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  For CAMILLA




 





  ‘. . . Paris goes her own way. France, irritated, is forced to follow; later she calms down and applauds; it is one of the forms of our national life. A coach passes flying a

  flag; it comes from Paris. The flag is no longer a flag, it is a flame, and the whole trail of human gunpowder catches fire behind it.




  To will always, this is the fact about Paris. You think she sleeps, no, she wills. The permanent will of Paris—it is of this that transitory governments are not enough aware. Paris is

  always in a state of premeditation. . . . The clouds pass across her gaze. One fine day, there it is. Paris decrees an event. France, abruptly summoned, obeys. . . .




  This smouldering between Paris the centre and France the orbit, this struggle which resembles a swaying of the forces of gravity, this alternating between resistance and adherence, these bursts

  of temper of the nation against the city followed by acquiescence, all indicate clearly that Paris, this head, is more than the head of a people. The movement is French, the impulsion is Parisian.

  . . .’




  From the Introduction by Victor Hugo to the Paris Guides, 1867.
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Foreword





  DURING the crisis of June 1940, the French Government led by Paul Reynaud, having abandoned Paris and making its uneasy way towards Tours and Bordeaux,

  left strict instructions with the Prefect of Police in Paris, Roger Langeron: he was to stay in the city, along with his whole force of agents de ville, in order to forestall the possibility

  of a Communist coup in the absence of the Government. They were to await the arrival of the German military command so as to ensure that no barricades went up in Clichy, Belleville, and the

  eastern and south-eastern suburbs. Of course there was no hint of a coup, and, at the time, the French Communist Party was largely leaderless and in full disarray. Monsieur Langeron

  contacted the German authorities as soon as they arrived, assuring them that the Paris police force of 15,000 was at their disposal. Order was preserved.




  Of course M. Langeron and his superiors had learnt from past experience and were well aware of the terrible weight of history, the compelling pull of historical memory and precedent in the

  apparently endless conflict of Paris versus France, in that order. May 1795, the collapse of the Prairial Days and the occupation of the Fauborg Saint-Antoine by the Army had looked after Paris for

  a time: thirty-five years, something of a record, as it would turn out. The switch-overs of 1814 and 1815 had been effected painlessly, thanks to the good sense of the Provisional Government in

  insisting on the rapid deployment within the city of the Allied troops. Paris had remained quiet. Louis XVIII had even set up his Court within a city in which his brother had been murdered: both a

  measure of his own confidence, reinforced, it should be added, by the presence of a substantial Royal Guard, and a striking example of his desire to reign as le Roi de la Concorde and the

  King of Forgiveness. He had been remarkably successful in both objectives. But he had been old and ill, and his foolish successor had not appeared to have forgotten or forgiven anything.




  And so, after a blessed pause of thirty-five years, the whole obscene business had started up again in the murderous July Days of 1830, with some hundreds of victims later commemorated by name

  on the July Column. In order to avoid further bloodshed, Charles X had left Saint-Cloud for Rambouillet and had made his leisurely way to the coast, embarking for England. At the same time, the

  incurably silly, posturing Lafayette had made a second appearance, indeed a Second Coming, on the balcony of the old Hôtel-de-Ville, where he was able to persuade the

  usurper, Louis-Philippe, to drape himself in the tricolor flag, a gesture that did the trick, at least for the time being.




  But, so it was said, the July Monarchy had turned out, almost from the start, to be unglamorous and therefore boring, the greatest crime that any modern French regime could commit. The

  King of the French himself, it was alleged, was a crashing bore, who talked too much, especially to gathered firemen, and who carried a green umbrella. Guizot, too, his sensible minister, had gone

  on too long (only eight years in fact), so he too had had to go, along with Le Roi Bourgeois. Of Lamartine it had been said at the time: ‘M. de Lamartine était de ceux qui

  étaient devenus révolutionnaires pour se désennuyer.’ And there had been many more like him at the time (as, indeed, there still are). This had brought a new round of

  killing in February 1848. Louis-Philippe, like his predecessor Charles X, had had the decency to go off quietly, landing at Newhaven, and heading first of all for Eastbourne, before settling in

  Surrey.




  The elections of that year had given an enormous majority to moderate provincial royalists; they had also been seen, as they were meant to have been seen, as a massive vote against Paris. The

  June Days had followed, accompanied by much of the usual silliness: Marchons sur Varsovie (a very long march indeed) and exploding in a new topography of barricades in the east central

  districts of the city. The fighting between the insurgents on the one side, and the Army and the National Guards, who had been brought in from the western districts or from the provinces, had been

  savage; there had been atrocities on both sides, hostages had been summarily despatched, including the Archbishop of Paris. The repression that had followed had been ferocious; many insurgents had

  been shot, many others had been deported to Algeria; and there had thus been created a new generation of Parisian avengers, especially among the widows or the female companions of the victims.




  Haussmanisation had, if anything, made matters rather worse, by accentuating the class contrasts between one quarter and another, and by thus creating artisan ghettoes in the east and the

  north-east of Paris. The Butte des Moulins had been levelled, displacing an unruly population eastwards and rendering the Palais-Royal harmless from then on. But it had also made the wealthy

  western districts wealthier, the exclusive domain of middle-class families and their numerous servants, and the area had been further extended westwards by the taking in within the city’s

  boundaries of Neuilly, Chaillot, Passy and Boulogne.




  So the principal theme of Alistair Horne’s remarkable book, and one eloquently proclaimed by its title, The Fall of Paris, is the decisive crushing of the place, as it would be,

  once and for all. So it might be seen as a hopeful theme, albeit one realised at extraordinary bitter human cost: many, many more victims than those of the Terror of

  1793–4. Adolphe Thiers, the man who, more than any other, had decided to settle accounts with the violent and dangerous city, with its strident claims to revolutionary universalism, has

  suffered much at the hands of historians, at least until the recent reassessment by Patrick Bury and Robert Tombs in their well-documented biography. It is clear from the present book that in

  suddenly removing his Government to Versailles, and in thus handing over the city to the bewildered, directionless Commune, he not only acted with decision, but that there could not have been an

  alternative line of action open to him. He (and his ministers) had got out, had succeeded where the unfortunate Louis XVI had failed. At different times, by a variety of advisers, none of whom had

  taken the trouble to study the ground or to take a look at maps, Louis had been counselled to head for Rouen or for Bourges. Thiers had at least managed to get his hastily packed Government, as

  well as a clutter of Generals, to the relative safety of Versailles. The surprised leaders of the Commune had done the rest, by failing to pursue him there at a time when they still had the

  advantage of numbers. So it could be said, in view of what finally happened, at the cost of an appalling bloodbath on a scale unequalled in the nineteenth century, that the little man had saved

  France from its capital. And for this he deserves considerable credit. Of course, the conflict was not just one between the Provisional Government on the one side, and the quarrelsome leaders of

  the Commune, supported by the inhabitants of the eastern and north-eastern districts on the other. There were the Prussians to be considered as well. The author is rightly concerned at all times to

  keep them in the picture throughout. As it turned out, their presence somewhat facilitated the task of the Thiers Government by sealing off most of the northern exits from the Capital.




  As in any chronicle of events, dramatic or banal (in this case the former), there is the usual assortment of villains, sillies, the sensible, the victims and the pathetic, and

  the uncommitted, mere witnesses, in this case most of them American and English. The villains are readily identifiable: the apostles of hate: Rochefort, Pyat, Rigault, Ferré. There is a whole

  army of sillies, led, from behind, by France’s National Bore, her Pompier National, Victor Hugo, in full trumpeting bombast and Parisian Universalism, the City of Light. Here he is, as

  quoted by Mr Horne, calling the peaceable cities of France to rise up in defence of their cordially (and rightly) hated capital: ‘Lyons,’ he enjoins it, familiarly, ‘take thy gun;

  Bordeaux, take thy carbine; Rouen, draw thy sword’ (this addressed to the most pacific and prudent of French cities), ‘and thou, Marseilles, sing thy song, and become terrible.’

  One is glad to note that none responded to such declamatory appeals. There is more Hugolian bombast later on: ‘Paris’, he announces, ‘is resolved to let

  itself be buried under its own ruins rather than surrender,’ (he got the ruins). Later the old fool berates us, the English, for standing aside while the Capital of Civilisation is under

  siege. So it is with satisfaction that we hear of an English chronicler describing one of Hugo’s speeches as ‘of unexampled silliness’. He survives the Commune, of course, goes

  into exile, makes himself a nuisance in Brussels, so that the Belgian authorities sensibly move him on, and he ends up for a bit in Luxembourg. There are plenty of other sillies, though none on the

  Hugolian scale: they include the posturing Gambetta, the intolerable Louise Michel, the trying Elizabeth Dimitrieff, and the exhibitionist Bergeret.




  Of the sensible, one would give first place to the patient Jules Favre. But Gladstone and his Foreign Minister, Granville, deserve more than a mention. They both expressed sympathy at the plight

  of France, and resolutely refused to get involved. Some might accuse them of smugness, I think they were just showing remarkable good sense.




  The victims of these terrible events are innumerable, 22,000 or more, many of them are nameless, though many could be identified through the courts-martial documents in Vincennes. Two notable

  victims at once come to mind: the obstinate, honourable Louis Rossel, a regular Army officer, the son of a French Protestant and of a Scotswoman, who eventually joined the Commune out of patriotism

  and who attempted to bring a minimum of discipline into fédéré ranks. The other is the Archbishop of France, Mgr Darboy.




  What adds to the horror of this chronicle of war and violence is a topography that one associates with the early pictures of Sisley: the valleys of the Seine, the Marne, the rivers often in

  flood, the riverside villages under snow, a reassuring fist of place names, many within walking distance of Paris; and which is evocative of week-ends and happy leisure: Villiers, Champigny,

  Joinville, Epinay-sur-Orge, Bougival, Rueil, Gennevilliers, Issy, Le Point-du-Jour. Comfortable houses in ochre-coloured stone, with green shutters, are revealed unroofed and with gaping holes in

  their walls, there are uneven lines of broken poplars, and war has come to a peaceful, previously banal, rather pretty countryside.




  There is little place for humour in this account of war and revolution, revolt and repression. But I would single out the ‘lamb offered to one British correspondent [that] ironically

  turned out to be a wolf.’ And here is La Semaine Sanglante, with Paris burning, as seen from the fashionable Pavilion Henri IV, on the Terrasse de Saint-Germain, high up above

  the great bend of the Seine: a number of buildings appear to be alight, one of them seems to be the Louvre, ‘a large lady exclaimed: “Let’s hope he doesn’t mean the

  department store!” ’ She seems to have got her priorities right.


  

  

  *   *   *   *   *




  In this new edition of The Fall of Paris, the author has incorporated much of the work published since the book first came out in 1965, including the large number of

  books that were published in 1971 for the Centenary of the Commune. His book offers much the most comprehensive account of the War itself, the long Siege, the near-famine, the almost accidental

  proclamation of the Commune, in an atmosphere of holiday rejoicings and light-heartedness, and the terrible course of events that ensued. It is a brilliant account of one of the most sombre periods

  of modern French history. At the time of the present Bicentenaire of another Revolution, it is as well to be reminded that revolutions are not just about dancing in the streets, la

  fête populaire and similar light-hearted occasions for collective joy, but that they are also about lynchings and corpses in the streets.




  Richard Cobb




  Wolvercote, May, 1989




 





  Preface




  TODAY the thought of a European war between Germans and Frenchmen seems to belong to a remote era years away. This past half century of

  peace—already longer than the interval between the Franco-Prussian war and 1914—remains the outstanding historical achievement of the much criticized and little-loved European

  Common Market. But the conception of this book dates back to the 1950s, when—as a young foreign correspondent in Germany—I lived among the visible legacy of that last bout of

  Franco-German hostility, which was then still all too tangible and too close for comfort. Yet relations between France and Germany, the root of evil in the world I grew up in, had already taken a

  sudden miraculous turn; and, in contemplation of this happy fact, I began thinking of a book which might trace the lethal course of these relations over the preceding century. War has a curious way

  of crystallizing the more peaceful trends of history, and of pointing up the developments of the intervening years; as I later found Theodore Zeldin observing in his impressive France

  1848—1945,1 the French Army in particular also ‘acts as a magnifying lens revealing aspects of national problems, and of personal tensions,

  more clearly than they can be seen in civil society.’




  Thus my projected book was to be woven around three great battles, decisive in their own war, and in wider historical contexts as well. They were to be Sedan 1870, Verdun 1916, and Sedan 1940.

  There were many links—tactical, strategic, historical, and psychological—connecting the battles in this blood-sodden corner of France which made the project seem a fascinating one. Then

  a first visit to the sinister battlefields of Verdun engendered emotions that were never to leave me alone. As I read deeper and deeper, Verdun assumed predominance in my mind; subjectively, it

  almost seemed the central event in the war which, though ended seven years before I was born, overshadowed my childhood. And, more than any other battle I had ever read of, it seemed not

  only to symbolize the whole war, but to have affected the destinies of nations far beyond the actual conflict. Gradually it overlaid the rest of the trilogy, and out of it came a book called The

  Price of Glory: Verdun 1916. This in turn was followed, as the third leg of the trilogy, by To Lose a Battle: France 1940.




  But while writing The Price of Glory I found myself constantly having to refer back to 1870, and I knew that when I had finished the current project I would return

  there. Then once again the ground began to shift beneath my feet. Historical research is like a moving staircase; one thing is certain, that when you come to the end you will have journeyed far

  from your starting-point. As I set forth on the Franco-Prussian War, the brief encounter at Sedan—which sealed the fate of the Second Empire—began to be eclipsed by the long-protracted

  Siege of Paris as the supreme drama of the war. At Sedan the French never had a chance, the issue having already been decided, militarily, elsewhere; at Paris there was a chance, if not of actually

  winning the war, at least perhaps of gaining less humiliating terms in the peace that followed. And what was lost at Paris, by France, was much more than just a battle.




  The greatest difficulty in writing about the Siege of Paris was to separate it from the infinitely grimmer civil war that followed on the heels of the departing Germans. In the event, the two

  episodes proved inseparable; once again the escalator jolted forward, and I found myself confronted by the Commune as historically the more portentous of the two.




  In purely military terms, Paris fell twice in the space of six months; first to Bismarck, secondly to the French Government forces under Thiers. But she also fell in more than one sense; pride,

  as well as her traditional role of being the prime centre of European power, were involved (the latter never to be restored), and finally there was the grim fall of morality that accompanied the

  repression of the Commune.




  Some of the episodes related in this book will hardly be palatable to Frenchmen born now, and in recording them the author exposes himself to certain obvious charges. The Battle of Verdun,

  hideous tragedy though it was for both sides, has justly come to be regarded as France’s ‘finest hour’, but both the Siege and the Commune lie somewhere at the other end of the

  scale. Edmond Goncourt, a Parisian himself, advised in the middle of the Siege that ‘posterity should not presume to relate to future generations of the heroism of the Parisians of

  1870’. As the Commune crumbled in May 1871, some twenty thousand Parisians were slaughtered by their fellow-countrymen; and, for all our recent conditioning, the modern mind boggles at

  setting such occurrences inside what passed for the world’s most civilized city.




  It is not always easy to place an episode in its right historical context. Yet it was, in fact, all not so long ago; the daughter of a young Englishman Edwin Child, who witnessed many of the

  events recounted in this book was still alive when I wrote The Fall of Paris; Pétain, whose long, sad life ended in 1951, was a schoolboy outside Paris during the Siege and lived to play a vital part in two World Wars; Joffre, who manned the Paris ramparts as a volunteer gunner, was to lead the French Army from 1914 until Verdun ruined him;

  Mayor Clemenceau of Montmartre, who by a slight twist of fate might have been shot by either the Communards or the Government forces, survived to impose the Versailles Treaty on the defeated

  Germans of 1918. Winston Churchill was born four and a half years after the Commune was suppressed; Lenin, a few months before the Franco-Prussian War broke out; while Karl Marx was then fifty-two.

  There were also links with the past; among the many who defended Paris with their oratory was Victor Hugo, old enough to remember the Grand Army of the first Napoleon in which his father had been a

  general; and among the spectators on the Prussian side were Generals Burnside and Sheridan, veterans of the more recent American Civil War.




  Karl Marx’s paper on the Commune, ‘The Civil War in France’, which he wrote while ‘Bloody Week’ was still raging in Paris (although he himself got no closer to the

  seat of war than the British Museum), must be rated one of the all-time classics of journalism. His facts were astonishingly accurate; but he then proceeded to distort them for his own dialectic

  ends. One of the other principal difficulties in writing the present book was that it was virtually impossible to find any published sources on the Commune that are not violently parti pris:

  either Marxist or bourgeois in sympathy. Similarly, French accounts of the Siege, strongly subject to contemporary emotions, have to be treated with caution. Fortunately, there exists a wealth of

  ‘neutral’ rapportage, not to be found in two subsequent ‘World’ Wars. Britain—as well as the U.S.A.—was a non-belligerent, and the correspondents of the leading

  British papers ranged far and wide with the forces of both sides during the Siege, and subsequently under the Commune. Journalism was still an honoured trade, and their accounts—reinforced by

  others such as the official reports of a shrewd and level-headed American Minister, Elihu Washburne—were as literate, often superbly so, as they were objective. With the advent of the

  telegraph (and later the balloon from Paris), and in the absence of all forms of censorship, the Franco-Prussian War received a quicker and more accurate coverage than any war before, or

  since.2




  In the further pursuit of objectivity, I advertised in various American and British journals, inquiring after unpublished sources on the Siege and the Commune, and expecting to get perhaps three

  or four responses. Instead, to my astonishment, I received well over a hundred, many containing balloon letters actually flown out of besieged Paris. Much of the original material in this book was

  thanks to the kindness, and trust, of these correspondents, to whom I am more indebted than I can say. Space does not, unfortunately, permit me to express my appreciation to all

  of them individually, but I feel I must single out those few to whom I owe particular gratitude: Miss E. Child, for placing at my disposal the letters, journals, and mementoes of her father, Edwin

  Child—a rich source of impublished material subsequently bequested to King’s College, London; Major-General Sir E. L. Spears, Bt., for letters written to his grandfather, Edward Louis

  Hack;3 the Hon. Mrs. Mervyn Herbert, for access to the papers of Dr. Alan Herbert; Mrs. Stewart-Mackenzie of Seaforth, for the loan of the letters of her

  grandfather, Colonel the Hon. John Stanley; the Hon. Nancy Mitford and the Hon. Lady Mosley, for putting me on to both the Stanley papers and the writings of their grandfather, Thomas Gibson

  Bowles; Miss Clare Blount, for the loan of the letters of Sir Edward Blount; Mrs. C. H. Cole, for the papers of her great-uncle, Benjamin Wilson; Mr. Keith Brown, for the letters of his

  grandfather, William Brown; and, among my French correspondents, particularly to M. G. Antoine Girot, for providing access to the papers of his great-grandimcle, Louis Péguret.




  In addition, I must express my thanks individually to the following, here and in the United States, for various documents kindly loaned, or assistance given: Mr. R. C. Buss, Mr. E. G. Pierce,

  Miss Helene B. Lawrance, Miss Rosemary Meynell, Mr. H. T. Glover, Miss Patience Harbord, Mrs. Laura Strang, Mrs. M. F. Carter, Mr. Frederick J. Burnley, Mrs. W. M. Denham, Mr. Stephen Z. Starr, Mr.

  C. H. Gibbs Smith, Mr. Maurice Lyon, Mrs. V. Young, Mr. Francis C. Blount, the Royal Naval College, Dartmouth, the Société Jersiaise, and the Wallace Collection.




  I am especially grateful to Professor Michael Howard (whose excellent book, The Franco-Prussian War, in itself requires a separate note of indebtedness), Sir Isaiah Berlin, and Dr. A. L.

  Rowse for advice and suggestions made at different stages of the book. Much painstaking research and sifting of the unpublished material was carried out for me in the earlier phases by Mr. Michael

  Wheeler-Booth, whose help was invaluable to me. I am also profoundly indebted to Mr. Robert K. Windbiel and Mr. Robert Yeatman, for reading the manuscript with critical eyes, and particularly to

  Mrs. Venetia Pollock, who also performed the same service for my earlier book, The Price of Glory; and lastly to Mrs. Renira Horne, both for her valuable criticisms, and

  support. Needless to say, any errors that remain in the text are mine alone.




  Finally, I must record my thanks to Mrs. C. M. James and Mrs. A. R. Bruce for the arduous labour of transcribing my notes and typing the manuscript, and to Mrs. James additionally for preparing

  the bibliography as well as assisting on various points of research.




  *   *   *   *   *




  Over the ensuing years, I have been indebted to numerous correspondents and other authors who have provided helpful comments and new material; out of the many, I would like to

  mention, in particular, Mr. Frank Jellinek, Mr. W. M. McElwee MC of Sandhurst, and Mr. Michael Rosen of San Francisco. Though limited by space, in this new edition I have tried wherever possible to

  incorporate corrections, amendments and new material. Over the intervening years, events have taken place that modify, perhaps, previous perceptions, particularly of the Commune; Vietnam,

  Afghanistan, civil strife in the Lebanon and the événements of 1968 in Paris itself, at once spring to mind. But, for all these revised perceptions, I have personally come across

  few new sources that cause one radically to amend the historical record of 1870–1. Among the recent works to be found listed in the revised bibliography at the end of this book, in addition

  to the monumental two-volume oeuvre by my colleague of St. Antony’s College, Oxford, Theodore Zeldin, France 1848–1945, and Eugene Weber’s provocative Peasants

  into Frenchmen, I would however like to draw special attention to The War Against Paris, 1871 by Robert Tombs, for its thoughtful new perception of the role of Thiers’

  ‘Versailles Army’ in the reconquest of Paris from the Communards.




  Alistair Horne




  Turville, March 1989
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  The Great Exhibition of Paris, 1867




  1. The Greatest Show on Earth




  THE winter preceding the year of 1867 had been one of those, rare enough in Paris, that just never seemed to end. Spring itself was so far no more than

  a prolongation of the season of sleet and snow, whose gloom had served to intensify the shadows pressing in upon Louis-Napoleon’s Second Empire. Pessimists and the ubiquitous critics of the

  regime were hastening to predict that the Great Exhibition, intended as a brilliant cameo of the reign which would distract uneasy minds, would never get off the ground. Indeed, a bare ten days

  before the official opening on April 1st, a sea of mud had prevented the Emperor from travelling by coach from the Tuileries to inspect progress at the Champ-de-Mars. The next day five hundred

  workmen were set to work clearing the roads, while an even larger task force rushed preparations on the exhibition grounds.




  To the astonishment of most of Paris, the Cassandras were confounded. Unlike its predecessor in 1855, which Queen Victoria had visited and which had opened a fortnight late while exhibits were

  still uncrated (reminding cynical Parisians of a theatre where the curtain went up with the actors en déshabillé), the Great Exhibition began with faultless punctuality. True, with

  the signs of winter and haste not yet erased, it gave some the heart-rending presentiment of attending ‘the baptism of a puny child that seemed born only to die’.

  Then as April passed, the sun suddenly came out, all at once the shadows cleared, and even Haussmann’s pampered, opulent Paris had to admit that she had given birth to the spectacle of the

  epoch.




  The focus of the Exhibition, a few yards from where the Eiffel Tower stands today, was a vast elliptical building of glass 482 metres long, set in a filigree of ironwork, not unlike

  London’s own Crystal Palace. So high was the dome, marvelled Théophile Gautier, ‘that one had to use a machine to reach it, and the roof with its red arcades breached by the blue

  of the sky gave you a sensation of the immensity of the Coliseum’. Inside this huge pavilion all the leading countries of this new industrial era had ranged exhibits depicting the peak

  attained by human civilization. ‘There art elbowed industry,’ added Gautier, ‘white statues stood next to black machines, paintings hung side by side with rich fabrics from the

  Orient.’ The pavilion was divided into seven regions, each representing a branch of human endeavour, where the various nations of the world exhibited their most recent achievements. It was

  the year that Lister introduced antisepsis, and Nobel invented dynamite; in other spheres of activity, Russia annexed Turkestan, and the U.S.A. bought Alaska from Russia. Among her exhibits,

  America, just recovering from the Civil War, had sent a complete field service or ‘ambulance’, as it was then called, representing the peak of military medicine of the day. But the

  crowds passed it by, bestowing more attention upon a patent new piece of American furniture, described as a ‘rocking chair’. Britain had sent locomotives and imposing bits of heavy

  machinery, as well as a mass of Victoriana that attempted (with limited success, Paris thought) to combine comfort with elegance. There were displays of a new featherweight ‘wonder’

  metal, ‘aluminium’—so precious in its rarity that the Emperor himself had ordered a special dinner service made of it. In the science section which, with machinery, comprised the

  nucleus of the Exhibition, there were also some marvellous products of a substance known as ‘petroleum’; a name which no one thought would cause a particular shudder in Paris in a few

  years’ time.




  From Prussia had been sent, among other things, an equestrian statue of the venerable King Wilhelm I. Parisians found it slightly ridiculous, but were too polite to say so. Rather more

  eye-catching was an immense 50-ton gun exhibited by a Herr Krupp of Essen, who had started life as a manufacturer of railway wheels. Firing a 1,000-lb. shell which weighed as much as two small

  cannon, it was the biggest thing the world had ever seen, and for this it won a prize. At the Crystal Palace in 1851 Herr Krupp had also shown some of his new steel cannon (the

  rest of the world was still casting them in bronze), but though women had found them ‘enchanting’, he had gained practically no orders. So this time he took the bold step of presenting

  the monster to his king; an extravagant but awkward gift. French military men eyed Herr Krupp’s exhibit with perhaps more attention than they would have done had that nation of comic

  professors and beer-swilling bombasts not astonished Europe by trouncing Austria in a staggeringly short campaign the previous year. But for the moment the world was all peace, and the menacing

  black gun seemed to belong as much to the past as the droll collection of cannibal arms exhibited by missionaries at a near-by stand. Paris as a whole was not unduly impressed; any more than she

  was by the grave Prussian officers with their mutton-chop whiskers who showed such flattering interest in the relief plans of all the great French fortresses which their hosts had obligingly placed

  on show. Besides, thought Paris, the Krupp gun—like its progenitors—was gross and ugly, and therefore to be regarded as of no serious account.




  More appropriate to the mood of the moment than the grim products displayed by Krupp, so it seemed, was Louis-Napoleon’s own contribution of a statue of a robust nude reclining upon a

  lion—entitled ‘Peace’. As might perhaps be expected, the beautiful and the frivolous formed an important part of France’s exhibits, which occupied nearly half of the total

  ground space of the Great Pavilion. Edwin Child, a twenty-year-old Briton serving as a jeweller’s apprentice in Paris, was quite overcome by the ‘fabulousness’ of the jewellery.

  In the diary that he was to keep so meticulously in the midst of the dramatic events of the next four years, he wrote goggle-eyed of ‘rich peacocks, birds of species as yet unknown, tiaras of

  diamonds, rubies, emeralds, etc., but in such profusion as even to rival the palace of Aladdin . . . one might go on for ever in describing it’. Less frivolous, however, was one of the main

  keynotes struck by the Exhibition as a whole, in which the Emperor himself had shown a special interest, and this was the life of the worker in the new industrial age. There was a special section

  devoted to ‘bon marché’ goods (though someone remarked superciliously that it slightly gave the impression of a shabby bazaar). Scattered around outside in the park lay

  complete ‘model’ workers’ dwellings, among which Louis-Napoleon in person was an exhibitor (tactfully he was given a prize). Denizens of Belleville and the other less salubrious

  working-class slums of Paris came and gazed at these in silence, wondering from what bourgeois dream of Utopia they could have emanated. At the very heart of the Exhibition the social achievements

  of the Second Empire (and they were by no means trivial) were to be found summed up in an imposing gallery, entitled ‘The History of Labour’. But there were one or

  two events, perhaps too recent, perhaps too apparently insignificant, that went unrecorded. In this same year of 1867, a German-Jewish professor exiled in London published a weighty book called

  Das Kapital. While, in Paris, the Great Exhibition was reaching its glittering climax, in Lausanne the ‘International’ held its second Congress; and seldom had France known a

  year with more industrial stoppages.




  Beside the ‘History of Labour’ gallery stood that of the Beaux-Arts. Imposing as were its contents, however, the dead hand of the Academicians had deliberately excluded all

  the rising talent that was in any way controversial. Works by Ingres, Corot, and Théodore Rousseau crowded the walls, but Pissarro, Cézanne, Monet were all rejected, as were Courbet and

  Manet; though the last two had managed to obtain permission to erect, at considerable personal cost, private pavilions outside, where for 50 centimes you could go to jeer at the Déjeuner

  sur l’herbe. Indeed, it was really in the outer space surrounding the immense dome that the chief magic of the Exhibition lay; a magic that tended to distract the visitor from the more

  solid displays within. Walking through it reminded one of a voyage round the world, and visitors of the epoch were suddenly astonished to discover for the first time how shrunken the telegraph, the

  steamship, and the soon-to-be-opened Suez Canal were making the world seem. French was a language hardly heard. Each nation had erected stalls and kiosks where pretty girls or ferocious tribesmen

  served their customers in bizarre national costumes. Russians wandered about with their little steppe ponies among Yakut and Kirghiz yurts; while Mexicans in gay ponchos ogled a

  reconstruction of the Roman catacombs, pigtailed Chinese wandered serenely round a replica of the Green Mosque of Bursa. Bosomy maidens from Bavaria dispensed beer to morose Andalusians, who in

  turn were wooed by Arab coffee-vendors, with their raucously insistent calls and magnificent robes. Via the port of Antwerp, one reached an Inca palace; an avenue of sphinxes guarding the Egyptian

  Temple led to the Swedish house of Gustavus Vasa. Inside the temple, the blackened flesh of a mummy, dead two thousand years, was unbandaged before the shocked eyes of the Goncourt brothers.




  Above this extraordinary panoramic babel, as an unread augury of a less distant future, bobbed and hovered a double-decker captive balloon in which Nadar, the famous photographer, took

  visitors—a dozen at a time—for flights over the exhibition grounds; while up and down the Seine new excursion boats capable of carrying a hundred and fifty passengers made their first

  appearance. They were called bateaux-mouches.




  Whether you regarded it from aloft in the Géant or the Céleste, from the river, or merely on foot, the Champ-de-Mars presented an unbelievable

  ensemble of brilliance, mediocrity, and simply execrable taste, but above all of dazzling colour beyond the palettes of even that garish new school not yet named ‘Impressionist’. In

  this era of the Suez Canal and Indian nabobs, of the Japanese print and the first of the European interventions in China, the influence of the Orient predominated. It was especially so as dusk came

  on. Then, the Goncourts remarked, ‘the kiosks, the minarets, the domes, the beacons made the darkness retreat into the transparency and indolence of nights of Asia.. . . And the banners, the

  flames, the unfurled flags of the nations gave us an impression of walking on a street of the Middle Empire.’ With nightfall, too, life on the Champ-de-Mars assumed a new allure. Cheap food,

  wine, and entertainment attracted all Paris; you could dine excellently for 80 centimes, and Edwin Child recorded that even on his apprentice’s pittance he could afford ‘a jolly good

  oyster supper and white wine’. At the same time in one of the casinos he also noted (though far from prudish) being ‘nearly disgusted with the masks . . . bordering on the

  obscene’. There was indeed something for everybody’s taste. Simple provincials came to gaze and gape at the city women wearing the new, svelte, seductively reduced line, with which the

  English couturier, Worth, had finally—that same year—dethroned crinoline with all its protective billows. From all over Paris the demi-monde in its various ranks converged; the

  cocodés and cocodettes, lorettes, grandes horizontales, and petits crevés jostled disapproving men in black selling Bibles. Pimps and pickpockets

  mingled with the swarm of street performers and the charlatan salesmen of patent hair-restorers and arsenic-based rejuvenators that were said to have killed off the Duc de Morny. All night, and

  week after week, the Capuan revels continued amid the kiosques with their provocative girls in national dress, offering an infinite variety capable of satisfying all but the most jaded

  appetite. Even the Goncourts, profoundly knowledgeable about Second Empire life, were evidently stirred by what they saw:




  

  At the English buffets in the Exhibition, there is a fantastic quality in the lustre of the women, in their crude pallor and their flaming hair; they are like the whores of the Apocalypse,

  something terrifying, frightening, inhuman.






  As the weeks went by, illustrious guests and visitors poured into Paris from every corner of the globe. The city resembled one enormous inn, bearing a sign of ‘Complet’ at the

  entrance. Prices soared, and in protest at being driven from their garrets by the sudden increase in rents, students in the Quartier Latin threatened to ‘go and camp in the Jardin du Luxembourg’. They were spurred on by an angry young man with a bushy beard called Raoul Rigault, who was later to achieve some notoriety during the days of the

  Commune, but now no one paid much attention to their plight. There were too many other things to occupy the mind, and what more than the resplendent arrival of the various monarchs and their

  retinues ? There was the Prince of Wales, smiling appreciatively on the frivolous city he adored, and the Princess Royal, shocking it by her dowdy gowns; the Pasha of Egypt, the Sultan of Turkey,

  Kings of Greece, Sweden, and Denmark, Kings and Queens of Belgium and Spain; the brother of the Mikado of Japan, the King of Prussia and the Tsar and Tsarina of All the Russias. Only Franz-Josef of

  Austria, and his brother, unhappy Maximilian of Mexico, were conspicuously absent. Seldom had there been such a concourse. It comprised, as Prosper Mérimée remarked cynically, ‘a

  table d’hôte quite as amusing as that which Candide encountered in Venice’. No less than the cantonment on the Champ-de-Mars, Haussmann’s bright new Paris seemed to

  have been built specifically for these arrivals to the Exhibition. The straight wide boulevards imparted a pomp to the coach processions, flanked by the Imperial Cent Gardes, who with their

  blazing breastplates were themselves refulgent like gods of mythology; for all of which Edwin Child could only find the French word féerique. Almost daily there was a procession, with

  the Emperor seeming to be constantly in attendance at a station to meet a royal train.




  Great was the excitement in Paris when it was announced that the King of Prussia and the Tsar would arrive in close succession at the beginning of June. Although the latter was the real guest of

  honour (high politics decreed it so), it was King Wilhelm of Prussia and his massive Chancellor, Count von Bismarck, who attracted all eyes. On the train they passed positions the old king had

  occupied in 1814, when he had contributed to the downfall of his present host’s uncle. Though some Parisians detected a note of typical Teutonic tactlessness as the King complimented them,

  ecstatically, on ‘what marvellous things you have done since I was last here!’, on the whole they thought his behaviour quite unexceptionable. In fact he stole many hearts by always

  doing the right thing; for instance, by his kindly display of affection for the fragile Prince Impérial, then recovering from an illness. A comfortable figure projecting an image of some

  benevolent country squire, he set the nervous French at ease, and indeed seemed utterly at ease himself; as someone remarked uncharitably after the event, he explored Paris as if intending to come

  back there one day. Even the terrible Bismarck, whose great stature made Wickham Hoffman of the U.S. Legation think of Agamemnon, positively glowed with goodwill. Beauties of

  Paris society surrounded him, admired his dazzling White Cuirassier uniform and the enormous spread eagle upon his shining helmet, and attempted to provoke him; but in vain. In conversation with

  Louis-Napoleon, he dismissed last year’s Austro-Prussian war as belonging to another epoch, and added amiably ‘Thanks to you no permanent cause of rivalry exists between us and the

  Court at Vienna’. The festive atmosphere temporarily obscured the full menace of this remark.




  On April 12th, the Emperor attended the premiére of one of the great entertainments to be produced in honour of his Royal guests: Offenbach’s La Grande Duchesse de

  Gérolstein, with the immortal Hortense Schneider (persuaded not without difficulty) playing the lead role. La Grande Duchesse was an event of international importance. Of all its

  galaxy of talent, no one represented the spirit of the Second Empire in all its irony and gay hedonism more than this migrant from a Cologne synagogue choir, Jacques Offenbach. For years the

  orchestras in the Bois had had their repertoires full of the lilting tunes from Orphée aux Enfers and La Belle Hélène, the regimental bands marched to Offenbach, and

  only last year Paris had been driven to a frenzy by the cancan from La Vie Parisienne. Now here was this new triumph about the amorous Grand Duchess of a joke German principality,

  embarking on a pointless war because its Chancellor, Baron Puck, needed a diversion. Its forces were led by a joke German general called Boum, as incapable as he was fearless, who invigorated

  himself with the smell of gunpowder by periodically firing off his pistol into the air. The farce, tallying so closely with Europe’s private view of the ridiculous Teutons, was too obvious to

  be missed. When the Tsar came to see it, his box was said to have rung with unroyal laughter. Between gusts of mirth, members of the French court peeped over at Bismarck’s expression, half in

  malice, half in apprehension, wondering if perhaps King Wilhelm’s lack of tact about his previous visit to Paris had not been revenged to excess. But nobody appeared to be showing more

  obvious and unrestrained pleasure than the Iron Chancellor himself; one might almost have suspected that the pleasure was enhanced by the enjoyment of some very secret joke of his own. In the

  interval, crowned heads jostled each other to enter Hortense’s dressing-room, and the more fortunate were honoured at her home, gaining her the unkind nickname of le Passage des

  Princes. Overnight La Grande Duchesse became the jewel of the Exhibition.




  Day after day the sparkling entertainments continued. On April 29th it was the first night of Gounod’s new opera, Roméo et Juliette; his greatest, Paris thought. On June 21st,

  as a demonstration of just how liberal the Empire was becoming, and could afford to become, Louis-Napoleon permitted a revival of Hernani, proscribed since 1852, the

  work of that incorrigible old revel in exile, Victor Hugo. It nearly backfired; the occasion was marked by a noisy anti-Bonapartist manifestation, amid a clamour to bring back Hugo. (Fortunately by

  this time most of the visiting dignitaries had already returned to their homes.) And all the time the giggles and laughter echoed from behind the cabinets particuliers in the restaurants and

  from the private establishments. Never had prostitution in all its various degrees found Paris such a paradise. On the Champs-Élysées one of the Goncourts overheard a cocotte

  boasting to her friend: ‘I’ll tell you frankly; one’s making eight hundred francs; one lives on three, and puts five hundred in a Savings Bank.’ Writing to his friend,

  Panizzi, about the opéra bouffe arrival of the Sultan, Prosper Mérimée expressed the thought that ‘all these great personages come to see Mademoiselle

  Thérésa4 and Mademoiselle Menken. These ladies are doing brilliant business and have raised their prices, like the butchers; like them they too are

  selling fresh meat, or what passes for it.’ The more prudish critics of the regime were heard to remark: ‘If I were the Emperor I wouldn’t be flattered that people came to visit

  me in order to carry out public orgies.’




  Few nights passed without one of the magnificent balls in which the Second Empire so excelled. At the great embassies they waltzed till dawn to the latest Strauss number, ‘The Blue

  Danube’. At the Tuileries, where the Empress gave a ball in honour of her Russian guests, and the great Strauss himself led the orchestra, the gardens had been rendered even more enchanting

  by cordons of that new invention, electric light, which made the extravagant uniforms and jewels so glitter and flash that once again féerique was the only word that sprang to mind. As

  red and green Bengal lights were reflected in it, water cascading over stucco rocks from specially constructed fountains ‘looked like a torrent of fiery lava en miniature’, wrote

  one guest. ‘No one thought of dancing. Everyone wanted to listen to the waltz. And how Strauss played it!’ Then the Emperor took to the floor with the Queen of Belgium, the Crown Prince

  of Prussia with the Empress.




  When could this dream of a Thousand and One Nights ever end, what would replace it ? But the climax of it all was to come with the great review at Longchamp. Again it was organized principally

  for the delight of the Tsar, yet Louis-Napoleon also had in mind how nothing impressed the King of Prussia more than a good parade, and he was a man whom it was desperately

  important to impress. Sixty thousand troops were to have taken part—though, in the event, somehow only thirty-one thousand could be mustered. But in the vibrant sunshine, their sheer panache

  quite obscured such a numerical deficiency. From the great fortress of Mont-Valérien perched high above the racecourse, a cannon thundered out. The Emperor was arriving, escorted by Spahis on

  magnificent black chargers, and with the Tsar on his right and King Wilhelm of Prussia on his left. Led by the veteran Marshal Canrobert, the French troops marched and rode past their Emperor:

  grenadiers in high shakos, light infantry in yellow-striped tunics, chasseurs with green plumes, cavalry with their long lances and awe-inspiring helmets, fierce, turbaned zouaves in red and blue,

  accompanied by the little vivandières who skipped saucily along with small kegs of brandy slung, St. Bernard-like, round their necks. Then came the artillery, caparisoned as for a royal

  tournament, with superbly polished weapons that had seen service in the Crimea and at Solferino. To anyone who had inspected the Krupp monster on the Champ-de-Mars, the little brass cannon did seem

  somewhat antique; an observation not escaping the hard eyes of Bismarck, and which no doubt added savour to the private joke he had so enjoyed at La Grande Duchesse. But on this intoxicating

  June day these were ungrateful thoughts, drowned by the great roars of ‘Vive l’Empereur !’ as each detachment swept past the Imperial stand. The review terminated with a

  massed cavalry charge of ten thousand cuirassiers, carabiniers, scouts, lancers, and hussars. Within five yards of the royal guests they halted, in perfect unison, saluting with drawn sabres.

  Amidst the wild applause of the spectators, the Tsar and the King of Prussia solemnly saluted their host, bowed to the Empress Eugénie, and then warmly congratulated Marshal Canrobert. It was,

  even the anti-Bonapartists had to admit, possibly the most memorable day of the reign. Nothing like it had ever been seen before—nor ever would again.




  The Tsar, certainly, was impressed, and was almost effusive in the compliments he paid his host. Louis-Napoleon was delighted. The unattended new danger of Prussia in European affairs had

  dictated that his most important task during the Exhibition should be, in the unfortunate absence of Austria, to woo Tsar Alexander II, and the visit had not started off too auspiciously. There had

  been serious thought as to whether he should have come to Paris in the first place; it was after all the uncle of this new Emperor of the French who had caused the burning of his uncle’s

  Moscow, and memories of the Crimea were recent enough still to hurt. On his arrival a wide detour of the procession had been carefully planned by Louis-Napoleon, so as to

  avoid the Boulevard Sébastopol; yet despite these precautions there had been shouts from the crowd of ‘Long live Poland!’, and the Tsar had reached the Tuileries in ill humour. But

  the seductive soft charms of Paris in early summer, the brilliant spectacles lavished upon him as well as the attentive courtesy of his host, had begun to thaw the Russian ice, and as they drove

  together from Longchamp, he had never seemed in better humour. Then suddenly something terrible happened. A twenty-two-year-old Polish patriot called Berezowski leaped out of the crowd and fired a

  pistol at the Tsar. He missed, but the white gloves of the Tsarevich were spotted with blood from a wounded horse. Louis-Napoleon was distraught; ‘Sir’, he said gallantly, ‘we

  have been under fire together; now we are brothers-in-arms.’ The Tsar, shaken by this all-too-nearly successful preview of the dreadful death fate was storing for him, was icy. In one second

  all Louis-Napoleon’s dreams for an accord with Russia seemed farther off than they had ever been.




  There was talk of calling off the great ball to be held in the Tuileries that night. Somehow the shot fired at the Tsar had extinguished a portion of the blaze of light generated by the

  Exhibition. The police state once again revealed itself beneath the benign, almost liberal, countenance of the Empire. A heavy hand descended on ‘subversive elements’ in the Paris

  population, and even the ‘rebel’ artists were told that their private exhibitions outside the Champ-de-Mars would no longer be permitted. On June 11th a still outraged Tsar left Paris.

  Three days later the Prussian entourage followed, and the Chefs de Protocole stood at the station wondering if all the banalities of goodwill that had been uttered did not now ring a little

  hollow. As the lights dimmed, so people once more became aware of things standing in the dark shadows. Before long there was more bad news. On June 19th the Emperor Maximilian I of Mexico,

  Franz-Josef’s brother and Louis-Napoleon’s puppet, abandoned by his French protectors to the mercy of the Mexican nationalists, was shot at Querétaro. Ten days later the news was

  brought to Louis-Napoleon just as he was distributing prizes at the side of the Sultan of Turkey. This time all celebrations were at once cancelled, for with the death of the unhappy Maximilian

  died the hopes of the Bonapartes’ last foreign adventure. At top speed Manet produced a huge painting of the tragedy, but was forbidden to hang it in his gallery, on the grounds that it might

  be construed as reflecting upon imperial policy. Next there came reports that that old trouble-maker, Garibaldi, was on the move again in Italy, while in the Assembly the Orleanist, Thiers, was up

  to mischief. There were predictions of a bad harvest in France, portending a rise in food prices, and news from Algeria of cholera and famine.




  Despite all this, the Exhibition with all its accompanying revelry carried on insouciantly throughout the summer and into the autumn. Towards the end, Emperor Franz-Josef

  of Austria paid a belated visit, though grieving a dead brother and with a sister-in-law driven insane by the tragedy, and too injured by France ever to offer either the friendship or alliance that

  Louis-Napoleon so badly needed. At the beginning of September Baudelaire, paralysed by syphilis, died aged forty-six in a madhouse; two months later workers began the dreary task of dismantling the

  Great Exhibition and a long line of Seine barges queued to remove the debris, the unrecognizable papier-mâché fragments of the gaudy pavilions and ephemeral kiosks. Soon the Champ-de-Mars

  was once again an empty field. With the departure of his last guests, Louis-Napoleon, as the shadows mounted round him once again, began to suffer pain from the stone for which the past excitement

  had acted as a distracting opiate. An atmosphere of after-the-ball-is-over descended on the city at large. Some sensed that the Exhibition had been the last rocket of the imperial fête, and

  that all there was left now was the smell of powder. Sober heads began to tot up the accounts. On the surface, there was no gainsaying the spectacular triumph of the Exhibition; even the Assistant

  Secretary at the American Legation, Wickham Hoffman, had to admit grudgingly that it was ‘the most successful ever held except our own at Philadelphia’. A staggering total of fifteen

  million people had visited it, three times as many as its predecessor in 1855. But had it done as much for the unemployed as it had for industrial progress ? Would it bring France new prosperity at

  home, and above all had it brought her any new friends ? Or had the foreigners who came simply departed more aware of France’s weaknesses and resentful at her triumphs ? Certainly no one

  would challenge Comte Fleury’s famous remark, ‘In any case, we had a devilish good time’, which seemed to apply to the Exhibition as much as to the Second Empire as a whole. But

  there was also something in a nostalgic reflection made by Gautier as he mused on the Champ-de-Mars in sadder days three years later, when it seemed to him as if whole centuries had passed since

  1867.




  

    ‘C’était trop beau !’
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  The Tuileries Ball, 1867




  2. Empire in Decline




  C’était trop beau !




  THE words may have been spoken in partial hindsight, but who during those féerique months of 1867, when the Empire seemed to have reached a

  peak of splendour, could have foreseen then what tragic reversal of fortune lay ahead for France, and particularly for Paris herself, within a passage of less than four years time ? Who could have

  imagined that the scene of that glittering triumph, the Tuileries Ball, would be reduced to ashes, together with so much of central Paris; the Emperor disgraced and in exile; the Empire already

  little more than a dim memory ? History knows of perhaps no more startling instance of what the Greek tragedians called peripeteia, the terrible fall from hubristic, prideful heights.

  Certainly no nation in modern times, so replete with apparent grandeur and opulent in material achievement, has ever been subjected to a worse humiliation in so short a time. Within just three

  years of the closing-down of the Great Exhibition, badly beaten French soldiers would be encamped upon the Champ-de-Mars; la ville lumière besieged by that amiable, courteous King of

  Prussia, her lights extinguished through lack of fuel, her epicurean populace reduced to a diet of rats. A few months more, and that same king would be crowned emperor over

  the prostrate body of his former host’s fallen Empire; his coronation followed by one of the harshest peace settlements ever imposed by one European state upon another.




  Who, in 1867, could have predicted all this ? Yet there was still worse to come. Less than two months after the war against the Prussian invader had ended, and the first Siege of Paris had been

  lifted, there would occur in March 1871 the savage civil war for ever to be associated with the name of the Commune de Paris. Before this new conflict was over, during the last desperate

  days of May 1871 some twenty thousand men, women, and children would be massacred in the streets of Paris by their own countrymen; a blood-bath which made the Terror of 1793–4 with its

  twenty-five hundred executions protracted over fifteen months seem restrained by comparison, and which exceeded by far in numbers those killed by enemy action during the four months of Prussian

  siege. Out of the Commune’s brief revolutionary reign in Paris, and above all out of its brutal repression, would grow a deep-rooted bitterness that still gnaws at the heart of French

  politics today.




  The Commune poses a set of problems rather different from those of the Siege. In order of importance, essentially military issues become replaced by social and ideological themes. Without the

  lessons and legends derived from the Commune, there would probably have been no successful Bolshevik Revolution in 1917, and its influence behind another French military disaster—that of

  1940—cannot be obscured. In the light of all that has transpired since, the Commune appears as the more historically significant of the two events; certainly it is still regarded as such in

  the Communist world today. Even though the Siege and the Commune seemingly constitute two quite separate subjects, about each of which a flood of literature has been written, they should not in

  fact be treated in isolation. The Commune emerged directly from the Siege; without the Siege, the Commune of 1871 could never have happened; without an account of the Commune, the story of the

  Siege is incomplete. Many of the dramatis personæ are the same in both events, and, above all, Paris herself remains the grandly tragic heroine, common to each act.




  And yet, however clearly the sparks which ignited the Commune may be traced to the Siege, there exist factors in the background, unconnected with the Siege, which contributed fundamentally to

  the explosive content of proletarian Paris. For an understanding of this, one has to turn back to examine the diseases concealed by the alluring façade of the Second Empire; as indeed one also

  must in order to find an explanation of why Louis-Napoleon’s Army which had presented so brave and glittering a spectacle at the Great Exhibition should perform so

  dismally only three years later.




  *   *   *




  As memories of the Great Exhibition faded away and the Empire rushed on towards its extinction, in the three years of life remaining to it the sounds of revelry still lingered on, the masked

  balls continued. Just as in England the Victorian code became inseparable from the name of the sovereign, so from its very origins Second Empire society had never shown itself more loyal than in

  its eagerness to follow the paths indicated by its pleasure-loving Emperor. During the early days of the reign, the haut monde escaping from the bourgeois virtuousness of

  Louis-Philippe’s regime had sought consciously to recapture the paradise of Louis XV. In the Forest of Fontainebleau courtesans went hunting with their lovers, attired in the plumed hats and

  lace of that period. In Paris nothing set the tone of the epoch nor typified it more than those masked balls which so impassioned Louis-Napoleon, and at which he loved to appear as a Venetian noble

  of the seventeenth century. While the masks permitted their wearers to escape into a Walter Mitty world of fantasy, so the peacock extravagance of the occasions themselves bedazzled and distracted

  the eye from the more unpleasant realities that lay just beneath the surface. Each ball was more luxurious than the last, and throughout the reign those at the Tuileries occurred with such

  regularity as almost to resemble a non-stop carnival.




  Few were more memorable than the one held at the Ministère de la Marine in 1866 where the guests were required to form tableaux vivants of the four continents. A procession of four

  crocodiles and ten ravishing Oriental handmaidens covered in jewels preceded a chariot ‘in which was seated Princess Korsakow en sauvage’, noted an English guest. ‘The fair

  diplomate gratified us by the sight of one of the best-shaped legs it has been my good fortune to see for many a day; we could judge of its proportions above the knee, as the flesh-tinted maillot

  which covered while it did not conceal the limb, was of the most zephyr-like texture.’ Next came Africa, Mademoiselle de Sèvres, mounted on a camel fresh from the deserts of the Jardin

  des Plantes, and accompanied by attendants in enormous black woolly wigs; finally America, ‘a lovely blonde, reclined in a hammock swung between banana trees, each carried by negroes and

  escorted by Red Indians and their squaws’. Three thousand guests came, and the cost of this one ball alone was put at four million francs.5




  As the prevailing styles decreed, the women at these balls emphasized their bosoms to the limits of decency (sometimes beyond): they were magnificent, outrageous, and

  predatory animals. There was the Marquise de Gallifet (whose husband was to play so sinister a role in Paris during the last days of the Commune), sometimes clad as a great white swan, at others as

  Archangel Michael, her breast sheathed in golden armour. And there was the nineteen-year-old Comtesse de Castiglione, Louis-Napoleon’s most ravishing and dangerous mistress, who once appeared

  at the Tuileries as a provocative Queen of Hearts; which drew from the Empress the deadly shaft that ‘her heart is a little low’. What went on in the antechambers to these

  entertainments the rest of Paris suspected, without needing to hear about Madame X, who had once returned to the ballroom with the Duke de Morny’s Légion d’Honneur imprinted upon

  her cheek.6 To the prudish or the uninvited, these balls seemed thinly veiled orgies, and indeed the scene more often resembled Rubens than Watteau.




  A Victorian visitor to Paris in 1870, Lady Amberley,7 wrote to her mother: ‘We have been each night to the play and are much disgusted with the

  badness of the morals they exhibit. I hope real life is not as bad.’ A curious film of hypocrisy slicked over the surface of the Second Empire; Flaubert was prosecuted in 1857 for offending

  public morals by Madame Bovary, Manet was subjected to most virulent Press attacks for the ‘immorality’ of his Olympia and the Déjeuner sur l’herbe; and

  women smoking in the Tuileries Gardens were as liable to arrest as were young men bathing without a top at Trouville. But underneath, in fact, the morals of the Second Empire were every bit as bad

  as Lady Amberley feared, and probably worse. Nana was its ikon, and its motto the rhetorical question from Offenbach’s La Belle Hélène that required no answer:




  

    

	

      

        Dis-moi, Vénus, quel plaisir trouves-tu




        À faire ainsi cascader ma vertu ?8


      


    


  


   




  From top to bottom Paris was obsessed with love in all its forms as perhaps never before. In 1858 the Goncourts confided to their journal, almost with a note of surprised discovery:

  ‘Everybody talks about it all the time. It is something which seems to be extremely important and extremely absorbing.’ Even in their own circle, where some of the

  greatest intellects of the times gathered, few evenings went by without Sainte-Beuve or another holding forth on sex on an almost schoolboy plane. According to Paris police records, during one

  month in 1866, 2,344 wives left their husbands, and 4,427 husbands left their wives; there were some five thousand prostitutes registered at the Prefecture, and another thirty thousand ‘free

  lances’.




  The greatest of the grandes horizontales, ‘La Païva’, once asked Ponsard the playwright to compose some verses in honour of her sumptuous new staircase (in what is now

  the Travellers’ Club on the Champs Elysées), and he replied with a single line adapted from Phèdre: ‘Ainsi que la vertu, le vice a ses degrés.’9 Certainly this was true of the Second Empire, where all was meticulously, one might almost say decorously, organized. There was a place, a step on the staircase, for

  everyone. A married woman, driven from her home on account of some revealed indiscretion, could establish herself at one of several levels within the demi-monde before the barrier of actual

  prostitution was crossed. At the top of the social staircase, immense fortunes passed through their hands. Even Egyptian beys could be ruined in a matter of weeks. Louis-Napoleon supposedly gave

  the Comtesse de Castiglione a pearl necklace costing 422,000 francs, plus 50,000 a month pin-money; while Lord Hertford, by reputation the meanest man in Paris, gave her a million for the pleasures

  of one night in which she promised to abandon herself to every known volupté (afterwards, it was said, she was confined to bed for three days). La Païva, who adopted the splendidly

  suitable motto of qui paye y va, herself spent half a million francs a year on her table. Among the other grandes horizontales were Cora Pearl, an English demi-mondaine, born

  Emma Crouch and seduced at fourteen, and Giulia Barucci, a favourite of the Prince of Wales. Typical of her profession, she was described as having the manner of a patrician, ‘but of

  education, of pudicity, of any concern for convention, not a shadow’. Her whole talent lay in the art of the courtesan.




  For clients the grandes horizontales drew from the idle rich dandies like Feuillet’s ‘Monsieur de Camors’, who described his day as follows: ‘I generally

  rise in the morning. . . . I go to the Bois, then to the club, and then to the Bois, and afterwards I return to the club. . . . In the evening if there’s a first night anywhere I fly to

  it.’ Everything in the Second Empire seemed designed for their greater convenience; there was even a newspaper, the Naïade, made of rubber—so that it could be read while

  wallowing in the bath. Later, as the fortunes of the rich dandies poured away into the same bottomless chasms, they became known as petits crevés, to whom, in

  their debauched tastes, there was no more diverting spectacle than watching a turkey dance on a white-hot metal plate. For their delectation, as well as for those lower down the social scale, there

  were the semi-amateurs: the comédiennes (whom it was said the Bois de Boulogne ‘devoured in quantity’), the lorettes with their apprentices called biches, the

  grisettes, and the cocodettes. All could be picked up by the bushel at ‘Mabille’s’, or at the circus which on opening night reminded the Goncourts of ‘a stock

  exchange dealing in women’s nights’. For the Bohemians there were the grenouillères; unattached, easy-going young women who hopped from garret to garret, like the English

  art student who declared she was for ‘free love and Courbet!’ Still lower down the scale, there were the pathetic children such as the little girl recorded by the Goncourts who had

  offered her fourteen-year-old-sister, while ‘her job was to breathe on the windows of the carriage so that the police could not see inside’. Finally, below the stairs, for the working

  men of Paris there were innumerable cabarets where his pitifully few sous could find him a low woman, or—more usually—make him obliviously drunk on raw spirit.




  To this picture of unrestrained libertinism under the Second Empire, there was a grim reverse side. The brilliant masked balls would soon be no more than a memory as ephemeral as that of an

  Offenbach first night, the beauties would vanish across the stage with only a vaguely seductive scent to mark their passage. But something infinitely more sinister lingered on. Syphilis was

  rampant, and still virtually incurable. Many of the great men of the age were to die of it; among them de Maupassant, Jules Goncourt, Dumas fils, Baudelaire, and Manet. Renoir once remarked,

  almost regretfully, that he could not be a true genius because he alone had not caught syphilis. This terrible disease was symptomatic of the whole Second Empire; on the surface, all gaiety and

  light; below, sombre purulence, decay, and ultimately death.




  With that peculiar ease the French have for unloading upon an individual the shortcomings of the nation at large, blame for all that was wrong with the Second Empire, all that was corrupt in it,

  was sooner or later to be heaped upon the man at the top. As far as its morals were concerned, the Second Empire was perhaps justified in pointing an accusing finger. ‘The example’, as

  the Goncourts heard someone complain at Princesse Mathilde’s, ‘comes from high up.’ One of the few traits Louis-Napoleon shared with his illustrious uncle was the remarkable

  sexual potency of the Bonapartes. The incessant string of mistresses and paramours, which so shocked the virtuous Eugénie, lasted as long as his health. Even his marriage has been attributed to the fact that, in an endeavour to seize the impregnable fortress by guile, Louis-Napoleon entered Eugénie’s bedroom one night by a secret door, unannounced,

  but was so frustrated in his desires as to be left no alternative but the marital bed. The power of the Emperor’s gallantry was indeed attested by no less a person than Queen Victoria.

  ‘With such a man,’ she wrote in 1852, ‘one can never for a moment feel safe’, but when, three years later, during a drive through the Bois, her host appears to have flirted

  with the thirty-five-year-old queen as no one ever had before, her views were quite changed: ‘I felt—I do not know how to express it—safe with him.’




  It was not in matters of morality alone that the Emperor could be held responsible for setting the tone of the epoch. For only in kind was Louis XIV’s

  ‘L’État, c’est moi !’ less true of Louis-Napoleon. Upon his shoulders rested the whole weighty fabric of the Empire that he had

  re-established. As the years passed it became more and more evident that, should this main pillar ever be removed, the structure it supported would instantaneously collapse. And the pillar was

  crumbling.




  As long as historical speculation proves profitable, the character of Louis-Napoleon will engage biographers. Seldom has so controversial a character held the sceptre of such power in Europe. It

  would be hard to name an opposite not contained in him: outrageous audacity and great personal courage wrestled with timidity; astuteness with almost incredible fallibility; seductive charm with

  its antonym; downright reaction with progressiveness and humanity ahead of their age. Machiavelli jousted with Don Quixote, and the arbiter was Hamlet. All these conflicting components tended to

  lead to the same cul-de-sac; whatever Louis-Napoleon intended for his people, the final result was usually the opposite. Above all, he pledged them ‘the Empire means Peace’, but gave

  France her most disastrous war; Canute-like, during the terrible floods of 1855 he had declared, ‘I give my honour that under my reign rivers, like revolutions, will return to their beds and

  not be able to break forth’; yet in his wake France was plunged into the bloodiest revolt in her history. ‘If surnames were still given to Princes’, said de Girardin, the

  journalist, ‘he would be called the Weil-Meaning.’ It was fair comment.




  To look at, he had none of the presence of his great uncle, the first Napoleon. As a young man, Chateaubriand noted him as being ‘studious, well informed, full of honour and naturally

  serious’. Later, to a guest who met him while in exile in England at Lady Blessington’s, he was ‘a short, thickish, vulgar looking man without the slightest resemblance to his

  imperial uncle or any intelligence in his countenance.’ Those who saw him in his full glory enthroned at the Tuileries were disappointed to find a man with dull eyes and

  a large moustache. In the cruelly unflattering circumstances of Sedan, Bismarck’s biographer, Dr. Moritz Busch, remarked that the defeated Emperor seemed a little unsoldierlike. ‘The

  man looked too soft, I might say too shabby. . . .’ In many ways, Louis-Napoleon was an extraordinarily talented man. His reading during the long years in prison had made him much better

  educated than the average ruler of the day. Taking up chemistry, he had written a treatise on beet sugar competent enough to be accepted seriously by the industry, and a pamphlet on unemployment

  gained him considerable (though ephemeral) popularity with the workers. In 1860 he began work on a major life of Julius Caesar, for which Roman ballistæ were re-created to hurl missiles

  about in the grounds of St.-Cloud. First and foremost his inventiveness took a military bent. An excellent horseman, as early as 1835 his Manuel d’Artillerie impressed the

  professionals, and a few years later he was busy improving the current French Army musket. By 1843 he was recommending something ironically similar to the Prussian system of conscription that would

  eventually be his ruin, and even as Bismarck’s captive at Wilhelmshöhe he soon busied himself collecting material on Prussian military organization.




  The real tragedy of Louis-Napoleon was that for him the time was out of joint. Under other, simpler circumstances he might—who knows ?—have proved one of the great beneficial rulers

  of Europe. At his back was the constant warning of the insecurity of his, and his dynasty’s, position. He knew that he had ridden into power through a technical split between the royalist

  parties, that many considered him a usurper (which indeed he was); and he knew that it was l’ennui—that deadliest of all French diseases—with the bourgeois dullness of poor

  King Louis-Philippe which had paved the way for him, Louis-Napoleon, and how easily this fickle jade could turn against him too. Therefore for all these reasons France had to be distracted, and

  like other French leaders before and after him, he was forced into the pursuit of that equally fickle mistress, la gloire. At home he would implant the glorious and indelible stamp of his

  reign on a brilliantly rebuilt Paris. Abroad, grandiose foreign adventures would leave their mark on the world; and, finally, when all else failed, he would distract by gigantic Exhibitions.

  Unfortunately, most of his schemes were destined to end in dangerous failure because of his erratic character. ‘Il ne faut rien brusquer’ was one of his favourite maxims, but it

  was something which in fact he never stopped doing. De Morny, the most valuable of his advisers, remarked in despair that ‘the greatest difficulty . . . is to remove obsessions from his mind

  and to give him a steadfast will’. George Sand regarded him as ‘a sleepwalker’, a view that was later upheld by his conqueror, Bismarck, who saw him as

  ‘really a kindly man of feeling, even sentimental; but neither his intelligence nor his information is much to speak of . . . and he lives in a world of all sorts of fantastic ideas’.

  But still the abysmal tragedy of Louis-Napoleon’s reign might have been averted had he not found himself confronted with the two most adroit and dangerous statesmen of the nineteenth century:

  Cavour, and Bismarck.




  Having deemed it necessary to sustain his seizure of power in 1851 by instituting an authoritarian regime, Louis-Napoleon had then set to work to create internal prosperity as one way of

  diverting French minds from the loss of their essential liberties. In the early years of the Second Empire (admittedly cashing in on the groundwork laid by his predecessor) he had been strikingly

  successful, and prosperity had become an acceptable substitute for the majority of Frenchmen. In their hedonistic materialism, more than one resemblance might be found between

  Louis-Napoleon’s Second Empire and the ‘You’ve-never-had-it-so-good’ England of the 1950’s but the big difference was that under the Second Empire economic expansion

  was real. In its short duration, industrial production doubled and within only ten years foreign trade did the same. Gold poured in from new mines in California and South Africa. Mighty banking

  concerns like the Crédit Lyonnais and the Crédit Foncier were established, the latter especially designed to stimulate the vast new building programme. In the cities there sprang up huge

  stores like the Bon Marché and the Louvre. The railway network increased from 3,685 kilometres to 17,924, so that all of a sudden the Riviera—formerly the haunt of only a few eccentric

  English at Cannes—became a Parisian resort. Telegraph lines radiated out all over the country, and shipbuilding expanded as never before. Guizot’s exhortation of

  ‘enrichissez-vous’ applied with even more force to the Second Empire. Men like Monsieur Potin the grocer became millionaires overnight; and, as Daubet’s unhappy

  Nabab discovered, scandals and vicious intrigues could reduce them to nothing again just as quickly. Speculation raged:




  

    

	

      

        C’est una frénésie, une contagion,




        Nul n’en est à l’abri, dans nulle région . . .10


      


    


	


  




  The contagion spread to the summit of the Establishment, with even the Duc de Morny tainted; while he was Ambassador to St. Petersburg Bismarck recalled that de Morny had used

  the diplomatic bag to send trainloads of valuables back to France duty-free, which were later auctioned and reputedly brought him a profit of some 800,000 roubles. Yet out of

  this cauldron a new wealthy bourgeoisie had arisen, installing itself solidly and comfortably in the châteaux from which its forebears had driven the aristocrats. As ostentatious as any

  European aristocracy and determined not to be driven out in its turn, the bourgeoisie was the chief political mainstay of the regime that was responsible for its good fortune; though it had little

  favourable to say of its benefactor. Never before had France as a whole been more prosperous, and in a remarkably short time she had established herself as one of the world’s leading

  industrial powers. Her population at the census of 1866 had grown to 37½ million, but the most remarkable feature was the immense growth of the big cities, especially Paris, as a result of

  this industrialization.




  The Second Empire’s greatest surface achievement (in fact its one truly ineffaceable landmark) was Baron Haussmann’s rebuilding of Paris. In 1859 the old

  ‘Farmers-General’ wall around the city had been demolished, and seven new arrondissements incorporated. At one leap Paris, now with a population of two million, spread out as far

  as the circle of proteaive forts that had been constructed by Louis-Philippe. In the centre of the city 20,000 houses were demolished and 40,000 new ones were built at an enormous cost (inflated by

  the arts of profiteers). Great boulevards cut through the evil-smelling higgledy-piggledy alleys of old Paris, and the city essentially as it stands today was born. Haussmann was more a financier

  and an engineer than a man of high artistic sense, and his new Paris provoked violent controversy. The conservative Goncourts said it made them think of ‘some American Babylon of the

  future’, but George Sand thought it a blessing to be able to walk without ‘being forced every moment to consult the policeman on the street corner or the affable grocer’. To an

  innocent from abroad, like Edwin Child, Haussmann’s Paris seemed ‘about the most magnificent town, I should think, in the world; all houses being six, seven and eight storeys high and

  everything so different and so far superior in elegance, utility, sociability, etc., to London . . .’. But away from the centre there were still rural scenes beyond the Arc de Triomphe; there

  were fields where the Trocadero now stands, and windmills at Montmartre; Passy had the air of an isolated village, and Auteuil was regarded as ‘just about the end of the world’. In his

  beloved Bois de Boulogne, the Emperor himself had done much landscaping, cutting new drives and creating artificial cascades.




  But for Haussmann aesthetics had been only one of several considerations. Health and crime were two others. In the course of demolition, many of the festering abscesses of

  the old city had been lanced; the traditional plague-breeding spots as well as the lairs of assassins and rogues, such as the Buttes-Chaumont. In this city where riot and revolution had become

  almost a regular feature of life, there was one further aim all-important to the mind of the precariously installed Louis-Napoleon. The acute eye of Queen Victoria had spotted, during her visit of

  1855, that he had had the streets of Paris covered with macadam, ‘to prevent the people from taking up the pavement as hitherto’. Later on, it would have been apparent to any military

  observer what excellent fields of fire Haussmann’s long, straight streets afforded, what opportunities to turn the flank of a barricade there were for troops debouching from their oblique

  intersections, and how easy the wide boulevards made it to transport riot-breakers from one end of Paris to another. They had, thought Haussmann, at last succeeded ‘in cutting through the

  habitual storm-centres’. But in fact, with what force will be seen later, he had to a large extent achieved the defeat of his own purpose.




  In no way did Louis-Napoleon earn the title of ‘the Well-Meaning’ more than in his endeavours to improve the miserable lot of the French working man, and herein lay the source of

  perhaps the saddest paradox of his reign. It was the section of France for which he strove hardest, yet when the crunch came, the working class provided his most violent enemies.

  Louis-Napoleon’s far-reaching social reforms included the setting-up of institutions of maternal welfare, societies of mutual assistance, the establishment of workers’ cities, homes for

  injured workers; also projected were shorter working hours and health legislation; the loathsome prison hulks were abolished and the right to strike granted. The Emperor’s own personal

  contribution to charitable works was considerable, and in his efforts to ingratiate himself with the workers he even decreed that, instead of being named after his mother, Reine Hortense, a new

  boulevard over the covered-in St.-Martin canal should be given the name of a worker, Richard Lenoir. But many of Louis-Napoleon’s more progressive ideas were frustrated by the greed of the

  new bourgeoisie and the conservatism of the provinces, facts which did not escape the notice of the workers of Paris.




  As much as anyone else he was aware of the problems and the dangers; ominously, he told Cobden ‘It is very difficult in France to make reforms; we make revolutions in France, not

  reforms.’




  Under the surface life in fact had altered little, with both economic and political problems sharpening the French workers’ discontent. They alone it seemed had been left out of the

  general wave of ‘enrichissez-vous’, as was typified by the fact that between 1852 and 1870 the wages of a miner in the Anzin collieries increased by a mere

  30 per cent, while the company’s dividends had tripled. Though workers’ wages had increased, almost nowhere had they kept up with the rise in the cost of living. In Paris, for example,

  the average daily wage rose only 30 per cent over the duration of the Second Empire, while the cost of living rose a minimum of 45 per cent. Conditions were particularly harsh for the workers of

  Paris, where, as one unfortunate by-product of Haussmann, their rents roughly doubled during the period, so that by 1870 they ate up one-third of their wage packet. Meanwhile food could take

  another 60 per cent, which left very little over for the other good things of life. Bourgeois chroniclers of the period claimed that the workers of Paris had little taste for meat; the truth was

  that they simply could not afford it, and it was no coincidence that in 1866 butchers first sold cheap horsemeat (thereby introducing a taste which in four short years would be forced upon a much

  wider Parisian clientele). Indebtedness was general, and Parisian workers seemed to spend half their lives at the pawnbrokers of the mont-de-piété, where the family mattress was

  the standard pledge. According to Prefect Haussmann himself, in 1862 over half the population of Paris lived ‘in poverty bordering on destitution’, and of these the lot of the 17,000

  women earning only between 50 centimes and 1·25 francs a day was particularly atrocious. For the 3·81 francs which (in 1863) was the average wage, the Parisian worker was required to

  labour eleven long hours a day. Bad as the conditions of Victorian England were, even apprentice Edwin Child noted how much harder life was in Paris, with his own day beginning at 5 a.m.




  The high rents of Haussmann’s new city gradually forced the workers out into insalubrious slums on the fringes that were every bit as evil as those demolished in the centre. By comparison,

  their places of work were often ‘palaces’. The cabarets, which increased in number immeasurably during the Second Empire, offered slightly less sordid refuges where for a few

  sous the worker could obtain temporary Lethe. Drunkenness became worse than it had ever been. With it all went a heavy increase in child mortality, a desire for idleness, and a taste for white-hot

  political discussion within the safety of the cabaret.




  What life below the glittering façade of the Second Empire was actually like for a great many Parisians has never been more vividly described than by the Goncourts. Jules’s former

  mistress, a midwife called Maria, had gone to deliver a child at the upper end of the Boulevard Magenta, and there she found




  

    a room where the planks that form the walls are coming apart and the floor is full of holes, through which rats are constantly appearing, rats which also come

    in whenever the door is opened, impudent poor men’s rats which climb on to the table, carrying away whole hunks of bread, and worry the feet of the sleeping occupants. In this room, six

    children; the four biggest in a bed; and at their feet, which they are unable to stretch out, the two smallest in a crate. The man, a costermonger, who has known better days, dead-drunk during

    his wife’s labour. The woman, as drunk as her husband, lying on a straw mattress and being plied with drink by a friend of hers, an old army canteen attendant who developed a thirst in

    twenty-five years’ campaigning and spends all her pension on liquor. And during the delivery in this shanty, the wretched shanty of civilization, an organ-grinder’s monkey, imitating

    and parodying the cries and angry oaths of the shrew in the throes of childbirth, piddling through a crack in the roof on to the snoring husband’s back!


  




  Hogarth could hardly have done better.




  ‘Above, wealth increases; below, comfort disappears’ was a reasonable enough summing-up of the period. Throughout Louis-Napoleon’s reign, for all his good intentions, the gulf

  between the workers and the rest of the population grew wider and wider, and in Paris it was particularly exacerbated by the works of Haussmann. Whereas in the old days different streets had

  coexisted side by side, often with the intimacy of village life, now the spiralled rents of the rebuilt arrondissements had resulted in a kind of resentful apartheid. Far from

  ‘piercing’ the traditional trouble-centres of Paris, Haussmann had in fact merely created new and infinitely more dangerous ones, solidly proletarian and ‘Red’

  arrondissements like Belleville and Ménilmontant, where in the latter days of the Empire no police agent would dare appear alone and where—as the Commune was to

  show—concentration had made the work of organizing a revolt easier than it had ever been.




  It was not merely the physical plight of the workers that made relations between the classes increasingly bitter; after all, in the industrial nineteenth century the majority of workers still

  regarded poverty and misery as part of their ineluctable lot. There were other factors for discontent under the Second Empire, philosophical and political, that at the moment were less easily

  classified. Workers who had the time and strength to think began to be gnawed by the fear that, as the gulf between patron and employee widened, not only was the latter’s relative

  prosperity diminishing, but also any say he might have in the actual development of the new industrial system, which was turning out increasingly to his disadvantage. It was a fear that was by no

  means confined to the French worker, as 1848 had shown, but there lay a particular, dangerous legacy behind French frustrations. After each of the three major uprisings within the past century, the

  Great Revolution of 1789, the July Days of 1830, and the February and June uprisings of 1848, the French workers felt in retrospect that they had been swindled. It was mostly

  their blood that had flowed at the barricades, but on each occasion the bourgeoisie had somehow slyly reaped the benefits. The resentment was particularly keen among Paris workers, who with some

  justification regarded themselves as initiators of all three revolutions; and above all their memories smouldered from the most recent one. During the June insurrection of 1848 a higher proportion

  than ever before of the several thousands killed in Paris were workers. In the resistance to the coup d’état of December 1851, which Louis-Napoleon himself quelled with

  unmitigated brutality, some 160 were killed in Paris, most of them workers, and in the regime of terror that followed 26,000 were arrested and transported in hulks. Henceforth the Parisian

  proletariat, more politically conscious than any other, would never forgive Louis-Napoleon for destroying the Republic they had created; nor would they forget the way the petit

  bourgeois had betrayed them when they were so brutally mown down on these last occasions. Only three ingredients were required to spark off a new and even more menacing explosion: a diminution

  of the vigilant police state, weapons, and organization.




  The last of these three requirements, organization—something virtually unknown to workers in the past—was growing apace, feeding upon at the same time as it nourished their

  resentments. Louis-Napoleon’s attitude towards it was disastrously ambiguous and contradictory. At first he granted the workers the right to strike (which they used to the full), but forbade

  them the right to affiliate. Gradually, half-heartedly—partly as a manœuvre to play the workers off against the growing power of the Orleanist bourgeoisie—he permitted the workers

  to form unions under close police supervision. But below the surface things were already seething. In 1863 French representatives attended the first meeting of the International Working Men’s

  Association, organized by Karl Marx whose new and more violent teachings were beginning to replace, in France, those of the venerated Socialist, Proudhon. In 1867, the year of the Great Exhibition,

  the International held its second Congress; Das Kapital was published, and Marx’s supporters staged their first successful demonstrations in Paris. Though still in its infancy, with

  its receipts for 1867 totalling only £67 and Marx himself regarding most of its 70,000 members as ‘ragamuffins’, by 1870 the French branch of the International was capable of

  organizing a big strike at Creusot; more important, it had established itself as a centre for revolutionary propaganda and conspiracy.




  The opponents of Louis-Napoleon were, however, by no means confined to those who wore blue smocks. Undoubtedly the façade of the Second Empire owed much of its

  frivolous brilliance to the fact that the mass of the bourgeoisie turned to the pursuit of pleasure as an outlet for energies that would otherwise have been channelled into political activities,

  were these not so heavily restricted under the Empire. At the same time this façade successfully, but treacherously, concealed the mounting resentments below, which are normally to be found

  when the lid is placed on French liberty. In the early days of the regime, the Corps Législatif had been so shorn of its powers that it could do little more than place a parliamentary stamp

  upon projects already packaged by the Imperial Cabinet. Political meetings were virtually banned, and censorship of the Press was complete. There was only one organ of the ‘official

  Opposition’, Le Siècle, and this was by no means unfettered. Heavy-footed police inspectors also breathed down the necks of writers and artists. As Gautier grumbled to the

  Goncourts (who, together with Baudelaire and Flaubert, had all suffered petty persecutions): ‘What can you do when they won’t have any sex in a novel ? . . . Now I’m reduced to

  writing a conscientious description of a wall; and even so, I’m not allowed to describe what may be drawn on it, a phallus for instance.’ Once even a famous actor was nearly arrested

  when seen blowing his nose upon a handkerchief which bore an effigy of Napoleon I.




  Following Orsini’s assassination attempt of 1858, there had been a further tightening-up of the dictatorship with the passage of a law providing summary powers of expulsion without trial.

  On Louis-Napoleon’s coming to power a large number of Socialist deputies had been proscribed and expelled from France. With them went Victor Hugo and many extreme Republicans, such as Louis

  Blanc, Ledru-Rollin, Félix Pyat, and Charles Delescluze, who would later come back into the public eye with some force. From their place of exile they kept up a barrage of violently hostile

  propaganda upon the regime. Among the poorer classes the absent Victor Hugo became a legendary figure, and his worshippers included the young illegitimate daughter of a châtelain and

  his chambermaid, who was later to make her mark in the Commune: Louise Michel, the ‘Red Virgin’. Inside France a steady clientele of journalists filled the Sainte-Pélagie gaol,

  which—by no means disagreeable as nineteenth century prisons went—they turned into a veritable club for sedition.




  At the more ‘respectable’ end of the Opposition spectrum stood the Legitimists, who favoured a return of the Bourbon claimant, the exiled Comte de Chambord, and at their side the

  Orleanists who regretted the departure of the good old Louis-Philippe. Even the Emperor’s own cousin, Princesse Mathilde, whose influential salon the Goncourts frequently attended, made

  little secret of her Orleanist sympathies. Then came varying shades of Republicans, ranging from the ‘moderates’ to the downright revolutionaries. The salon of the

  talented Madame Juliette Adam was a rendezvous where such ‘moderates’ as the veteran Adolphe Thiers and Jules Favre, the lawyer, could often be found; as well as another younger and

  more flamboyant advocate, Léon Gambetta, who, regarded as an ‘intransigent’ or ‘radical’, stood a shade further towards the more violent-hued end of the spectrum. Still

  further down came extreme Republicans like Henri de Rochefort, a rebel against an aristocratic lineage, who with his angular figure, quixotic quiff of hair, and the most vitriolic pen of the age

  was to become a deadly landmark in the last days of the Empire. Finally, tinted with the most burning shades of red came a hotchpotch of revolutionaries: Jacobins, Blanquists, Proudhonists,

  Anarchists, and later Internationalists. They included old hands like Blanqui, who had first taken up arms against the government of France at the age of twenty-two, in 1827, and who flitted

  mysterious and ghost-like about Paris usually only one leap ahead of the police; and irreconcilables reminiscent of Robespierre, such as Delescluze. Both men in their early sixties, by the end of

  the Empire they had spent forty-seven years of their combined lives in various prisons and penal colonies.




  Scattered through the spectrum and confined to no particular layer of it were most intellectuals, some Academicians, and especially the writers, who hated the regime passionately for its

  interference in their work. The artists in opposition were also activated by motives of varying altruism and self-interest; they included the veteran and unquenchable crusader Daumier as well as

  young painters like Manet and Pissarro and Renoir, for whom the Establishment principally represented the philistine nouveaux riches of the bourgeoisie who refused to buy, or take seriously,

  their ‘new’ art; above all, there was Courbet, who with some ostentation flung back the Légion d’Honneur offered him in 1870. Much less easy to define in their resentment

  towards the Second Empire were the various malcontents, the inevitable angry young men and the elder déclassés of whom Taine said: ‘In the attics of students, in the garrets

  of Bohemia, and the deserted offices of doctors without patients and of lawyers without clients there are Brissots, Dantons, Marats, Robespierres and Saint-Justs in bud.’ Out of the typical

  background of Left Bank studentry came a young man called Raoul Rigault, who spent most of his spare time in the Bibliothèque Nationale inflaming his thoughts through perusal of

  Hébert’s scurrilous Père Duchesne of 1790. Sentenced to prison three times before the age of twenty-four, during one of his flights from justice, starving and desperate, he

  ran into Renoir in the middle of the Forest of Fontainebleau. Renoir equipped him with a painter’s smock and palette, and concealed him for some weeks. It was a chance

  encounter that was later to save Renoir from becoming known to posterity merely as a talented young painter whose promise had been cut short by Communard bullets.




  Superimposed upon all these diverse groups there was the inescapable perversity that traditionally makes government in France a hazardous occupation; ‘France’, explained

  Prévost-Paradol, ‘is republican when she is under the Monarchy, and she becomes royalist again when her Constitution is republican’.




  All things considered, it was perhaps hardly surprising that Louis-Napoleon was forced to distract France by recourse to ‘la gloire’, that hardy panacea for Gallic ailments.

  ‘The Empire is Peace’, he promised as he came to power, but within two years Frenchmen were dying on the Alma. Though it makes even less sense than it did then, the Crimean War was

  possibly the only one of his foreign adventures to bring Louis-Napoleon benefits, ephemeral as these might prove to be. At last the wounds in Anglo-French amity that were left over from the era of

  the first Bonaparte seemed to be healed; Louis-Napoleon danced with Queen Victoria in the Waterloo Room of Windsor Castle, and on her return visit she stood before the tomb of wicked

  ‘Boney’ as the organ at the Invalides played ‘God Save the Queen’. From then on things became progressively worse for Louis-Napoleon abroad. Much of the trouble stemmed from

  the blind pursuit of his belief in the sovereignty of peoples; like many of his ideals that were noble in theory, this ‘Principle of Nationalities’ was well in advance of his era and

  still more in excess of his powers. The wily Cavour soon spotted how this, plus the urge for la gloire, would make Louis-Napoleon an admirable champion of Italian nationalism, and

  so—with the aid of Castiglione’s irresistible person—seduced him for his own ends. Embroilment in Italy at first brought France glorious—but costly—victories at

  Magenta and Solferino against the never very martial Austrians in 1859. It also, of course, lost her Austria’s friendship, and by grabbing Nice and Savoy from Piedmont as part of his

  ‘fee’, Louis-Napoleon greatly impaired Italian affections. Later, through the logic of his Principle of Nationalities, Louis-Napoleon found himself pledged to protect the Pope to the

  extent of mowing down the popular Garibaldians at Mentana, thereby sacrificing most of the remaining goodwill he had accrued among Italians. At the same time the ‘Principle’ led him to

  show sympathy for Polish aspirations of independence—which cost him mighty Russia’s friendship, while not benefiting the unhappy Poles; most dangerous of all, the example that he had

  set in the unification of Italy morally forced him not to interfere with Bismarck’s scheme to unite the German principalities under Prussia, which eventually was to

  cause his downfall.




  Had Louis-Napoleon succeeded in his pursuit of ‘la gloire,’ the dynasty might have been assured a much longer life in France, whatever the forces arrayed against him at home,

  and the Commune would never have happened. As things turned out, it constantly eluded his grasp, and his awareness of this forced him out on to still more dangerous quicksands in its quest. In 1866

  Prussia flattened Austria, after a lightning campaign of unsurpassed brilliance which ended at Sadowa. The largest obstacle to German unification was eliminated and overnight Prussia appeared as a

  new and deadly challenge to France’s traditional status in Europe. Moreover, to Louis-Napoleon who had placed his money on Austria, Bismarck’s triumph came as a personal slight. To

  repair his ruffled pride he ill-advisedly demanded ‘compensations’, as a reward for his neutrality. These would principally have been at the expense of little Luxembourg, but they also

  included claims to German territory on the left bank of the Rhine. The over-all result was that Britain now took fright that France had dishonest intentions towards her protégé, Belgium;

  Germans of both North and South were united in their resentment of French demands; and Bismarck squared up to the fact that sooner or later France would have to be fought before German ambitions

  could be realized. Louis-Napoleon received no ‘tip’ (this was how Bismarck contemptuously termed his policy of ‘compensations’) for his services, and once again ‘la

  gloire’ proved elusive. Next, Louis-Napoleon’s craziest adventure of all—the creation of a Latin-Catholic Empire in Mexico into which he had been pushed by his Spanish

  Empress—collapsed in ruins. The French forces, commanded by an ill-starred general called Bazaine, were forced to evacuate, leaving Louis-Napoleon’s puppet ‘Emperor’,

  Maximilian, to be shot by Mexican nationalists; and here the only net gain was American hostility.




  The year of the Great Exhibition and the calamity in Mexico, 1867, marked the turning-point of the reign. As the fateful year of 1870 approached and all Louis-Napoleon’s foreign designs

  were seen to have ended in disaster, his subjects grew more and more restless. As the Government relinquished its electoral manipulations of the early days, at each successive election the

  Republicans showed themselves to be increasingly powerful, until in 1869 they had captured Paris and most of the big cities. All else having failed, Louis-Napoleon turned in despair to reform at

  home. He would convert the regime into a ‘Liberal Empire’, himself into a constitutional monarch. But it was too late. When the new Law on the Press was passed,

  repealing the tough laws of 1852 and lifting censorship, it was like the genie released from the bottle. The ‘yellow’ Republican Press began to insult the ruling family in a way that

  had never before been seen outside a time of revolution. The attack was spearheaded by Rochefort’s La Lanterne with its brick-red cover; a kind of Private Eye of the times, but

  an infinitely more deadly scourge. For three months it provided Paris with its greatest amusement since La Grande Duchesse.11 Then Rochefort was

  sentenced to a year’s imprisonment. He chose instead to flee to Brussels (later he was amnestied and returned in triumph to Paris). But the damage was done; a mortal blow had been struck at

  the respect of the Empire, and the irreverence was contagious. With the Law on Assemblies relaxed, the ‘Red’ Clubs of the extreme Republicans once again began to meet, now in an

  atmosphere of impassioned hatred against the regime far exceeding anything known in the revolutionary year of 1848. ‘Moderation is Death’ became the slogan, and worship of the ancestors

  of 1793 one of the most popular themes. Meanwhile the Government stood aside, quoting to itself as comfort the parable of the cats of Kilkenny, and hoping that the Clubs too would eventually wipe

  each other out.




  Typical of the new, inflammatory atmosphere was the ‘Baudin Trial’. Baudin was an obscure revolutionary who had found a fleeting moment of glory in the uprising against

  Louis-Napoleon in 1851, when he had leaped on top of a barricade crying ‘I’ll show you how one dies for 25 sous a day’, and was promptly shot. On All Soul’s Day, 1868, his

  name was ‘rediscovered’ on a neglected tombstone. There were demonstrations and cries of ‘Vive la République !’, and Delescluze opened in his paper Le

  Réveil a fund to provide the martyr with a more suitable memorial. The Government foolishly rose to the fly, and brought Delescluze to court. Delescluze was defended by young Gambetta, who

  astutely turned the trial into a devastating indictment of the Empire. The Government was made to look ridiculous (something inexcusable in France), and Gambetta and Delescluze became idols in

  their respective spheres.




  By 1870 it could with justice be said that France had become one of the most truly democratic parliamentary monarchies among the major powers; there was more liberty than under Louis-Philippe,

  the Press and political life were as unrestrained as during the Second Republic. Yet the extreme Republicans continued to preach revolution and even assassination against the

  Emperor, regarding every fresh relaxation—the amnesty of the Republican exiles, the appointment of a former anti-Bonapartist, Ollivier, to take charge of the new ‘Liberal

  Empire’—as a sign of weakness. In a way they were right. Louis-Napoleon had been greatly debilitated by the deaths, in 1865, first of his shrewdest lieutenant, the Duc de

  Morny,12 and later of Walewski and Troplong. There was little new blood available, and old tired faces seemed to surround him. Worst of all, about 1867 the

  Emperor himself began to show himself tired, worn out with the cares of governing, and foreign ambassadors noted how his conduct of affairs was becoming increasingly dilatory and infirm. At one

  point, von der Goltz reported to Bismarck that ‘the Emperor seemed to have lost his compass’. When Ollivier summoned up courage to tell him that people thought his faculties were

  declining, Louis-Napoleon (according to the Goncourts) replied impassively, and no doubt thinking of his private life, ‘That is consistent with all the reports I have received’. The

  truth was that the unhappy man was also beginning to suffer the tortures of the damned from an enormous stone on the bladder. Unable to sleep, he was forced to leave his retreat at St.-Cloud

  because of the noise of the clowns at a nearby fête, and the only sympathy he received from his subjects was: ‘What ingratitude on the part of the clowns, whom he had so protected

  throughout his reign!’




  To an English observer who watched the young Prince Impérial drilling his troop of fellow boy cadets, Louis-Napoleon now ‘huddled in his seat, was a very minor show’, whereas

  the Empress struck ‘a splendid figure, straight as a dart, and to my young eyes the most beautiful thing I had ever seen . . .’, who ‘dominated the whole group’. As the

  powers of the Emperor declined, so those of his consort rose. In the eyes of her faithful admirer, Mérimée, ‘there is no longer an Eugénie, there is only an Empress. I complain

  and I admire . . .’. Others were less admiring. To them Eugénie—cold but capricious and unpredictable, adventurous and aggressive—was the single most disastrous influence

  upon the Emperor in his later years.




  In 1869 the last of the great Tiuleries masked balls was held; the Empress Eugénie appeared magnificently attired as Marie-Antoinette. As the menace from across the Rhine grew

  simultaneously with the Republican clamour at home, it seemed a remarkably ominous choice of costume. About the same time. Lord Clarendon remarked to his Ambassador in Paris,

  Lord Lyons, ‘I have an instinct that they will drift into a Republic before another year is over.’ His guess was exactly five days out.
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  September 4th, 1870. Rochefort at the Hôtel de Ville




  3. The Disastrous Six Weeks




  NOT unlike that other year of catastrophe forty-four years later, 1870 arose wreathed in a warm smile of hope. In France, the ‘Liberal

  Empire’ which Louis-Napoleon had introduced under the ministry of Émile Ollivier at the end of the previous year seemed so full of promise that there was even a momentary upswing in the

  popularity of the Emperor. In a plebiscite held to approve the new Constitution (even though its terms, like those of most such referenda, were something of a swindle), the Government won an

  apparently striking success with a majority of nearly six million out of a total poll of nine million. Over Europe as a whole such a spring of content had not been seen for many years, so that by

  June the new British Foreign Secretary, Lord Granville, could justly claim not to discern ‘a cloud in the sky’. Peace was everywhere. But as summer developed it was a particularly

  trying one; in fact one of the hottest in memory. There were reports of drought from several parts of France, with the peasants praying for rain and the Army selling horses because of the shortage

  of fodder. It was just the kind of summer when tempers fray.




  Then, at the beginning of July, a small cloud had passed across the sun. To fill the vacant throne of Spain, Bismarck suddenly advanced a Hohenzollern candidate. Prince

  Leopold of Sigmaringen. So violent, however, was the alarm expressed in France at this threatened act of ‘encirclement’ that the candidate was promptly withdrawn. Relieved, Lord

  Granville chided the French Government for resorting to such strong language, and the Illustrated London News devoted its July 16th frontispiece to Queen Victoria dispensing prizes amid the

  peaceful surroundings of Windsor Park. Manet began to make plans for his holidays at Boulogne, and the clouds seemed to have evaporated. But the truth was that France, like a mass of plutonium, had

  reached the ‘critical’ stage. Ever since Sadowa she had not forgotten the apparent Prussian affront to her grandeur, and in 1868 one of her most intelligent men, Prévost-Paradol,

  had predicted that no French Government, however patient, could stand idly by while Prussia proceeded to unite Germany under her, without eventually ‘drawing her sword’. When dashing

  General Bourbaki of the Guard heard that the Prussians had climbed down over Spain, he hurled his sword down to the ground in disappointed rage. The country’s mood, that of a great power

  which sees its position of eminence being speedily eroded, was dangerous, and the Press, led by Le Figaro, now set to whipping up flames of bellicosity by inflammatory articles. After all

  the failures of Louis-Napoleon’s foreign policy in previous years, mounting pressure was applied upon the Government to seize this opportunity of pulling off, at any cost, a brilliant coup.

  Neither the Emperor (who still heard his cousin Prince Napoleon’s whispered warning that an unsuccessful war would mean the end of the dynasty) nor Ollivier actually wanted war. But the

  ailing ruler was being pushed hard, on one side by his heavy-handed Foreign Secretary, the Duc de Gramont, who has never forgiven Bismarck for calling him ‘the stupidest man in Europe’,

  and on the other side by his own Eugénie who, pointing to the Prince Impérial, declared, ‘this child will never reign unless we repair the misfortunes of Sadowa’.




  Gramont now began to adopt towards Prussia a plaintive, hectoring tone. It was not enough that Prussia had retracted; she must be humbled for her presumption, and accordingly Gramont cabled his

  Ambassador in Prussia, Bénédetti, to keep the crisis hot. The King, who was taking the waters at Bad Ems, received Bénédetti on July 13th with the greatest courtesy. No one

  wanted war less than he; the unification of Germany he regarded as ‘the task of my grandson’, not his. But behind him was Bismarck, determined not to wait two generations, who had long

  since calculated that a war with France would provide the mortar he needed to cement together the present rather loose structure of the German federation. The pretext, however, had to be most

  carefully selected; one that would cast France in the least favourable lights from the point of view of the other nations of Europe as well as that of Prussia’s own

  German allies. As he once remarked, ‘A statesman has not to make history, but if ever in the events around him he hears the sweep of the mantle of God, then he must jump up and catch at its

  hem’. With France showing herself determined to press for further diplomatic victories, to twist the knife in the wound, Bismarck thought he heard the sweep of the mantle. At Bad Ems, King

  Wilhelm had become irritated by the importuning of Bénédetti for a guarantee that the Hohenzollern candidature would never arise again. He declined to give such a guarantee, also refusing

  a request by the French Ambassador for a further audience. A telegram giving an account of his interview with Bénédetti was then despatched to Bismarck in Berlin; without actually fudging

  it, as he has frequently been accused of doing, Bismarck sharpened the tone of the dispatch before handing it to the Berlin Press and expediting it to every capital in Europe.13




  In fact, even with Bismarck’s editing, the famous Ems Telegram hardly seemed to contain a casus belli (certainly not according to the usage of modern diplomatic language, where the

  tone in which de Gaulle rejected Britain’s application to join the European Common Market in 1963 might be construed as only a shade less uncivil). But, although in the eyes of even French

  historians ‘never had an international cataclysm been unleashed over such a futile pretext’, the telegram was enough to entice Louis-Napoleon’s head into the noose. Throwing to

  the winds his favourite maxim of Il ne faut rien brusquer, he plunged France into perhaps the most brusqué action of her whole existence.




  On July 15th France declared war. At once she found herself branded as a frivolous aggressor with neither friend nor ally. ‘The Liberal Empire goes to war on a mere point of

  etiquette’, declared the Illustrated London News. Austria had made it clear she would only join France in the event of a successful invasion of southern Germany. Italy would do nothing

  so long as there were French troops in Rome. Russia, where Tsar Alexander II was still annoyed at Louis-Napoleon’s encouragement of the Poles and further piqued by the apparently insultingly

  light sentence passed on Berezowski, his would-be assassin at the Great Exhibition, was coldly neutral. The United States had not forgotten the Mexican adventure, and all hopes of British support

  were torpedoed on July 25th when Bismarck cunningly arranged for The Times to print the damning text of French proposals for a Franco-Prussian partition of Belgium.

  Only the Irish, who had regarded Louis-Napoleon’s ‘Principle of Nationalities’ as being in their own interest, were on France’s side. Gladstone’s Britain, having

  declared herself neutral in 1866, had virtually relinquished any influence in European affairs; in any case she was preoccupied with domestic thoughts, so she too would remain, once again, strictly

  neutral; although sentiment was generally behind Carlyle when he contrasted ‘noble, patient, deep, pious and solid Germany’ with ‘vapouring, vainglorious, gesticulating,

  quarrelsome, restless and oversensitive France’. But few thought the ‘noble’ Prussians had much of a chance. On July 17th, Lady Amberley wrote to her mother indignantly, ‘It

  makes one miserable to think of that lovely Rhine a seat of war’, while Delane of The Times declared: ‘I would lay my last shilling on Casquette against Pumpernickel.’

  Fortunately for Delane nobody accepted his wager, but it was not the last occasion when an editor of The Times would be wrong about Germany.




  A young American woman, Lillie Moulton, who dined at the Palace of St.-Cloud on the eve of the declaration of war, noted: ‘The Emperor never uttered a word, the Empress sat with her eyes

  fixed on the Emperor and did not speak to a single person. No one spoke.’ But outside, in both nations, scenes of unparalleled exultation greeted the advent of war.




  In Germany, where memories were invoked of the fourteen French invasions that had taken place between 1785 and 1813, the whole of Bonn University, a thousand students, joined the colours. In

  London, British bystanders gave a cheer to the trainloads of young Germans as they left Charing Cross on their way to join up, chanting ‘Nach Paris !’ In Paris something like

  hysteria reigned; mobs in the street sang the banned Marseillaise and shouted ‘Vive la guerre !’ endlessly, while the more erudite recited de Musset’s




  

    

      

        

          Votre Rhin, Allemand . . .




          Où le Père a passé,




          Passera bien l’enfant.14


        


      


    


  




  The Zouaves paraded a parrot that had been taught to screech ‘À Berlin!’ Le Figaro opened a subscription fund to present every soldier in the Army

  with a glass of brandy and a cigar; and an enterprising publisher advertised a French-German Dictionary for the Use of the French in Berlin. On every hand, alleged Prussian

  ‘spies’ were seized and roughed up. For a very small minority in Paris, life continued virtually unmarked by the outbreak of war; young Edwin Child was too

  preoccupied by the pursuit of an attractive compatriot called ‘Carry’, and Edmond Goncourt too distracted by grief at the recent death of his inseparable brother, for either even to

  note the event in their respective diaries. There were also a few dissentient voices. Flaubert wrote to his ‘dear master’, George Sand, ‘I am mortified with disgust at the

  stupidity of my countrymen. . . . Their wild enthusiasm prompted by no intelligent motive, makes me long to die, that I may be spared the sight of it. . . . Oh, why cannot I live among the

  Bedouin?’ From the very first, the war was markedly less popular in the provinces than in Paris, and Eugene Weber15 tells us how the knocking out of

  front teeth was a regular self-mutilation resorted to, so as to avoid conscription (without them, it was impossible to tear open a musket cartridge), especially in the South West provinces farthest

  from Paris. From her country retreat in July 1870, George Sand also recorded the contrast between Paris ‘braying with enthusiasm’ and the provinces where the overwhelming feelings were

  ‘consternation and fear’. The contrast remained throughout the war in some rural areas; Weber tells how, in one village, ‘a French patrol saw the people running to greet it with

  food and gifts, only to turn away when they realised the men were not Prussians.’




  Exultation could hardly have been so widespread were it not for supreme confidence. Even Gambetta considered it safe to go off on holiday in Switzerland. Frenchmen still regarded

  Bismarck’s Germany with the kind of amused contempt that Prussians reserved for Austrians. ‘Gérolstein’ was the model, and who could be frightened by an army under command of

  a ‘General Boum’? Also, it was encouraging to think that German society was perhaps just as decadent as the Second Empire, if one could judge from accounts (which had delighted Paris)

  of the German princelings at Baden-Baden who had tripped round the famous Cora Pearl and her girls, chanting




  

    

      

        

          We will give anything, even Germany,




          To go and drink champagne tonight




          With Madame Cora, tra la la.


        


      


    


  




  Of course, there were those who were less sanguine. Mérimée, writing to his friend Panizzi about the enthusiasm for the war and the high morale of the soldiers, added,

  however, ‘I am afraid the generals are not geniuses’, and a few days later ‘I am dying of fear’. From Washington, Prévost-Paradol, newly appointed French Ambassador,

  warned his countrymen, ‘You will not go to Germany, you will be crushed in France. Believe me, I know the Prussians’. Then he committed suicide. But, just like the

  warnings Baron Stoffel, the French Military Attaché in Berlin, had been sending the army, Prévost-Paradol’s forebodings also went unheeded. It was more comfortable to place

  one’s faith in the smug pronouncement of the Military Almanac, which rated the Prussian Army as ‘a magnificent organization, on paper, but a doubtful instrument for the defensive, and

  which would be highly imperfect during the first phase of an offensive war’.




  In fact, whether on paper or in practice, the Prussian Army of 1870 was a magnificent instrument by any standard. At the top, the King was the first professional soldier to rule Prussia since

  Frederick the Great; it was a matter of pride to him that he could inspect eighty-seven battalions in twenty-two days, and under his mantle nothing had been too good for the army. Although the

  combined population of Prussia and the Northern Confederation, at thirty million, was less than that of France, a system of universal service and of reserves organized on a regional basis that was

  far in advance of the era enabled the German states to produce an army of 1,183,000 men within eighteen days of mobilization. Nothing on this scale had ever been seen before. Moltke, possibly a

  greater organizer than a strategist, had devoted his entire genius to the creation of the General Staff, recruited from the élite of Potsdam. For this great body of troops it provided a brain

  and nerves such as no other nation possessed. No single item was left to chance. Railways built in Germany in recent years had been planned with a particular eye to military needs, especially the

  requirements of mobilization, and a highly trained corps of telegraphists ensured excellent communications. All aimed at a maximum speed of concentration, for an offensive campaign that would hit

  the enemy hard before he was ready; the technique would be employed again by the Germans in two later European wars. The Army was issued with maps of France showing roads not yet marked on maps of

  the French Ministry of War, and when later the Prussians constructed a ‘turning’ railway around Metz, it was reported that a survey had been carried out secretly three years previously.

  With the invading army came a regular system of military government (virtually unheard of before the twentieth century), including such refinements as a Post Office functionary dispatched to check

  that the accounts of the enemy’s postmasters corresponded to book entries. The Teutonic ‘organization man’ had arrived.




  The gay uniforms of the French Army, the joyous fanfares and the dashing officers with their fierce, emulative ‘imperials’ and expansive confidence made a

  striking contrast to the Prussians’ sober disdain for any kind of superfluity. In weapons, the French had a distinct advantage in their cartridge-firing chassepot rifle with nearly

  twice the range of the Dreyse ‘needle-gun’. But they had nothing to compare with the steel breech-loading cannon which Herr Krupp had given Prussia, and which the French military

  leaders had refused to take seriously. The Prussian guns were superior in range, accuracy, and rapidity of fire, and while the French shells tended to burst noisily but harmlessly in the air, the

  Prussian percussion-fused shells exploded with demoralizing effect at the foot of their targets. Apart from the renowned chassepot, the French Army placed its faith in a secret weapon called

  the mitrailleuse. A development of the six-barrelled American Gatling gun, and a primitive precursor of the machine-gun, it consisted of a bundle of twenty-five barrels, which, by turning a

  handle, could be fired all together or in very rapid succession. In the early days of battle, French newspapers published sketches showing a soldier at his mitrailleuse looking in vain,

  after a few minutes’ cranking, for one remaining target. But the much-vaunted weapon had two grave defects; it was as large, unwieldy, and vulnerable as a cannon, but without the

  latter’s range; and it had been such a secret weapon that it was not issued to the Army until a matter of days before mobilization.




  In leaders, the imposing triumvirate of Bismarck, Moltke, and Roon would have required an opponent closer to the stature of the first Napoleon than of his nephew. The Prussians had the edge on

  the French both in that elusive quality, the will to conquer, as well as in actual battle experience; for them, Sadowa had been what Spain and Poland were to be for the Third Reich. France’s

  generals were second-raters by almost any criterion, and all particularly short on initiative. Bazaine, MacMahon, Canrobert, Bourbaki had been skilful at chasing Algerians in Algeria, Mexicans in

  Mexico; there had of course been wars against European powers in the Crimea and Italy, but they had been long ago, and the victories at Magenta and Solferino had lulled the Army into that

  complacency so fatal to victorious nations. Poor Bazaine, who was later to find himself locked up in Metz with 200,000 men, had previously never commanded more than 25,000, and that only in

  manœuvres. And at the very summit of the Empire the divine spark of leadership was lacking, with Louis-Napoleon now desperately stricken by the stone in his bladder ‘as big as a

  pigeon’s egg’.




  Although in some respects Louis-Napoleon possessed greater military ability than most of his advisers, on matters of life and death he had been tragically impotent to assert his will. Against

  strong opposition from the Artillery Committee he had succeeded in pushing through the chassepot, but he had been forced to finance the mitrailleuse out of his

  own pocket, and completely defeated in his efforts to modernize the artillery. Thus, despite Marshal Lebœuf’s famous boast about the Army being ready down to the last gaiter-button

  (which wits claimed was largely true, as there was not a gaiter in store anyway), it went to war with muzzle-loading brass cannon that were, compared with the products of Herr Krupp, about as

  obsolete as the Emperor’s Roman ballistæ. Worst of all, however, parsimonious and complacent politicians had repeatedly frustrated his attempts at reforming Army organization so

  as to introduce something resembling Prussia’s compulsory service. The feudal system of ‘substitution’—or ‘blood tax’—whereby a rich man could

  ‘buy’ a less affluent citizen to take his place with the colours still prevailed, and it was as demoralizing as it was inefficient. The Left had vigorously attacked any expansion of

  arms spending, with Jules Favre questioning what possible interest there could be for Prussia to war with France; although later no faction would be quicker to chastise the regime for its

  incompetence in prosecuting the war. For the Garde Mobile, the territorials that were to provide the answer to the Prussian reservists. Marshal Niel, the Minister of War, had asked for 14

  million francs and got 5. Then, typical of Louis-Napoleon’s bad luck, Niel—perhaps the one man who might have reformed the Army—died in 1869. Extremely unpopular in the provinces

  the Garde Mobile was still little more than an idea as France entered the war.16
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