île de la Cité and the streets around the hallowed grandeur of the neoclassical Panthéon in the Latin Quarter both at points became sites of noisy and even violent protest.


In using Parisian places to tell the story of the Belle Époque, this book does not aim to be a guidebook, although it might hopefully be enjoyed as a companion for anyone who wants to know more about these sites, many of which are iconic or at least well loved by visitors, if not always by Parisians. It shows how the anxieties and frictions, the opportunities and the dreams of the age, were projected by contemporaries onto the Parisian cityscape when they critiqued or used certain buildings, or appropriated certain spaces, for their own purposes as a means of giving expression to their hopes, fears, ideals, and prejudices.


The first chapter (‘Conflict’) traces the ‘Franco-French war’ from 1789 up to the construction of two of the Belle Époque’s best-known landmarks, the Basilica of the Sacré-Coeur and the Eiffel Tower, describing the motivations behind them and the hostile and celebratory reactions they elicited.


The preoccupation with the changes wrought by new technologies and urbanisation are the subject of Chapter 2 (‘Modernity’). The Belle Époque both celebrated and fretted over the rapid pace of change, particularly when it came to the Métro and the Universal Exposition of 1900 (which saw the construction of the Grand and Petit Palais and the Gare d’Orsay). The Art Nouveau creations of Hector Guimard and the Pont de Passy (now Pont Bir-Hakeim) epitomise the changes in style that took place at this time.


Chapter 3 (‘Spectacle’) turns from the worries and conflicts of the Belle Époque to its lighter side, the Grands Boulevards, where Parisians displayed their sense of style and enjoyed the many pleasures of the modern city: the cafés, the theatres, and the first cinemas. This was the place for the flâneur, the urban wanderer who leisurely whiled away the hours taking in the sights and sounds of life around him.


While the very act of flânerie carried with it an assumption that the street was a space dominated by men, and organised to please the male gaze, the department store—the grand magasin—was designed primarily with women in mind. Chapter 4 (‘Luxury’) takes on the great emporia of the period and their promotion of goods and grandeur for an expanding consumer society.


Chapter 5 (‘Bohemia’) travels from there to the cultural frontiers of Belle Époque society, entering the world of Montmartre and visiting the cabarets and cafés along the boulevards—the Nouvelle-Athènes Café on the place Pigalle, the Chat Noir, the Mirliton, and the Moulin Rouge—and exploring the steep slopes of the old village on the Butte Montmartre. There, a mixed population of workers, squatters, crooks, artists, and anarchists sought to live outside the commercially driven, respectable world of middle-class Parisians—or to test its limits.


One did not have to probe very deeply beneath the elegance and glamour of Belle Époque Paris to find poverty. Chapter 6 (‘Survival’) delves into this reality by moving down the eastern slopes of the Butte Montmartre to the Goutte d’Or district, an impoverished, crowded area during the period. We will use some of its sites as a means of describing the conditions and living standards of the Parisian working poor as well as the responses of the city government to problems of overcrowding and public health.


Yet the widespread, grinding poverty still present in society and a burning sense of social injustice ensured that the authorities faced threats from both sides: not only from the reactionary Right, but also from the radical Left. These threats came in the shape first of anarchist bomb attacks, and then of revolutionary syndicalism, in a wave of strike actions aimed at bringing about the collapse of the bourgeois, capitalist Republic. Chapter 7 (‘Struggle’) explores how, in their different ways, anarchists and syndicalists both expressed frustration with the gross and persistent inequalities that were so evident in Belle Époque society, even as that society as a whole became more prosperous. Anarchists targeted cafés, the hubs of Parisian social life, and striking workers shut down, for example, the electricity grid that helped to give Paris its nickname as the ‘City of Light’. One of the very organs of civil society, the Bourse du travail, or labour exchange, which the city government itself helped to establish, became the nerve centre of working-class, revolutionary syndicalism. The narrative thus takes in the Bourse du travail close to the place de la République, scene of a battle between strikers and police that spilled along the now idyllic Canal Saint-Martin in 1906.


The political and cultural—and at times violent—challenge from the Right was occasioned by the Dreyfus Affair of the 1890s, the focus of the two subsequent chapters. Chapter 8 (‘Polemics’) tours the press district on and around the rue Montmartre during the crisis, exploring how the mass media could fire up popular prejudices rather than challenging them, sometimes manipulating public opinion through a steady dose of half-truths and outright falsehoods. The media’s pandering to prejudices ultimately created a set of ‘facts’ that were entirely at odds with the truth, or at least with a more nuanced understanding of the real situation—a process that today has been dubbed ‘gaslighting’. Chapter 9 (‘Hate’) locates the action outside the lawcourts—the Palais de Justice—on the Île de la Cité, at the time of Émile Zola’s trial and conviction for slander in 1898, after his dramatic intervention in the Dreyfus Affair with his thundering article ‘J’Accuse…!’. The daily gatherings of hostile crowds outside the courts on the place Dauphine—a traditional site of protest—linked long-standing schisms in French political culture and identity with a new set of anxieties surrounding populism, demagoguery, and crowd psychology.


In the wake of the Dreyfus Affair, French society’s divisions grew more bitter, presaging the political conflicts ahead in the first half of the twentieth century. Chapter 10 (‘Memory’) portrays the growing polarisation by looking to the Panthéon on the Left Bank in 1908, when the remains of Émile Zola—who had died in suspicious circumstances in 1902—were entombed in this mausoleum for France’s great and good. Zola’s ‘pantheonisation’ exacerbated the seething political divisions of the day. By evoking a particular tradition—the appeal to 1789 and the principles of the Revolution—it stoked the long-running cultural conflict over what it meant to be French.


Accompanying the political friction was a moral crisis among philosophers, academics, and the interested public. The old scientific certainties in which the Belle Époque conception of modernity had been grounded were challenged by new ideas based on the latest understandings of human psychology, as well as by breakthroughs in physics, which suggested that matter was less stable than was once thought. Chapter 11 (‘Crisis’) explores this loss of confidence in the older worldview by visiting its intellectual epicentre: the Latin Quarter on the Left Bank, travelling the short distance from the unveiling of the statue of Auguste Comte at the place Sorbonne to the Collège de France, where the ideas of philosopher Henri Bergson set the stage for modernist abstraction and nationalistic subjectivity alike.


PLENTY OF PEOPLE appear in this book, but four in particular show up frequently in the pages that follow, bringing their own perspectives on the developments in the city and the events of the age: Émile Zola, Marguerite Durand, Nguy[image: image]n Trọng Hi[image: image]p, and Jean Jaurès.


Zola may have been born in Paris in 1840 (on the fourth floor of No. 10, rue Saint-Joseph, in the 2nd arrondissement), but he was raised and schooled in Aix-en-Provence and was a school friend of the artist Paul Cézanne before he moved back to the capital to study. Then, falteringly at first, he became first a journalist and then a novelist. As a young man in Paris, Zola knew grinding poverty and struggle, but by the time the Third Republic had established itself securely in the 1870s he had become a well-established if controversial writer. In the 1880s he carried the portliness of respectable middle age, his waistcoat stretching over his paunch, with drooping eyes that peered out from under the pince-nez glasses that he had long worn for writing and reading, but that now, in his more advanced years, he needed to wear all the time.


As a writer, Zola investigated and depicted the world through a technique that he called ‘naturalism’. It was a ‘scientific’ method that demanded meticulous research and that allowed Zola to depict things as they really were, as far as his characters and plotlines allowed. His preparatory notes included correspondence with experts and—very helpfully for the purposes of this book—descriptions of the topography and buildings for his Parisian settings, sometimes with maps sketched out in spidery lines across the page. Zola was also politically active in defence of his republican principles. As a ‘naturalist’ author, on the one hand he is a voice describing the very emergence of ‘modernity’ that was debated more broadly in the Belle Époque, while, on the other hand, his activism meant that he joined battle in the political controversies of the day, particularly the Dreyfus Affair.


The second character to weave her way through Paris in this book is the feminist journalist and activist Marguerite Durand. While Zola’s childhood knew gnawing poverty, Durand was born into a well-to-do, if somewhat unconventional, family in January 1864, at home on rue du Colisée, which runs off the Champs-Élysées, no less, in the then aristocratic Faubourg Saint-Honoré. Durand was, at different times, an actress, a political activist, a journalist, and a feminist campaigner. As founder of the feminist newspaper La Fronde (The slingshot), which was run entirely by women from 1897, she published articles about politics and women’s rights as well as commentary on the social and cultural developments of the day. If Zola’s work was grounded in the topography and physical face of the city, the reportage in La Fronde provided plenty of ongoing analysis of the implications and impact of the changes associated with Belle Époque modernity in this urban context. The feminist, republican writer Séverine (the pen name for Caroline Rémy) saw Durand on stage at the prestigious Comédie-Française in the early 1880s and described her as a ‘fine creature, slender as a reed, with a complexion transparent as alabaster, with just a hint of rose, shrouded in hair so fine and of such a pale gold that one would think it the hair of a young child; eyes the colour of the sky, all grace and fragility’.16 Durand herself would exploit her beauty in the cause of women’s emancipation: ‘Feminism’, she would quip in one article in 1903, ‘owes some success to my blond hair.’17


Belle Époque modernity and the internal French conflict were both interwoven with the European imperialism of the age, and it was imperial relations that in 1894 brought the Vietnamese diplomat and intellectual Nguy[image: image]n Trọng Hi[image: image]p, the book’s third main character, to Paris. Sixty years old at the time of his visit to France, Nguy[image: image]n brought with him a wealth of experience, first in resisting and then in negotiating with the French invaders in the 1870s and 1880s. He signed the treaty in 1883 by which the Vietnamese accepted French imperial authority and ‘protection’. Now, in 1894, a high-ranking official, he arrived in Paris as part of an official Vietnamese delegation to establish good relations with the new French president, Jean Casimir-Perier. Nguy[image: image]n was impressed by Paris and wrote thirty-six short poems on what he saw: they were published in a bilingual edition (Mandarin and French), Paris, capitale de la France, in Hanoi in 1897.18 Although Nguy[image: image]n was an important figure in Vietnam who ultimately helped the French in their attempts to dominate Indochina (modern-day Vietnam, Laos, and Kampuchea), his pithy, descriptive verses also subvert, in subtle ways, the French claims to cultural and political superiority. Nguy[image: image]n provides a lyrical voice from one of France’s colonial subjects passing judgment on the imperial capital.


An age of empire, of bitter political division, of rapid social change, and—as we shall see—of gross inequalities of wealth and poverty, the Belle Époque inevitably produced figures with sophisticated views of the past, the present, and the future. One of the most likeable of these was Jean Jaurès. A southerner, born in 1859 in the south-western town of Castres in the department of the Tarn in the Languedoc, Jaurès was one of the greatest democratic and socialist politicians of his age, with a commitment that was displayed, above all, in his writings, his work as a parliamentarian, and his internationalist commitment to peace. There was little in his background to suggest that Jaurès would take this path: if it was not fabulously wealthy, his family on both sides was made up of comfortable manufacturers. The modest, provincial, middle-class milieu from which he sprang was what one of the founders of the Third Republic, Léon Gambetta, called the nouvelle couches sociales—the middle-class professionals, small property-owners, and local businesspeople who would form the bedrock of the republican regime.


Yet several other influences probably came into play. Jaurès’s mother was a committed Catholic, but one who happily allowed the young Jean to roam freely in his spiritual and intellectual life. Education played a part as well, as he secured a scholarship, first to his local lycée, or high school, in 1869, and then to the Collège de Saint-Barbe in Paris; finally, he won a place at the teacher training École normale supérieure. It was in this formative period that Jaurès finally broke with his mother’s Catholicism (finding, as he later recalled, ‘a vast universe in which man had a wonderful but terrifying freedom’), although, always open-minded, he was no bigoted atheist: his wife, Louise Bois, whom he married in 1886, remained a practising Catholic throughout their life together. The École normale was (and is) a bastion of secular, republican values (what the French call laïcité) in education. ‘It has’, wrote one American observer on its students in 1907, ‘made them free spirits roaming at will under wise and efficient guidance.’19 It was where Jaurès honed his commitment to education, knowledge, and reason and where his politics took shape.


One day, while Jaurès was teaching as a lecturer in philosophy at the University of Toulouse, a conversation with some of his students was interrupted by hullabaloo nearby: a right-wing politician was haranguing his audience against republicanism. Jaurès joined the crowd, plucked up his courage, and with a flourish gave a speech rebutting his opponent, earning a standing ovation. This was enough for others to encourage him to enter office, and in 1885 the die was cast when he was accepted as a republican candidate in the general elections. Waging an arduous campaign against the Right—a loose alliance of monarchists and Bonapartists—Jaurès was sent to Paris to represent the people of his department of the Tarn in the National Assembly.


It was the start of a career that would last until 1914, one that, early on, would witness his political migration from radical republicanism to socialism, although he never lost touch with the former. Through the coming years, Jaurès would produce a wealth of writing on politics, history, and ideas, both in books and in newspapers. He would reach out across political divisions in France and internationally, use his great oratory to mobilise popular support, and deploy his considerable intellect and eloquence in one of the greatest controversies of these years, the Dreyfus Affair. His political life was also, in this sense, a chronicle of the struggles of the Belle Époque, his writings a source for understanding one side of the political debate. A man who embraced life, who had a voracious appetite for food and an almost insatiable intellectual curiosity, and who, in his politically fallow periods, struggled financially, Jaurès cared little for fashion or for appearances. If Marguerite Durand was an intellect projecting elegance, Jean Jaurès projected generosity and earthiness. He was intellectual, yet never unbendingly doctrinaire. He pursued social justice, but he also believed that life was more than just about material well-being—culture and learning should also be accessible to all. At one and the same time a patriotic French republican who was also critical of empire, he believed in international co-operation and worked tirelessly for peace in Europe. His tolerance makes him stand out in the political and cultural clashes of the Belle Époque, when politics could be broodingly dark and intolerant, hovering ominously on the edge of violence. In an age when modernity seemed to foster not just progress and opportunity, but also excess, extremism, and fear, Jaurès appears to represent the more humane possibilities at work in the Belle Époque.
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CHAPTER 1



CONFLICT


When the Vietnamese diplomat Nguy[image: image]n Trọng Hi[image: image]p first encountered the Eiffel Tower in 1894, he was impressed by what he saw. Upon his return to his quarters, he penned a verse on the soaring structure, then a mere five years old:




A great tower of iron, whose metal parts interlace with each other like the threads of a spider’s web,


Rises into the air and offers a strange sight.


I do not think that even the genie Truong-qua possessed within his guts a forge as skilful as the creator of this monument.1





‘TRUONG-QUA’ IS A reference to a magical genie, also known as Zhang Guo or Zhang Guolao, from Chinese mythology, whose powers allowed him to make iron boats. Gustave Eiffel’s achievement, Nguy[image: image]n suggests, surpasses that of one of the eight immortals of Taoism.


Nguy[image: image]n often used his poetry to compare Asia’s achievements and virtues with those of the Europeans, and he does not dole out praise to the colonising powers lightly. Having once helped organise resistance against the French conquest of Indochina, he was well aware of French limitations. Yet he was willing to give credit where it was due: Eiffel’s tower was indeed a great achievement of engineering. Over the course of his diplomatic mission to Paris, Nguy[image: image]n composed verses about other Parisian sites, but conspicuously, he says nothing about the Basilica of the Sacré-Coeur. By the time of his visit, the basilica was all but complete, visible from many points in the city on its perch at the summit of the Butte Montmartre. As a diplomat well versed in French culture, representing his monarch in the French Republic, he likely saw little to gain from lauding Paris’s gleaming white church on a hill.


Where the Eiffel Tower was a confident, strident expression of the rationalist, secular values of the Republic, the dazzling Basilica of the Sacré-Coeur represented the other side of the divide, namely, France’s longer-standing Catholic traditions. In almost all aspects of its design and construction, the Eiffel Tower was unashamedly modern. Its antithesis, the basilica, was religious, clerical, and potentially monarchist. Separated by just three miles, the Eiffel Tower and the Sacré-Coeur therefore symbolised very different visions of what France was meant to be.


During the Belle Époque, the two buildings, both featuring so prominently on the landscape, were locked in a kind of architectural duel, sometimes implicit, sometimes explicit, signifying the deeper cultural and political struggles over the direction of the country. The history of how the two structures came to be and how people responded to them exposes this conflict over what it was to be French.


THE GREAT BASILICA of the Sacré-Coeur arose on Butte Montmartre as a pious and patriotic reaction to two shattering events in 1870–1871: France’s defeat at the hands of the Prussians, followed swiftly by the revolution of the Commune. The Sacré-Coeur would be built on a key site of conflict, picking up on the Catholic tradition of turning to the Sacred Heart (Sacré Coeur) of Jesus in times of dire emergency.


These had been traumatic years for the people of Paris. Under siege by German forces, they had survived only by eating dogs, cats, and rats, and had even resorted to butchering the animals in the zoo (including the much-loved elephants, Castor and Pollux, their heartbroken keeper flinging himself weeping onto their lifeless bodies). Those able to escape did so: Marguerite Durand and her brother, then still children, were spirited to safety by their mother. Émile Zola and his wife, Alexandrine, moved to a village near Marseille, and the young Jaurès was still studying in Castres. A hundred Parisians were killed in shelling, especially from the south. The Parisians put up a strong resistance, with the citizens’ militia, the National Guard (the fédérés), managing a sortie or two against the well-drilled Prussians. The charismatic republican leader Léon Gambetta sailed over Prussian lines in a balloon to drum up a new army in the Loire Valley to the south.


Yet if Parisians were willing to battle on through terrible suffering, much of the rest of the country was not. Elections to the new National Assembly propelled the monarchist Adolphe Thiers into the presidency. He promptly opened negotiations with Prussia’s ruthless chancellor, Otto von Bismarck. The price of peace was stiff, including the loss of the north-eastern province of Alsace and a chunk of Lorraine and a hefty financial indemnity. When these terms were presented to the National Assembly, they were overwhelmingly accepted by the majority over the objections of the republican deputies—many of the latter, including Gambetta and the young Georges Clemenceau, stormed out in protest. The privations of the siege, the profound sense of betrayal felt by Parisians confronted with national humiliation, and, to compound it all, the very real possibility of a restoration of the monarchy were too much to bear for the predominantly republican workers and artisans, along with some of the middle classes, many of them now in the fédérés, bristling with rifles and 600 artillery pieces.


In this tense situation, Thiers sent 20,000 troops to seize the cannon and disarm the 300,000-strong fédérés. The collision took place on none other than the Butte Montmartre on 18 March 1871: the government forces were driven back, and the Parisian radicals proclaimed elections to the city government, the Paris Commune, which took control of the city. For two months, Paris was for the first time controlled by a popularly elected socialist government. It could not last. Thiers marshalled his forces, beginning to bombard the city in early April. Once a peace agreement was signed with Germany, on 10 May, Thiers launched a final assault, breaking into the city from the west on 21 May.


This opened the terrible events of the ‘Bloody Week’—la semaine sanglante—in which some 20,000 Communards were killed, mostly by summary execution. As they retreated eastwards, the Communards torched government buildings. The sky glowed red from the blazes as the Tuileries Palace and the city hall, the Hôtel de Ville, were burned to the ground. The final stand took place in the steep streets of the eastern working-class districts of Belleville and Ménilmontant. A bitter firefight amongst the gravestones and mausoleums of Père-Lachaise Cemetery finished with the mass execution of some 147 Communards against the south-eastern wall, their bloodied bodies hurled into a mass grave, where they were joined by a thousand more of their comrades who had been shot elsewhere. The wall would henceforth be remembered as the mur des fédérés and became a sacred site of memory for the Left.2 Yet the Right also had its martyrs, even if its repression was far bloodier than anything the Communards did: the revolutionaries shot the archbishop of Paris, Georges Darboy, along with a group of Dominican friars.


Parisians, who had come to regard their city as a global centre of culture, taste, and enlightenment, were forced to digest the bitterness of defeat and the horrifying, fratricidal bloodshed of civil war. ‘One half of the population wants to strangle the other, and the other has the same desire. You can see it in the eyes of passers-by,’ wrote Zola’s friend Flaubert to his fellow writer, the feminist George Sand.3 Zola himself, who had returned to Paris, witnessed the final days of the semaine sanglante and, on 27 May, filed a report for the Sémaphore de Marseille:




I managed to take a walk through Paris. It’s atrocious. All I want to tell you about are the corpses heaped high under the bridges. No, never will I forget the heartache I experienced at the sight of that frightful mound of bleeding human flesh, thrown haphazardly on the tow paths. Heads and limbs mingle in horrible dislocation. From the pile emerge convulsed faces… There are dead who appear cut in two while others seem to have four legs and four arms. What a lugubrious charnel house!4





AND ZOLA HAD no doubt in his mind where the burden of responsibility lay. In an article on 23 March 1871—that is, even before the ‘Bloody Week’—he had written, ‘Between the dissidents [the Communards]… and the blind bigots of the Assembly, France lies bleeding, cut to the quick. If one day history tells us how the insurrection pushed her over the edge, it will add that the regular and legitimate power did everything to make her plunge fatal.’5


Not every bourgeois observer was so repulsed. The conservative Louis Veuillot, the editor of the Catholic journal L’Univers, positively rejoiced: ‘God is victorious. He has taken martyrs, we will have miracles. We are saved!’6 Through the more peaceful decades of the Belle Époque ahead, the fear of resurgent social conflict and the memory of chafing humiliation at the hands of the Germans were never far beneath the surface. Moreover, as Veuillot’s exuberance suggested, the whole crisis had ultimately given momentum to the monarchist and clerical side in the ‘Franco-French war’.


These chaotic years gave hope to the monarchists. Ultimately, their dream of bringing back the crown evaporated because they were split between the more liberal Orléanists (such as Thiers), who backed the claim of the comte de Paris, and the Legitimists, who supported the more conservative, indeed reactionary, Bourbon claimant, the duc de Chambord. Yet if they could not restore the monarchy, they would seek to bring the country back to its former stability and greatness through ‘moral order’, which meant reinforcing the old social hierarchies, entrenching the Catholic faith once again within society, and honouring tradition as the essence of what it meant to be French. In November 1873, Thiers was replaced as president by a conservative army general, Marshal Patrice MacMahon, who was given a seven-year term—the septennat. Even élite women’s fashions seemed to turn back to bygone days, with voluminous dresses over expansive crinolines, busts decorated by flowering corsages, and the midriff forcibly narrowed by padding bound tightly around the waist.7 The Catholic clergy reasserted some of its control over education. Morality was supposedly the order of the day—indeed, immorality was held to be the root cause of all of France’s recent ills. It was in this environment that the campaign to build the Sacré-Coeur germinated.


The idea for a new church dedicated to the Sacred Heart in Paris came from a devout layman, Alexandre Legentil: ‘France’, he had written, ‘is a guilty nation, harshly but justly punished.’8 He was heard sympathetically by the new archbishop, Joseph-Hippolyte Guibert, who believed that if France was to be won back for Catholicism, then Christianity should be written on the landscape itself: the building of churches would be a metaphor for the reconstruction of France’s Christian morality.9 A Committee for the Work of the National Vow, with Legentil as secretary, was, by ‘uniting our love for the Church and for our country’, to oversee the construction of ‘a sanctuary dedicated to the Sacred Heart of Jesus’.10 Guibert agreed with their assessment of the ills that beset France, writing, ‘They are the bitter fruit of all the infidelities that we have committed against God.… Having become rebels against heaven through our own corruption, we have fallen into the abyss of anarchy during our troubles. France has traced the terrifying image of a place where there is no order, while the future offers the prospect of yet new terrors to come.’11


A new church consecrated to the Sacred Heart ‘would be a monument of expiation’ to which all the faithful in France would be called to donate, the nation’s act of penance, its people supplicating God for an end to their sufferings, for redemption and ‘for the spiritual and temporal regeneration’ of the French as a truly Christian people. Mixing religious faith and patriotism, the project offered a path to renewal through reconnection with France’s original Catholic essence: ‘Nothing is more Christian or more patriotic than such a vow.’12 When Guibert petitioned the National Assembly for permission to acquire the land on 5 May 1873, in the climate of ‘moral order’ he was pushing at an open door. The National Assembly’s committee studying the question found that it was indeed necessary ‘to efface by this work of expiation, the crimes which have crowned our sorrows’.13 The decree sailed through comfortably on 24 July and an architectural competition was launched, attracting over seventy entries.


The commission was awarded to Paul Abadie, who had earned fame (indeed notoriety) for his restoration of the cathedral of Saint Front in Périgueux, where he added Byzantine features, an act which scandalised many who regretted the harm done to the original Romanesque features of the twelfth-century church. Undeterred by the criticisms, the incorrigible Abadie submitted a plan with the same promiscuous combination of Romanesque and Byzantine features: curved, Roman arches, windows, and doorways and five tall domes—one large central one guarded by four smaller ones, each accompanied by humbler cupolas surrounding them like pawns.


Criticisms came quickly and furiously. Some Catholics argued that a Gothic style—in line with the great Viollet-le-Duc’s restoration of Notre-Dame cathedral—would be more in keeping with France’s Christian heritage than Abadie’s outlandish, ‘foreign and pagan’ design.14 Others complained that the church did not fit easily with the rest of the cityscape. In the modernisations of the city under Napoleon III, Parisian buildings had been constructed from the golden-hued limestone (pierre de Paris) that gives them their distinctively warm colour set against the grey-tinged plaster of Paris that distinguishes the frontage of older apartment blocks. Much of this material had been quarried from Montmartre itself and from Montfaucon (creating the rugged crags at what is now the park at the Buttes-Chaumont), but the resources were almost exhausted, so Abadie opted for stone from Château-Landon. This is striking for its gleaming whiteness, which becomes more intense as the building ages, sitting awkwardly alongside the gentler colours of the Parisian cityscape. To its critics the basilica looked both garish and alien when set against the surrounding city.15 Even so, on 16 June 1875, Archbishop Guibert officiated over the laying of the first stone on the Butte Montmartre. By this point, President MacMahon was anxious that a grand ceremony would provoke republican demonstrations and urged discretion. The pope shrewdly came to the rescue by giving the stone-laying ceremony cover in dedicating the day to the Sacred Heart for Catholics everywhere in the world.16


For supporters, the Sacré-Coeur became iconic by virtue of its location, public appeal, and architecture. Together, these features made it a landmark in which Catholics could take pride. Its location on the Butte Montmartre was essential. Legentil originally suggested that Charles Garnier’s opulent, unfinished opera house be razed as ‘a monument to extravagance, indecency and bad taste’, and the basilica be constructed on that site. Yet Legentil found inspiration while walking on a misty day in October 1872. As he climbed the Butte, the fog cleared to reveal the panorama of the great city, its sea of rooftops suddenly gleaming in the sunshine below.17 Guibert himself highlighted the importance of the hill’s location in the city. Should not such a temple calling for the relief of France’s distress ‘be placed on a site that dominates Paris, and that can be seen from all parts of the city? Would not a monument that would be like a new profession of faith be best placed on the sacred hill that was the cradle of the Christian religion in our old France?’18 For Guibert, Montmartre’s elevation would ensure that the Sacré-Coeur would ‘become, in the heart of the capital, a kind of sacred lightning conductor, preserving it from the strikes of divine justice’. Looking down on the rest of the city, it would be ‘a protest against other monuments and works of art elevated to the glory of vice and impiety’, a defiantly sacred monument rising above a secular cityscape bearing the imprint of revolution, republicanism, and worldly pleasures. It was a purpose implicit when the basilica came to be built not, as was customary, on an east-west axis, but along a north-south bearing, squaring up to the godless city below.19 Guibert pointed to the Butte’s long sacred history, its name meaning the ‘Mount of Martyrs’, where France’s patron, Saint Denis, was decapitated by the Romans. According to legend, he had picked up his head and walked all the way to his burial spot, where later the Abbey of Saint-Denis would be built (which would become the burial place for French royalty). The story is commemorated by a modern sculpture in Montmartre’s Square Suzanne Buisson: Saint Denis holds his head, gazing, somewhat disconcertingly, over the pétanque players below. Montmartre had once also boasted an abbey of its own, where (it is said) the Jesuit order was founded. The abbey was closed down during the Revolution, in 1790, and all that is left today is its church, Saint-Pierre de Montmartre. It remains almost unnoticed, a modest beauty sitting just west of the towering, attention-grabbing Sacré-Coeur.


The Sacré-Coeur was quite deliberately designed as a project that would be funded by voluntary contributions from the faithful. If l’Oeuvre, ‘the Work’, was to be an act of national redemption, then it needed to attract not only a few wealthy donors, but the great mass of the pious as well. To reach as wide a public as possible, the Committee for the Work of the National Vow published a monthly Bulletin de l’Oeuvre du Voeu National (Bulletin of the Work of the National Vow) to update supporters. It also sought to inspire people with stories of France’s Catholic past (and occasionally to draw unflattering comparisons with triumphantly republic monuments, such as the Panthéon, resting place of the ‘great men’ of the Republic).


The incipient growth of mass tourism offered further benefits. Realising from the success of Lourdes (from 1858) as a pilgrimage site that railway travel brought tourists in ever larger numbers, the committee had a provisional chapel consecrated near the site to encourage pilgrims to come and, in the process, to make donations. As befitted an age of an expanding consumer society, pilgrims were encouraged to buy mass-produced religious tokens: medals, prayer-cards, rosaries, necklaces. They could pay to have one of the basilica’s stones personalised with their name, as an ex-voto, an object left at a shrine by a pilgrim, signifying their fulfilment of a vow, their penitence and their gratitude to God. For a fee, a written prayer could be slipped into a glass tube, corked, and then inserted into one of the holes in the interior of each of the stones (there for the pulley system used to haul the masonry into place): it is intriguing to think that the hopes and prayers of hundreds of people more than a century ago lie rolled up within the walls of the basilica today. A special card covered by a grid of hundreds of squares was printed. Every time a donor set aside a humble ten centimes for the basilica, he or she filled in one of the boxes: once they were all covered, the donor had saved enough to pay for a stone. Donors could sponsor a whole pillar or column if they could afford it.20


The Sacré-Coeur was also distinguished by the triumph of its construction. Very early in the work, it was found that the rock below was a Swiss cheese of tunnels and shafts: for centuries, the hill had been mined for its gypsum, the ingredient for the plaster of Paris that gives the city’s older houses that off-white tint. The church would collapse into a heap if constructed on such ground. The solution was found by digging deep, to some thirty metres beneath the bedrock. Eighty stone pilings were then built upwards to support the arches of the crypt, which in turn would bear the hulking mass of the basilica.21 This work inflated costs, but it turned the Sacré-Coeur into a feat of engineering, even if it was not quite on the scale of the later achievement of the Eiffel Tower. It allowed the faithful to boast that the basilica rested on deep foundations, as surely as, thanks to the fulfilment of the National Vow, the country itself soon would.


As the sparkling white basilica rose slowly from the ground atop Montmartre, its interior was consecrated in early June 1891, although its distinctive dome would not be finished until 1900, and the campanile (bell tower) not begun until 1905. The final consecration, postponed by the First World War, took place in 1919. The spacious side aisles within formed an ambulatory—a passage for the crowds of visitors. As pilgrims made their way up the steep hill to the basilica, they might sing the ‘Canticle of the National Vow’, or even the defiantly anti-republican ‘Catholic Marseillaise’, whose chorus called on God to ‘Save Rome and France in the name of the Sacré-Coeur!’22 For many, it provided an irresistible mix of the quest for spiritual redemption, the patriotic drive for national renewal, and the yearning for a return to France’s older, Christian identity.


Based as it was on views that were diametrically opposed to France’s revolutionary heritage, it is hardly surprising that the Sacré-Coeur had its detractors. When the National Assembly had approved the project on 24 July 1873, a republican deputy had defiantly raised his voice:




When you think to establish on the commanding heights of Paris—the fount of free thought and revolution—a Catholic monument, what is in your thoughts? To make of it the triumph of the Church over revolution.… What you want to revive is the Catholic faith, for you are at war with the spirit of modern times.… Well… I tell you that the population will be more scandalized than edified by the ostentation of your faith.… Far from edifying us, you will push us towards free thought, towards revolution.23





The basilica’s very position, perched high above the city, could not but put it in confrontation with Paris’s more secular, republican monuments—sometimes explicitly so in some of the polemics—such as the Panthéon and, from 1889, the Eiffel Tower itself.24 It did not help, either, that some of the more prominent backers of the basilica were dedicated royalists. The pious devotees of the Sacred Heart included the Generals de Sonis and Charette, as well as the Duchesse d’Uzès, who used her considerable wealth in the later 1880s to back a general, Georges Boulanger, who looked likely at one point to overthrow the Republic. With friends like these, the belief system behind the National Vow and the historical symbolism of the Sacré-Coeur could not escape their political associations with royalism and counter-revolution.


From the perspective of the country’s socialists and anarchists, the basilica was an attempt to erase the memory of the Paris Commune: it was being constructed at the centre of the very neighbourhood where the revolution had first erupted in 1871 and where a martyr of their own had perished horribly. Eugène Varlin was a bookbinder who had also organised a food co-operative under the Second Empire. In the National Guard during the Prussian siege, he had helped defend Paris and then, as a socialist, joined the Commune. On the last day of the ‘Bloody Week’ he was recognised, arrested, paraded around Montmartre, and beaten up so badly that his face was caved in, with one eye burst from its socket, before being stood in front of a wall and shot. ‘The Left’, remarked his biographer, ‘can have its martyrs, too. And it is on that spot that the Sacré-Coeur is built.’25


Republicans, socialists, and anarchists loathed the Sacré-Coeur because to them it represented clericalism, superstition, and counter-revolution. It was not just that the decision to build the church was part of the aggressive cultural and political reaction of ‘moral order’. It was also that its very name—the Sacred Heart—evoked the symbol of the Vendée, the Catholic and royalist uprising against the French Revolution in 1793. The Sacré-Coeur became a monument that the Left loved to hate.


At an emotionally charged city council debate that followed a protest at the site of Varlin’s execution in 1891, a left-wing delegate declared, ‘The inauguration of the Sacré-Coeur is a declaration of war against the Republic and modern society… and yet citizens who gathered to form a rampart against Caesarism, reaction, clericalism, who fought for modern society and for the rights of the people, found themselves confronted by the police, ready to use violence and brutality.’ Another rose to add that the church was built ‘out of an idea hostile to free-thinking, to the Revolution and above all to the people of Paris. It was a work of expiation. They wanted Paris to fall to its knees and beg forgiveness.’26 Yet if republicans and the Left bristled at the construction of the Sacré-Coeur, they would come to exult in an architectural symbol of their own: the Eiffel Tower.27


THE EIFFEL TOWER was the centrepiece of the Universal Exposition, which opened on 6 May 1889, a proclamation of the rationalist, scientific values that were held to have energized the Revolution and that were claimed by the Republic as its own. Tall and proud, it was an architectural riposte to the opposite side of the older political divide represented by the Sacré-Coeur.


The tower was also, as it turned out, a celebration of a Republic that had only just secured its footing. In the two decades since it was first proclaimed—perhaps more in hope than in confidence—the Republic had confronted two crises that threatened its existence. The first was in 1877, and the other had come to a head in 1889, just weeks before the Eiffel Tower and the Universal Exposition were opened. The importance of these two crises lay in the survival of the Republic itself and the values that, ultimately, were held to underpin it. In both, the regime fended off the threat of more authoritarian alternatives. Set against this context, the Eiffel Tower expressed all the more boldly the triumph of republicanism, science, and, ultimately, modernity over reaction and tradition.


The first of the crises arose from an attempt by the monarchists to impose their vision of the political future on an electorate that had resoundingly—and repeatedly—endorsed republicanism. The Third Republic’s central political institutions emerged from a series of compromises between the republicans and the monarchists, who all sought to ensure political and social stability, but who also saw these arrangements as a work in progress, something that could be reshaped more to their own liking as circumstances allowed. So over the course of the hard bargaining of 1874–1876, the monarchists said yes to universal male suffrage and no king, while the republicans agreed to having two houses in parliament (their preference being for a single-chamber legislature), with a Chamber of Deputies elected by universal male suffrage and a Senate appointed by electoral colleges of deputies and local politicians, including town and village mayors. There would also be seventy-five senators appointed for life, including some defiantly representing the lost provinces of Alsace and Lorraine. The Senate, entrenching as it did rural interests, gave the republican system a conservative weight. The republicans also conceded that a president would be the head of state, elected for a seven-year term by both houses of parliament: monarchists hoped that the office would be a bulwark against democracy and, potentially, a first step towards reintroducing the throne by stealth.


Yet the republicans ultimately triumphed. In February 1876, led by Gambetta, they swept in with a massive majority in the elections to the Chamber. President MacMahon, a monarchist, tried to ignore this fact by appointing as prime minister Jules Simon, who, though technically a republican, was, in his own words, ‘resolutely conservative’.28 Gambetta was relentless in his attacks on Simon, accusing him of uncomfortably close ties with Catholic monarchists, famously roaring, ‘Clericalism—there is the enemy!’ Simon could not cling on, but rather than appoint a premier who could secure the support of the republican majority, MacMahon unleashed the ‘16 May’ crisis in 1877, when he appointed the monarchist nobleman Albert de Broglie instead, prorogued parliament, and called fresh elections. The republican candidates determinedly went to the country, energetically rallying support, denouncing the ‘coup of 16 May’ as a violation of the principle of rule by the majority and a counter-revolution against the sovereignty of the people. They swept to victory in the elections of October 1877. This was followed by the ‘town-hall’ revolution in January 1878, when thousands of republican candidates won local elections. As mayors and councillors played a central role in the appointment of senators, republicans also took control of the upper house in early 1879. MacMahon, his position untenable, resigned, and in his place parliament chose a republican, Jules Grévy, as president.


The historical significance of this republican triumph was lost on no one. For the first time, the republicans had won power in elections rather than through revolution. The victory reverberated through French political culture: in July 1879, the government and parliament moved back to Paris from Versailles, where they had sat since the days of the Commune. In strongly symbolic decisions that connected the Third Republic with the inheritance of the French Revolution, the ‘Marseillaise’ was made the French national anthem in 1879. Bastille Day, 14 July, was decreed an annual national holiday in 1880, just as the surviving Communards who had been imprisoned or exiled were given a general amnesty. Émile Zola responded cautiously to the republican triumph: while ‘the Republic exists in fact’, he wrote, the true test of its survival would be how it adapted to modernity and whether it rested on respect for empirical, rational methods of understanding the world—in other words, Zola’s kind of approach. Somewhat monomaniacally, the author concluded, ‘The Republic will be naturalist, or it will not be at all.’29


It was the Impressionist painter Claude Monet who in 1878 most accurately captured the public mood by producing his unmistakably patriotic diptych of paintings of the rue Saint-Denis and the rue Montorgueil bedecked in tricolour flags, the bright, celebratory scenes made of splashes of colour dominated by the exuberant brushstrokes of red, white, and blue. Monet’s two florid paintings represent the national festivities of 30 June 1878 commemorating ‘peace and work’.30 This was the first official public celebration since the war—and it exulted in the firmer grounding of the Republic: look closely at the painting of the rue Saint-Denis, and you see that one of the larger flags is emblazoned with ‘Vive la Rép[ublique]’. As Gabriel Hanotaux, historian and future foreign minister explained, 30 June was ‘a festival of the people… a veritable baptism of the Republic’.31


Yet Monet’s reaction was also a hopeful marker of France’s emergence from the immediate shadows of war, civil strife, and humiliation, for the celebration also came as the 1878 Universal Exposition in Paris was already in full swing. It included displays of the most modern inventions, including Alexander Graham Bell’s telephone, a prototype of an aeroplane, and—to the horror of some moralists—a sewing machine (‘When will we ever stop denying women some of the work that nature seems to have reserved for her alone?’ wondered one concerned commentator32). The massive copper head of the Statue of Liberty by Frédéric-Auguste Bartholdi—completed in 1886 (with its internal framework engineered by a certain Gustave Eiffel), and dedicated as a gift from the French people to America—was displayed in the Trocadéro gardens.


Yet there soon emerged a malaise, which would steadily build into the second crisis in the later 1880s. The republicans who took power were bourgeois and eminently respectable, top-hatted, bearded or mutton-chopped, but above all else they were moderates, still haunted by the red spectre of the Paris Commune and cautious about giving too much away to radical republicans and socialists (the latter were, in any case, still recovering from the shock of 1871). Another name given to the moderates, ‘Opportunists’, referred to their timidity in pursuing anything that might upset the balance: reform would come when the moment was ‘opportune’. They were, above all, bound together by a web of social connection: business ties, marriage, and political alliances (often including, it should be said, a journalist on one’s side to provide publicity, defend one’s record, and advance one’s career). This would give rise to the sarcastic description of the political élite as ‘a republic of pals’—une république des copains.


It was not as if they were without landmark achievements: while prime minister on two separate occasions in the early 1880s, Jules Ferry secured the passage of laws that laid down free, compulsory, secular primary schooling for boys and girls, established the principle and practices of press freedom, and legalised trade unions. For Ferry, however, the main task was, as he put it, ‘to root the republic’.33 The caution with which the moderate republicans, Jean Jaurès still among them, proceeded with reform frustrated radicals and socialists, while conservatives (Bonapartists and monarchists) were still very much a political force to be reckoned with. This, and the whiff of corruption occasionally emanating from republican politics, led to those disenchanted with the direction of the regime to find ways of reforming it, or getting rid of it altogether. The malaise was given a deeper dimension by an economic downturn in 1883–1886, which also led to a wave of strikes as workers sought to fight lay-offs and wage reductions. One of these stoppages was among the coal miners at Anzin in 1884, a strike that Zola witnessed as he researched his novel Germinal. These currents—which came from both ends of the political spectrum—eventually coalesced around a charismatic military figure.


General Georges Boulanger saw himself as a good, solid republican cut in the uncompromising Jacobin mould of the French Revolution, egalitarian and patriotic. His original political sponsor was Georges Clemenceau, a Radical, who appreciated these same qualities. When the elections of 1885 forced Jules Ferry to bring Radicals into his government, it was Clemenceau who secured Boulanger’s appointment as minister of war. It proved to be a popular choice. Boulanger, a vocal proponent of a tough stance against Germany, faced off with Bismarck in 1887 when a French intelligence officer was hauled off by German agents on the frontier, and he took credit when the Frenchman was released. He reformed the army, dismissing Bonapartist and royalist officers, introducing a new rifle, patriotically having sentry boxes painted red, white, and blue, and allowing soldiers to sport ‘republican’ beards and to eat off plates rather than mess tins. He also prepared a law (which would eventually pass in 1889) to make national service in the army compulsory for all, without exception—including the clergy, evoking the image of ‘vicars with knapsacks’.34


Given the nickname ‘General Revanche’ (Revenge) for his undisguised hostility to Germany, Boulanger became immensely popular with the public. The accoutrements of modern consumer society were made to spread his name and his image: hundreds of songs (of predictably variable quality) were written and sold as sheet music or as lyrics to already well-known tunes in the news kiosks and by newspaper vendors. His face was used on food packaging, games, cards, scarves, hats, and medals, and there were even General Boulanger toy figures, as well as a strong spirit named after him: ‘containing no German product, putting fire in the belly’.35 Mass-produced images of Boulanger were disseminated across the country, and his activities were reported widely in the press.


The republicans—and indeed some monarchists who sought stability—took fright at the rise of an ultra-patriotic general who might provoke a war with Germany, ride the tide of popular adulation, overthrow the Republic, and establish a military dictatorship. The spectre of Bonaparte haunted them still. There were real similarities: ‘Boulangism’ had strong, authoritarian undercurrents. But Boulanger’s adherents certainly included people from the radical Left. Among his close supporters was the parliamentary deputy Georges Laguerre, Marguerite Durand’s radical republican husband, whom she married in 1888, leaving her career as an actress at the Comédie-Française. His talents as a politician had brought him to the editorship of the main Boulangist newspaper, La Presse, in June 1887. Durand quickly immersed herself in Laguerre’s political world, and she steadily began taking on some of the work—organising the journalists, circulating around Parisian political circles for information, and then, eventually, assuming the editorship herself. She seemed to have found her new vocation.36 Together, Marguerite and Georges frequented the cafés of the press district around the rue Montmartre, discussing Boulanger with the sympathetic writers from such newspapers as L’Intransigeant and the ultra-nationalist Le Drapeau (The flag).


Yet, unknown to Marguerite—and, for a while, Georges—Boulanger was also actively courting support from royalists and Bonapartists, who were attracted by the possibility of overthrowing the parliamentary republic and by Boulanger’s hard-line nationalism. His close connections with them were kept secret until 1889, when Boulanger made an open bid for Catholic and monarchist votes in the elections that year.37 What bound this unholy alliance of extreme Left and Right together was their common hatred of parliamentary politics and cautious policies of Opportunism. What his supporters wanted was strong government, armed with the ‘will of the people’, imposing reform on a potentially resistant society.


With hindsight, ‘Boulangism’ represented a new kind of political alignment that cut across the now century-old ‘Franco-French conflict’. It was an authoritarianism based on nationalism, sometimes infused with antisemitism, that promised social reform, strong government, and a purging of the alleged weakness of parliamentary politics. The ‘will of the people’ would be embodied not in the unglamorous compromises of representative democracy, but in the figure of the strong, charismatic, and patriotic leader. It was a political evolution that would begin to crystallise in the last decades of the Belle Époque and bear its bitter, nationalist, and authoritarian fruit in the twentieth century.


In the summer of 1887, the government secured Boulanger’s dismissal through a parliamentary vote and—after some of his more fanatical supporters had lain across the rail tracks at the Gare de Lyon to prevent his departure—he was safely removed from Paris to a posting at Clermont-Ferrand. His supporters formulated a strategy whereby Boulanger would use his popularity to contest every by-election, turning them all into a kind of referendum that would give him a mandate to demand the dissolution of parliament and the election of a new assembly that would revise the constitution.


On New Year’s Eve 1888, Marguerite, always elegant, hosted a reception in her gloriously spacious apartment on the rue Saint-Honoré for some two hundred of the general’s supporters. They were mobilising for the most dramatic by-election of them all: Paris on 27 January 1889. The general won easily and was dining with his closest supporters, including Marguerite and Georges, in private rooms upstairs in the Restaurant Durand (no connection with Marguerite) on the place de la Madeleine.38 His supporters teemed outside as the results came through, urging him to seize power then and there with cries of ‘À l’Élysée!’ (‘to the Élysée Palace’, the presidential residence). Boulanger, to his credit, held back—or rather, he was embarrassed and panicked, seeking a back exit from the restaurant to escape his fervent admirers. After he found the safety of his carriage, his coachman cracked his whip and cleared a way through the press of people. When Boulanger did speak out the following day, it was simply to announce that it would not be long before parliament faced dissolution: but he did not say when that would happen. It seems that he wanted to wait for the general election in the autumn of 1889, in which he would stand as a candidate in constituencies across the country, turning the vote into a referendum on Boulanger himself.


Boulanger’s plans were stymied by the ruthless Opportunist interior minister, Ernest Constans, who pushed a law through parliament that altered the electoral system, including a rule that no candidate could stand simultaneously in more than one constituency. The Boulangist strategy was undone, but Constans was not finished yet. A government political campaign warned the public, ‘If you want war, vote for Boulanger.’39 Some of Boulanger’s closest allies were charged with conspiracy, and, in April, Constans released the entirely false report that the general himself was to be arrested. Over the coming weeks, some of Boulanger’s allies were indeed arrested, among them Paul Déroulède, whose nationalist Ligue des patriotes (League of Patriots) helped to organise Boulangism’s mass following. Stories were leaked of attempted poisonings of the general’s coterie. By 14 March, Boulanger, to the distress of his thousands of humiliated acolytes, took flight; slipped away to the Gare du Nord with his mistress, Marguerite de Bonnemains; and boarded the train to Brussels. ‘What’, sighed a deflated Laguerre, ‘can you do with a coward?’40 With Boulanger’s departure, the cause fell apart: Marguerite Durand, finally learning about the extent of royalist involvement, abandoned it altogether. In 1891, the general, his heart broken by the sudden death of Madame de Bonnemains, shot himself over her tombstone at Ixelles in Brussels. Constans, grimly satisfied at the outcome, later sneered, ‘There were only two men in this history—Madame Laguerre [i.e., Marguerite Durand] and myself.’41


Émile Zola, who wrote relatively little on the whole affair, did draw one important lesson from it: one concerning the dangers of a populist press. If, he remarked, the people were to embrace a dictator, it would be from an ardent desire to sleep safely at night: ‘to lie down, blow out the candle and sleep without care’. Their fears arose from the tendency of the press to make ‘too much noise over too little substance’, which in politics undermined faith in parliaments.42 Jean Jaurès, then a mainstream republican deputy, after initially, like so many others, seeing in Boulanger ‘a liberal and patriotic ardour for reform’, soon perceived the dangers that a populist hardman posed to democracy. ‘If our country, after eighteen years of freedom, wants slavery,’ he warned, ‘then everything is lost and no political expedient will save us.’43


The defeat of Boulangism came in the nick of time: the general fled in April 1889, just weeks before the opening of the next Universal Exposition, which was meant to celebrate the centenary of the French Revolution of 1789. Yet with the country still shuddering from the Boulangist challenge, some critics questioned whether it was wise to connect the Universal Exposition with 1789 while it still remained a controversial and seismic break in France’s past. The Republic claimed the emancipating principles of ‘1789’ as its own, but, as one trade journal wondered, would the success of the fair not be compromised by ‘the commemoration of political events little made to please monarchical states, which today make up almost all of Europe’?44


Planning for the Universal Exposition had begun in March 1885, and in May 1886 a contest was announced for the design of ‘an iron tower with a square base, of 125 metres squared and 300 metres in height’, to be raised on the Champ de Mars.45 The engineer Gustave Eiffel was among those who entered the competition. Born in Dijon in 1832 to prosperous coal merchants, Eiffel had a stoutly middle-class background. Since the coal business was in fact his mother’s (and his father, an ex–army officer, helped her with it), Eiffel was raised by his grandmother for much of his childhood. Not especially driven academically, he was nonetheless fascinated by the work of his uncle, who ran a chemical factory and had instilled in Gustave a passion for science. After earning a baccalauréat from his local lycée, Gustave had secured a place first at the Collège de Sainte-Barbe (although too early to overlap with Jaurès) and then in the École centrale des arts et manufactures, one of the élite grandes écoles, specialising in science and engineering. He graduated in 1855 in chemistry and worked briefly (and auspiciously) in an iron foundry before securing a position with a railway engineering firm, where he learned much ‘on the job’. He worked on various projects, many of them related to the expansion of France’s railway network under Napoleon III. By 1864, he had garnered enough experience to secure a loan to set up his own metal construction business, specialising in engineering structures such as bridges, viaducts, and railway stations, with his workshops in the north-western Parisian suburb of Levallois-Perret. Among his successes was the Maria Pia Bridge across the River Douro in Portugal, the awe-inspiring Garabit viaduct in the Cantal in southern France, the Nyugati railway station in Budapest, and the metal framework for Bartholdi’s Statue of Liberty (assembled first of all in Eiffel’s works outside Paris before being dismantled and sent in pieces to New York).


Eiffel’s successes also mingled with darkness. He was touched by tragedy when his wife, Marguerite Gaudelet, whom he had married in 1862, and with whom he had five children, died early in 1877. His eldest daughter, Claire, became a bedrock of support, first helping to raise her siblings and then working as his assistant. She accompanied him on his work and, when she got married, she and her engineer husband lived with Eiffel in his spacious and magnificent apartment on the rue Rabelais, a short, quiet street not far from the Élysée Palace and the Champs-Élysées. The couple took over his firm—Eiffel et Compagnie—in 1893.


Though his daughter’s support sustained him through losses, Eiffel was also driven, in part, by scandal. Along with the engineer Ferdinand de Lesseps, he had helped with the Panama Canal, constructing the locks beginning in 1887. The project ran into great difficulties, not least because of the pestilential conditions in which the work was carried out, and the company in charge of the construction folded, in February 1889, just as Eiffel’s tower was nearing completion. Eiffel would later be convicted alongside Lesseps of fraud, although he would be exonerated on appeal. The experience, as his biographer David Harvie has put it, led him to reinvent himself—refocusing on the science and putting his business career behind him.46


Eiffel turned his attention to his great tower. He and two engineering colleagues, Émile Nouguier and Maurice Koechlin, along with the architect Stephen Sauvestre, had worked together on plans for a tall tower since 1884, so they were already primed for the contest to build the centrepiece for the 1889 Exposition. Eiffel’s design emerged triumphant on 12 June 1886.47 As the centrepiece of the fair, the tower’s construction was funded by what today might be called a ‘public-private partnership’, with the state commissioning and then partially subsidising the work and Eiffel’s firm taking on the tasks, most of the costs, and all the liability.48 This agreement would make Eiffel wealthy for life, but it was the tower’s precise engineering that actually impressed contemporaries.


Each of the tower’s 18,000 iron components was individually designed. Eiffel, whose scientific passion was the study of wind resistance and gravity, calculated the effects of both on every single part. A team of draftsmen worked under Maurice Koechlin at Eiffel’s workshop to produce no fewer than 5,500 drawings of different parts. The engineer later explained that the position of every single rivet hole in relation to its neighbouring component was calculated down to a tenth of a millimetre: ‘Each part thus required a particular study and an individual drawing usually drawn to half size for the small parts and one-fifth size for larger parts.’49


The striking elegance of the curves and lattice-work of the iron was not just aesthetic, but eminently practical. Although Eiffel was proud of the beauty of his construction, his primary concern was that it stood up. He began with an innovative approach to the foundations. Since the axis of the Champ de Mars ‘inclines almost precisely at 45° from the meridian,’ he wrote, ‘the Tower happens to be oriented so that its feet are positioned at the four points of the compass.’50 These four feet rested on foundations sunk to a depth of 53 feet into the dense, clayey earth for the two piers farthest from the Seine, but at a 70-foot depth closer to the bank, where the clay (5 feet below the river’s water level) was covered with silt, sand, mud, and gravel. Here the concrete foundations were laid by workers labouring in caissons lit by electricity and supplied with compressed air, the men entering and leaving through an airlock. Most remarkably of all, into each foundation were thrust 26-foot-long anchoring bolts, each attached to an iron cylinder which made the whole act as a piston. The genius of this mechanism was that, as the great iron legs were pieced together, the pistons could be adjusted to ensure that the tower’s supporting ribs aligned precisely as they reached the all-important height of 189 feet, where the first platform was constructed.51


Eiffel chose to work with iron: steel may have been lighter, but it was more prone to bending and vibration from the wind. The challenge with iron was to balance the weight of the tower in comparison to its height with the force of wind resistance. In tackling the latter, Eiffel expended a lot of time, thought, and ink making calculations, drawing diagrams, modelling wind forces, and calibrating wind speeds. He understood that a light tower would be able to resist the high winds better than a heavy, solid one, hence its graceful curves and the striking lattice effect of its ironwork that Nguy[image: image]n Trọng Hi[image: image]p later lyricised.52


Following the precise design, each part was cast and every rivet hole drilled under Émile Nouguier’s watchful supervision at the Levallois-Perret workshop. Related parts were then numbered and loosely attached to each other with temporary bolts before being transported together by horse and wagon to the Champ de Mars, where Eiffel’s master engineer, Jean Campagnon, oversaw their assembly. Since the parts had been made with such precision, there were no adjustments or boring of holes onsite. Instead, riveters removed the temporary bolts and hammered white-hot rivets into the holes, practically fusing the joints together. This was in contrast, Eiffel noted, to the construction of the ‘beautiful Forth Bridge’ in Scotland, completed in 1890 and designed by British engineers, where the parts may have been made in a factory, but the finer points, such as boring holes, were completed onsite.53 The assembly of the Eiffel Tower, biographer Harvie noted, was like piecing together ‘a giant Meccano set’.54 The parts were hauled up ever higher on ‘creeper cranes’ mounted on tracks inside each of the four legs, so that they could ascend and descend the tower: the same tracks would later be used for the elevators.


When the writer Émile Goudeau visited the tower under construction, he witnessed the 250-odd workers wearing red caps and red sashes striking at the bolts in turn. He wrote of ‘the din of metal screaming beneath the hammer’, adding that ‘with the shower of sparks, these black figures, appearing larger than life against the background of the open sky, looked as if they were reaping lightning bolts in the clouds’.55 Eiffel was a stickler for safety: when assembling pieces high above the ground, workers were supported by wooden platforms forty-nine-feet wide. For their hour-long lunch break, there was a canteen on the first (and later the second) platform with subsidised prices—Eiffel calculated that the money he spent here would be recouped in time savings, as the workers would not have to descend to the ground for lunch and then reascend afterwards to resume their labour. The sale and drinking of alcohol were banned, but (in a nice Gallic concession) only ‘outside mealtimes’.56 There was not one work-related fatality during the construction: the sole tragic exception came after-hours, when a drunken worker showing off to his girlfriend clambered up the ironwork, slipped, and plunged to his death.


Workers were well aware that this was a prestigious project and that time was of the essence if it were to be completed for the Universal Exposition. Eiffel’s employees were not averse to the occasional strike to press for higher wages—demands that Eiffel met with small increments while reassigning ringleaders to tasks at the tower’s lower levels, a loss of face that, if Eiffel himself is to be believed, led other workers sarcastically to label those ‘demoted’ as ‘the Indispensables’. Eiffel also promised a bonus to all workers who stuck at their job until the tricolore flew from the very top.57


Unashamedly modern in almost all aspects of its design and construction, the Eiffel Tower was bound to draw bitter criticism. To some, the great iron structure was nothing short of an act of vandalism inflicted on the historic cityscape. On Monday, 14 February 1887, just after work had begun, the respectably moderate and high-brow Parisian newspaper Le Temps (‘The Times’, after which it was modelled) published an excoriating denunciation penned by forty-seven writers, artists, and architects. At this stage only the foundations had been dug, but the authors were in no doubt that it would be a hideous blight on the Parisian skyline:




We… protest with all our strength, all our indignation, in the name of poorly understood French taste, in the name of art and French history under threat, against the erection in the very heart of our capital of the useless and monstrous Eiffel Tower.… Without falling into an exalted chauvinism, we have the right to proclaim loudly that Paris is the city that has no rival in the world. Above its streets, its broad boulevards, along its admirable quays, in the middle of its magnificent promenades, are ranged the most noble monuments born of human genius. The soul of France, creator of masterworks, is resplendent among this august flourishing of stone.58





Although Le Temps had a circulation of thirty thousand—a relatively modest record in this age of a burgeoning mass media—its dense though dry reportage ensured that it was read by the movers and shakers of metropolitan France. The protesters claimed that their concerns were driven by aesthetics, by a desire to preserve Paris’s place as a great city of culture and taste and the heart of France’s history. In this sense, the protest was just one side of the perennial friction between conservation and innovation:




It is sufficient, moreover… to imagine for an instant a vertiginously ridiculous tower dominating Paris like a gigantic, black factory chimney, crushing beneath its barbaric mass Notre-Dame, the Sainte-Chapelle, the Tour Saint-Jacques, the Louvre, the Dome of the Invalides, the Arc de Triomphe, all our monuments humiliated, all our architecture diminished, which will disappear in this stupefying dream. And over twenty years, we will see spreading across the entire city, still pulsating with the genius of so many centuries, we will see spreading like an ink stain the odious shadow of the odious column of bolted sheet metal.





The signatories of the piece included some of the most influential names in Parisian cultural life, among them the artist Ernest Meissonier, well known for his deeply researched Napoleonic paintings; the composer Charles Gounod, perhaps most famous for his version of ‘Ave Maria’ and for his opera Faust; the architect Charles Garnier, designer of the exuberantly ornate opera house that bears his name; and the writers Alexandre Dumas, famed for The Three Musketeers, among other novels, and Guy de Maupassant, whose lively short stories evoked so well the travails, foibles, and sexual misadventures of contemporary life.


Zola’s name is notably absent from the signatories. His whole approach as a novelist—his ‘naturalism’ and meticulous ‘scientific’ mindset, his emphasis on the importance of inheritance and environment, and his own republicanism—made him something of a kindred spirit to Gustave Eiffel with his great project. In fact, critics hostile to both Zola’s writing and Eiffel’s tower made the connection between the two. Even as Zola’s novel on peasant life, La Terre (The Soil, the fifteenth Rougon-Macquart volume), was being serialised in Gil Blas, the stolidly conservative Gazette de France scoffed that ‘this book is a deliberately assembled collection of sweepings, a compost heap, a monument to contemporary progress rivalling Eiffel’s iron syringe’.59


Yet the criticisms came from all directions. Maupassant, one of the signatories of the protest, castigated the tower as a ‘high and skinny pyramid of iron ladders… which just peters out into a ridiculous thin shape like a factory chimney’.60 Once the tower opened, he declared that he ate in its restaurant because it was ‘the only spot in Paris in which one doesn’t see it!’61 A confidential memorandum submitted to the commission that selected Eiffel’s design complained that the tower was contrary to artistic taste and to ‘French genius’. With a certain Gallic hauteur, the memorandum concluded that the tower’s brashness was redolent with philistinism in America, ‘where good taste is not yet very developed’.62 Some objected that its location would aesthetically ‘crush’ the city, while others, and certainly the Parisians living nearby, fretted that the Tower would actually crush their homes should it collapse. Residents living along the Champ de Mars—the main site of the Exposition—filed a lawsuit, fearing the consequences if the tower fell, and this delayed construction. Their anxieties were eased—and the court case failed—when Eiffel himself assumed personal liability for any damage or loss of life in that eventuality. He also answered the aesthetic concerns, replying to the artists’ protests, in an interview in Le Temps, ‘I myself think that my tower will be beautiful. Do not think that, just because we are engineers, we do not take account of beauty in our constructions and that because we build solidly and durably we do not also compel ourselves to construct elegantly.’63


As for the danger of the tower ‘crushing’ the other monuments of Paris beneath its enormous height, Eiffel remarked that to view Notre-Dame cathedral, one went to the parvis—the esplanade in front of it—from where one could not even see the tower. He denied that one building could ‘crush’ those around it, asking whether Charles Garnier’s opera house was as much ‘crushed’ by the buildings around it as it crushed them. The houses around the Arc de Triomphe appear no less diminished by the forty-five-metre height of the great arch itself. Moreover, he said, the Eiffel Tower would be useful to scientists conducting experiments in astronomy, biochemistry, meteorology, and physics, and would have a military use in times of war as an observation point and signal tower. These were indeed considerations that Eiffel had included in his original submission—and for him the utility of his tower developed into a genuine passion: he would instal a laboratory at the top for experiments and observations in meteorology, aerodynamics, astronomy, wind resistance, and more. The tower did become a useful strategic vantage point as well as a giant mast for radio transmission: the first wireless radio message would be sent from the top of the Eiffel Tower to the dome of the Panthéon some three miles away in 1898, and a transmission was beamed across the Channel in the following year. A radio mast and antennae were installed and put at the disposal of the military (which proved invaluable in 1914). The scientific and strategic use of the tower, in fact, was what saved it from being dismantled twenty years after the Universal Exposition, as was originally intended. Not for nothing do the four side-panels of the tower bear the names of (mostly) French scientists who had preceded Eiffel.64


Ultimately, Eiffel concluded in his defence of his tower, it would be a source of national pride: France was not just ‘a country of amusements, but also one of engineers and builders, whom one summons to all the regions of the world to construct bridges, viaducts, stations, and the great monuments to modern industry’. Elsewhere, Eiffel explained that the location chosen was important to its very existence. He admitted that, were it not for the Universal Exposition of 1889, his tower would never have been contemplated: its primary purpose was to act as ‘a triumphal entry to the Exposition and, from the Pont d’Iéna, one saw its great arches marvellously framing the outlines of the central Dome which led to the Gallery of Machines and, on either side, the domes of the galleries of Fine Arts and Liberal Arts’.65 When approaching the Eiffel Tower today from the Trocadéro across the Pont de Iéna or from the École militaire at the far end of the Champ de Mars, the strength of its splayed legs and its tapering height are still impressive: it can well be imagined how startling it would have been as the entrance arch to the 1889 Exposition.


The Temps urged its readers to reserve judgment until the tower was finished, remarking that this was ‘nothing other than an episode of the old quarrel between artists and engineers’. Yet beneath the practical and aesthetic concerns there lurked another, cultural and political, one: the tower also celebrated the cultural inheritance from the decisive—and divisive—rupture of the Revolution of 1789. Eiffel himself linked his great work with this revolutionary heritage and with the critical, scientific (and allegedly godless) culture of the ‘Age of Reason’ to which it was connected: ‘Such a tall tower which goes far beyond anything achieved until now, may be worthy of personifying not only the art of modern engineering, but also the century of Industry and Science in which we live, the road to which was paved by the great scientific movement of the end of the eighteenth century and by the revolution of 1789, to all of which this monument would be erected as an expression of France’s gratitude.’66


Émile Zola concurred. In his novel L’Oeuvre (The Masterpiece), published in 1888, his hero, the artist Claude Lantier, reflects that the nineteenth century needed its own kind of architecture. Modern society had no use for Greek temples, while there was no room for democracy in the Renaissance: ‘What was wanted was an architectural formula to fit that democracy… something big and strong and simple, the sort of thing that was already asserting itself in railroad stations and market halls, the solid elegance of metal girders.’67 Here, Zola has Lantier echoing Édouard Lockroy, the radical republican who, as minister of commerce and industry, played an important role in organising the Exposition. Lockroy agreed that ‘our industrial and democratic era must definitively discover its own [architecture]’: ‘Industry and science put new raw materials at our disposal. The more wrought iron and steel play a role in our construction, the more we will achieve our own distinctive efforts,’ he wrote. ‘This is the art of the nineteenth century, of the twentieth century.… The 1889 Exhibition has accelerated its birth.’68 With the tower’s celebration of republicanism and scientific modernity, it is perhaps fitting that it should have been at the restaurant reserved for journalists that Marguerite Durand and her husband, Georges Laguerre, should have had a very public, blazing row after he finally revealed the extent to which he had been involved in building monarchist support for General Boulanger. Durand’s republican blood boiled: it would prove to be the beginning of the end of their marriage.69


Yet the Universal Exposition was not just a celebration of science, of ingenuity, and of ‘1789’. It also showcased the French overseas empire. By the First World War, the global territory controlled by the French was ten times the surface area of France itself. Yet, as contemporaries saw, France itself had become that most awkward of contradictions—a republican empire. On the one hand, the Republic claimed to be based on the sovereignty of all its citizens—but an empire implied domination over colonial subjects. The same French republicans who exulted in 1889 as a consummation of the universalist principles of 1789 therefore had to address this paradox.70


The answer was found in the concept of the mission civilisatrice—


France’s ‘civilising mission’. If all human beings shared the same fundamental, immutable rights, not all peoples (it was argued) had reached a point of development where they were ready to see those natural rights translated into the legal rights of citizenship. France’s mission in the world was, therefore, to bring the Republic’s emancipating principles to its colonial subjects and, through ‘modernising’ projects—investment in education, railways, communication, hospitals—prepare them to be citizens of the universalising French Republic.71 With the emphasis on imperialism as an educational project, it comes as little surprise that just as Jules Ferry was the architect of the laws that brought free, universal, and compulsory primary education to France in the early 1880s, he was also one of the most enthusiastic drivers of French overseas imperialism based on (among other more material, economic motives) the ‘civilising mission’. Education was the means by which republican values and citizenship would be rooted both in France and across its empire: this was how imperialism and republicanism were reconciled.72


This synthesis was underpinned by the very scientific, rationalist values celebrated at the 1889 fair and embodied by Eiffel’s tower—or rather, a bastardised version of them, which held that racial differences were natural, and therefore unchangeable, and that, moreover, these differences divided humanity into ‘superior’ and ‘inferior’ races. This ‘scientific’ racism was used to justify further the mission civilisatrice: Jules Ferry proclaimed, ‘We must say openly that the superior races have a right over the lower races… that the superior races have a right because they have a duty… the duty to civilise the inferior races.’73 The explicit racism in Ferry’s vision blunted France’s republican universalism in practice: in 1870, for example, Jews in France’s colony of Algeria were given the full rights of citizenship, but the vast majority—Arabs, Kabyles—were denied such a status.74


As if to emphasise the ‘backwardness’ of the colonial peoples and so justify the Republic’s self-proclaimed imperial mission, during the six months in which the Universal Exposition ran, from May to November 1889, one of the most popular attractions was the colonial section on the Esplanade des Invalides. This consisted of richly ornamented pavilions from around the world—including the Algerian and Tunisian ones, inspired, in part, by the architecture of mosques, as well as the one representing Kampuchea, based on a tower at Angkor Wat. The whole, however, was centred on a wooden Palais Central des Colonies, its design primarily based on the colonial architecture of the French conquerors.75 Yet the greatest draw for the more than thirty-two million visitors to the Exposition was the tableaux vivants—reconstructions of ‘native’ villages populated by real people going about their daily activities. Visitors could gawp at Kabyle women at their looms, Arabs at prayer, Kanaks (from Nouvelle Calédonie) cooking their meals, and Senegalese and Vietnamese artisans at work: in all, there were some four hundred ‘indigenous’ people involved.76 The guide to the Exposition rhapsodised about these presentations of the colonies ‘in a delicious glow of colour, in an exquisitely disordered confusion of silhouettes… a suite of enchanting, animated sketches of African and Asian life’.77


For the people ‘on display’ in this way, the experience was a bitter one. Speaking in French, a Senegalese master-jeweller understandably complained, ‘We are very humiliated to be exhibited in this way, in huts like savages; these straw and mud huts do not give an idea of Senegal.… [W]e have large buildings, railroad stations, railroads. We light them with electricity. The Bureau of Hygiene does not tolerate the construction of this type of hovel.’ Some of the French visitors, at least, felt considerably ill at ease at the sight of these ‘human zoos’, one stating bluntly, ‘We forget that these are people and not exotic animals that we are watching behind the fences.’78


This discomfort rarely translated into opposition to French imperialism itself. So deep-rooted was his attachment to the universalist values proclaimed by the French Revolution that had shaped his political identity that even Jaurès, though consistently expressing sympathy for France’s colonial subjects, could not let go of the relationship between France’s republican values and its self-assumed mission to carry them around the world. He nonetheless rejected the idea that the races were unequal: pointing to the cultural and scientific contributions of the Islamic, Chinese, and Indian civilisations to the world, he saw no reason that they could not flourish again. Indeed, he argued that it was by synthesising their own cultural inheritance with some of the changes brought by the Europeans that the colonised peoples of the world would inevitably arise and struggle for their independence. Meanwhile, he demanded that if France were to provide (for example) the Arabs and Kabyles of North Africa with the security and conditions in which they could develop their societies, then it was essential that the French presence be peaceful, constructive, and unselfish. It was, of course, naïve, perhaps wilfully so, to believe that this was possible, but Jaurès at least denounced in parliament and in his journalism instances of abuse and rapacity by French colonisers.79
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