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      “With Tobias Churton as the cicerone—or dare I say psychopomp?—the reader is expertly guided in the labyrinthine world of the Occult Paris of the Belle Époque (1871–1914). This is the best introduction to the French occult revival ever written in English.”

      HENRIK BOGDAN, PROFESSOR OF RELIGIOUS STUDIES AT THE UNIVERSITY 
OF GOTHENBURG

      “Music, art, literature, mysticism—fin-de-siècle Paris had it all in great abundance, and in Tobias Churton’s latest tome he uncovers the hidden and not-so-hidden connections between Satie, Debussy, Redon, Rops, Khnopff, Gauguin, Crowley, Lévi, Papus, Mathers, Péladan, Michelet, Blavatsky, Reuss, Huysmans, Breton, and countless others. . . . Eminently readable and filled with meticulous historical details, this is a fabulous depiction of one of the most exciting and fervent periods of creativity in modern times.”

      JOHN ZORN, COMPOSER-PERFORMER

      “A tour de force. A stunning account of fin-de-siècle Occult Paris and its lasting influence on the counterculture. . . . Churton gives comprehensive portrayals of such occult luminaries as Péladan, Papus, and de Guaita as well as a portrayal of their movements and a seminal analysis of esoteric art—in particular the ‘Rosicrucian’ art of the salons—locating its place in the intellectual, cultural, and political milieu of the Belle Époque. Tobias is as erudite as he is excited and exciting. His scholarship is alive with passion, imagination, humor, and, most of all, humanity. A must-read for students of European history, Art Nouveau, Symbolism, Idealism, Surrealism, and the Decadents as well as for neo-Rosicrucian, Templar and Gnostic esotericists, and modern-day alchemists and magicians.”

      STEPHEN J. KING (SHIVA X°), GRAND MASTER, ORDO TEMPLI ORIENTIS

      “No one can evoke the feel of a place and an era like Tobias Churton! This is Paris in the Belle Époque, but behind the city of the can-can, Toulouse-Lautrec, and the Moulin Rouge, Churton shows us a Paris of seekers in mysterious worlds—magic, Hermeticism, Kabbalah, alchemy—and of artists, writers, and composers who were also drawn to those realms. The spirit of their compelling quest is stamped on every page of this book.”

      CHRISTOPHER MCINTOSH, PH.D., AUTHOR OF ELIPHAS LÉVI AND THE 
FRENCH OCCULT REVIVAL
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        Chamonix Mont Blanc
      

      And now away at last I find a town of the Belle Époque,

      The feeble frames collapse with time

      Replaced by concrete block.

      A town ’neath the edge of Damocles:

      a constant threat, disturbing wind

      On such a scale of ice and rock

      Recalls where Sodom’s people sinned.

      The townsfolk’s lives still grate along,

      Unsteady, like yon’ glacier stones,

      Their mem’ries sad ashes of once great Promethean bones,

      Incessantly does Nature take her promised ones below

      While leaving only debris and Nocturne’s afterglow.

      Away, away, Gargantua! Return from whence you came,

      Leave poets to their emptiness, and widows to their pain,

      Remind us not by rising crags of Man’s transient, gay façade,

      Bruise not our souls with motions fierce:

      Malcontent de Sade.

      But still we voyage across the seas to worship at your breast,

      We cower down and dig our grave by cavernous peak, or rest,

      We file past in wonderment and scratch your beaded brow,

      And you will weep and quake aloud at those condemned to Now.

      But are those ermine coronets that crown your kingly head

      A barrier, or halt to us who other paths must tread?

      For look above and see the skies

      Unending: our fraternity,

      And grasp the Star that charts the way

      While hoping for Eternity!

      TOBIAS CHURTON, AUGUST 1978

    

  
    
      PREFACE

      It was once considered the privilege of Soviet commissars to airbrush the images of political or ideological opponents from publicity photographs while expunging victims’ names from the leaves of history. This fastidious process usually followed the physical elimination of unwanted rivals by Siberian exile or firing squad. Academics in the Western world are unable to eliminate “inappropriate” minds and stories from the past and would doubtless prove squeamish in the physical execution of political or philosophical correctness. Nevertheless, practical elimination from the historical record, by omission or systematic denigration, is widely practiced. As I write, some students in England seem to be outdoing their tutors in attempting to render invisible historical figures deemed unacceptable to the unquestioning self-righteousness of the latest apostles of correctness. What is regarded by semi-educated persons as “self-evident” depends on what they have been previously informed constitutes unassailably proven fact or truth; the poisoned birds come home to roost. Needless to say, much regarded as self-evident is likely, on unbiased reflection, to be revealed as mere assumption. “Judge not lest ye be judged.” Besides, should it not be a primary task in the training of the mature mind to subject what is regarded as “certain” to rigorous scrutiny, as an exercise to broaden the mind? Information is commonplace; understanding is rare. Regarding the subject of this book, information also is rare.

      “Occult Paris” is not a subject you are likely to find given airtime on TV, radio, broadsheet, or as a story to be examined in the groves or concrete jungles of academe. Occult Paris’s leading figures, influential or even famous for a few years from the late 1880s to the years preceding World War I have been mostly forgotten, or in the case of a handful, find their names and reputations abused in the conspiracy stories that have flourished since the publication of Baigent and Leigh’s Holy Blood, Holy Grail in 1982. Conversely, in the neat and tidy version of art history, much that you will find in this book tends to be sidelined from attention as we are officially encouraged to entertain a smooth “progressive” transmission of genius from Impressionism and post-Impressionism to the full force of twentieth-century modernism occupied by expressionism, surrealism, and abstract expressionism: a culturally seismic “shock of the new” delivered by art-heroes Picasso, Duchamp, Dalí, et al, before we reach the empty canvas, minimal conceptualism, and alleged “end of history”—or at least, failing an apocalypse—the end of modernism.

      Well, modern only used to mean “fashionable,” and it may come to be seen that what once was regarded as progress was at root an aesthetic variety show stimulated by extreme political and spiritual anxieties. In established art history’s somewhat simplistic, and perhaps destined-to-be-outmoded analog for evolution, the artistic movements centered around the word symbolism, as practiced by “the Symbolists,” tend to be brushed aside as merely decorative accidentals. Symbolists are considered fair game for denigration as reactionary, romantic (damning in itself!), tainted with antirevolutionary—that is, antiprogressive—decadence.

      Don’t believe a word of it! The revolution entertained, however incoherently, among coteries of Symbolists, whether in paint, word, or music, was essentially a spiritual revolution, and for that reason alone, the legacy has been widely ignored or drained of meaning, subsequently reassembled as a scarecrow of scattered contradictions barely resembling humanity planted skew-wise in a distant field to scare the crows of reason off the rich soil of its “culture,” which as a result, is little examined in its fullness, notwithstanding its fertility. Spiritual ideas have in the Western world become non-ideas as the bulldozer of logical positivism, behaviorism, and materialist scientism pushes us toward an artificial intelligence. Outside the struggling new discipline of Western Esotericism, the story is ignored, sidestepped like a murky puddle by automatic, even autocratic, correctness.

      To take one example, I am a regular listener of the BBC’s third radio channel, devoted in the main to classical music. The channel recently broadcast a “special” on why, from the point of view of neuroscience and behaviorism, music induced certain effects associated with it. Doubtless such studies have their interest, but one could hardly fail to observe the lopsided materialism assumed as the debate’s framework. Music with all its incantatory depth, poetic, imaginative, and even spiritual power was stripped to the category of sound that entered the brain. Oh dear! Though few seemed to recognize it, we were landed right back in the mid-nineteenth century where bullish scientists assumed “mind” was a cerebral secretion. For reasons I suspect of “correctness,” an examination of spiritual interpretations of music’s qualities or even of the spiritual beliefs and preoccupations of composers has not been attempted by this leading outlet of classical music knowledge. Such an attempt you will find in this book.

      How much longer must we suffer the fallacious description of Debussy as an Impressionist? Here you will see that particular blind exposed as we discover Debussy’s deep participation in Hermetism and symbolist literature. Debussy and Satie 
might never sound quite the same to you again, but if you already grasp the 
magic of this music, you will need no persuading that these men were aiming very 
high indeed for sources of spirit, that is, inspiration. Nobody who is inspired 
is an “ordinary person,” and no ordinary person is equal to one inspired by the 
highest. Inspiration is not the prerogative of the wealthiest, most powerful, 
studious, or most influential—far from it; nor can inspiration be bought, though 
its fruits may be exhibited. Wisdom, as Blake tells us, is sold in the desert 
market where no one comes to buy. It is so often, though by no means always, the 
“despised” person who is the vehicle for inspiration. To be inspired is to be filled with the breath of life and to emanate the light of life. This light we need in our collective darkness. Of course, there are many false claimants to this dignity, but we may assess the tree from its fruit.

      Occult Paris aims to fill the gap in cultural knowledge that ignorance and materialist hostility to the category of the spiritual has created. And what a place is Paris to find the furniture for this story of a neglected Hermetic movement!—a movement that in the mind of at least one of its leaders, was intended to presage a cultural revolution. “Materialism has had its day,” wrote Gérard Encausse (“Papus”) at the head of every issue of his fecund magazine L’Initiation published throughout the late Belle Époque. It seems Papus, brave and good as he was, was mistaken in this. Materialism is the religion of the West and has made significant strides in the East. We are far from Papus’s synthetic, global religion of scientific spiritualism, vitalized and volatilized by combining esoteric traditions embedded in all religions at some level, and toward which he and many other intelligent persons at the time believed the scions of science were heading. In retrospect, Papus undoubtedly pushed too hard and certainly pushed too soon. Joséphin Péladan, Papus’s far from uncritical colleague in aspiration, was considerably more guarded. Péladan foresaw an apocalyptic future wherein Latin culture was wasted by aggressive, soulless, Prussianist Germanicism, vulgar and anti-Catholic, scientific in its devotion to the means of killing and subjugating non-Germans to its imperial will. Time would prove Péladan the more accurate prophet, at least of the near future.

      Péladan was the reason I came to this book. For all his remarkable qualities, Péladan has endured pretty poor press in the century since his death. His strident individualism and personal eccentricities have cloaked the flame of a vibrant, vital, compelling genius. This genius was brought home to me while writing my last book, Gnostic Mysteries of Sex. I had oft written on the troubadours but to my shame had never read Péladan’s late work Le Secret des Troubadours (1906), which opened a door to my understanding. I seriously considered a biography devoted to Péladan but eventually concluded that he was not, like Blake, an isolated character, but was best seen in all his glory amid the floriate garden of his friends, colleagues, enemies, and friendly enemies. He was a pulse-center of a movement he knew was very likely to fail. A Catholic heretic (I choose the phrase with care), he knew the powers of temptation—his novels’ characters fail because they are human. And a Hermetic movement based on the ideal of human perfection—the ideal of the Heavenly Man linked to absolute deity—is sure to fail, in this world. Grand failures make the best stories, for in the wreckage may be found much treasure: a real, that is spiritual, treasure, far exceeding that imagined by those obsessed with the lost relics of antique mythology.

      The bejeweled legacy of “Occult Paris” is waiting to be appreciated. Will humanity ever again witness such a cornucopia of witty, colorful, imaginative, gifted, and spiritually penetrating human delights? I hope to lift the lid on that lost world that only wants finding to prove it is not lost. “Barmy” doubtless, some of its confidences and temporal conceits, but we may, as we read, find it hard to judge too harshly these very human, very lovable souls. We have, I believe, everything to learn from their witness, individual and collective.

      Given our present discontents and confusion in matters of the spirit, we may see many of our problems solved over a century ago by men and women who, in glimpsing eternity, stepped outside of their own time and are willing, if we let them, to step into our own.

      It has been well worth raising this hidden, encrusted jewel, this sunken cathedral, from the dark waters of time to bring it into the light of our common—too common—day. It has been truly my privilege to convey this story, for the first time in its fullness, to the literate world.

      Perhaps Victor-Émile Michelet, a signal guide in this story, was right to believe the light should sometimes remain, if not hidden under a bushel exactly, then certainly covered with a very strong lampshade, but it can do sincere seekers no harm to take a peek when the time is right. I take it that you have come to this book because the time is right for you. May it be so for our friends, for our century.

      TOBIAS CHURTON, EPIPHANY 2016
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      “MEMORIES WEIGH MORE
THAN STONE”

      
        EDMOND BAILLY’S 
BOOKSHOP 1888
      

       

      Paris changes . . . but in sadness like mine

nothing stirs—new buildings, old

neighborhoods turn to allegory,

and memories weigh more than stone.

      (FROM “LE CYGNE”—“THE SWAN”—IN CHARLES BAUDELAIRE’S LES 
FLEURS DU MAL, 1857)

      In the year Vincent van Gogh took his paints and brushes to Arles to paint Sunflowers for art’s sake, Edmond Bailly established a bookshop at 11 rue de la Chaussée d’Antin in Paris’s 9th arrondissement. About a kilometer north of the Seine, this once highly fashionable street, dominated by late eighteenth-century neoclassical “hôtels” had witnessed decades of influential Parisians, some most colorful, entertaining hundreds of guests at a time, whisked in landaus through the street’s many pillared portals to elegant ecstasies and shimmering shows of talent and wealth glittering behind stately façades. A recession in the 1860s, however, compounded by the abdication of the emperor Napoleon III amid the horrors of Prussia’s military humiliation of France in 1870, ensured that during the ensuing Third Republic, many of the rue de la Chaussée d’Antin’s ground floors were commercialized as shops and offices.

      Some 600 meters east of the grandeur of Baron Haussmann’s freshly constructed place de l’Opéra, and running midway between the Louvre, about a kilometer to the south, and the boulevard de Clichy to the north, the area is now best known for what Napoleon Bonaparte considered the “English vice,” not of sodomy, but of shopkeeping, with the ironically named Galéries Lafayette department store imposing itself at the intersection of the rue de la Chaussée d’Antin with the mighty boulevard Haussmann and rue Lafayette, the latter named after the military hero of the American and early French revolutions. In 1888, Clichy’s reddened early-morning eyes had still not opened upon the famous Moulin Rouge, but it would not be long before that establishment’s shockingly scarlet windmill exterior was smacked in the world’s lascivious face. The Moulin Rouge’s saucy cabaret and scandalous Can-Can would open for business in 1889. In 1888 you would find its most celebrated visual publicist-to-be, Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec, at Edmond Bailly’s bookshop.

      Twenty-three years old, Toulouse-Lautrec’s descent from the village-like atmosphere of Montmartre—no Sacré Coeur basilica mounted the grassy hilltop in 1888—down Clichy’s streets of rectangular stone setts, to the rue de la Chaussée d’Antin, was a logical step for the budding artist. The year 1889 would see his work exhibited in the “Independent Artists Salon,” which, from its dangerous inception four years earlier, at the hands of the Société des Artistes Indépendants, was well on the way to establishing itself as the annual fount for all that was new and exciting in French art, flying in the face of Paris’s official Salon, run by the Académie des Beaux Arts with government approval. Independent Art was the thing. And Bailly’s little bookshop operated under the sign of the Librairie de l’Art Indépendant, and that was where you could find the most extraordinary range of independent intellects and God-given talents in Europe, for Toulouse-Lautrec did not enter the bookshop to be alone.

      Erik Satie, another genius who made his way south from Montmartre to the 9th arrondissement in late 1888 was twenty-two when he entered the shop. Born in Normandy, personal tragedy had left Satie 
with a deep, sometimes wistful melancholy and an underlying spiritual longing 
that pulsed through his early and most popular musical achievements. Erik Satie smiled wryly in the face of ’80s Paris, a conceit of wit that only just suppressed a bubbling enthusiasm for redemptive art. Unknown, Satie had taken advantage of cheap digs in Montmartre the previous year.
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        Fig. 1.1. Erik Satie;
photograph by
Santiago Rusiñol,
1892
      

      In December 1887, Erik and friend, poet, and journalist J. P. Contamine de Latour, approached the famous Chat Noir café-cabaret down the narrow rue Victor-Masse at number 12. Already ensconced reciting his poetry at a cabaret in the Left Bank’s Latin Quarter, Spaniard de Latour doubtless encouraged Satie to get himself fixed up with a similar gig. Introducing himself to the Chat Noir’s wily director Rodolphe Salis as a “gymnopédiste,” Satie’s unusual demeanor, combined with a fortuitous vacancy, encouraged director Salis to offer young Erik the café band’s baton. Satie worked on his exquisitely original series of Gymnopédies on the café piano. Practically everyone has heard them today. If they sound uncanny to us in the twenty-first century, imagine their effect on ears accustomed to the tumult of Offenbach, Berlioz, and Beethoven! If this book were a TV documentary, you would hear much of the Gymnopédies. But what are gymnopédies and why should Erik sell himself as a gymnopédiste?

      The word gymnopédies occurs in J. P. Contamine de Latour’s poem “Les Antiques” along with the word sarabandes with an implication of dancing, in the sense of a play of light. Gymnos is Greek for “naked” or “exposed” and paidia means “child’s play” or “amusement,” and the poetic image seems to be of children performing a ritual dance in ancient Sparta, but this is only an image. Satie, like most of those he met at Bailly’s bookshop, was concerned with the poetic symbol beyond the image. The music of Gymnopédies is stripped, for Satie favored absolutely clean sounds, sharp as starlight—no overly romantic mush or gush, but fresh as white water, translucent and cool as a Normandy breeze on the coast of his childhood. Nevertheless, those delicate, tranquil, and at the time musically disquieting, major sevenths strongly suggest an underlying echo of profound, spiritual anguish of yearning. Satie’s music wafts us through an aching nostalgia as it finds momentary repose in a cyclic gesture. Defying the fleeting nature of an experience analogous to childhood, a slow, grave rhythm symbolizes with exquisite economy a state of otherworldly innocence touched by the purity, and tremor, of whitest magic, absent from the world.

      When only six, Erik Satie’s mother died suddenly. Baby sister Diane joined her a few weeks later. People did not seek pat, rational psychological explanations to explain fissures of the soul in those days. When asked about the music’s provenance, Satie himself referred to Flaubert’s exotic novel Salammbô. Set during the ancient Punic wars, Salammbô’s story, published in 1862, concerns a powerful veil over the statue of a Carthaginian goddess, the removal of which promises death to those who steal or touch it. Satie’s reference point is I’m sure, as allusive as it is elusive. Themes of forbidden secrets, violation and exposure, lust and innocence, loss and tragedy, feminine power, spiritual forces, inexorable fate and sudden death underlying the visible “natural” human drama attract everyone attracted to Bailly’s bookshop. In fact, the ethereality of the Gymnopédies plays very much against the racy atmosphere of the rue Victor-Masse, where the Chat Noir was situated at the edge of the 9th arrondissement, some 600 meters southeast of the boulevard Clichy, round the corner from the place Pigalle’s not always cheap thrills; syphilis being commonplace. Symbolist artists truly desired a way through the ugliness of the times. The path might come through an embrace of suffering and denial of worldly approval in quest of the spiritual ideal. Some chose to suffer temptation and degradation, others spiritual purging by asceticism and devotion. Satie favored the latter path.

      By the end of 1888 he had completed both his Gymnopédies and his Sarabandes—the latter directly inspired by poems by J. P. Contamine de Latour—and he would play them to his newly acquired close friend Claude Debussy, whom he also met at the Librairie de l’Art Indépendant in the rue de la Chaussée d’Antin. Debussy recognized their unique qualities and the two men became close, emotionally and intellectually: poets in sound.

      One might have thought twenty-six-year-old Claude Achille Debussy’s interest in the rue de la Chaussée d’Antin was pricked by Frédéric Chopin’s having taken a room at number 5 in 1833, moving up in the world three years later to number 38 where Franz Liszt attended several of Chopin’s soirées, encountering luminaries such as German romantic poet Heinrich Heine and the French romantic painter, Delacroix. Half a century later, in January 1886, while studying at the Villa Médici in Rome, Debussy himself met Liszt and witnessed the great old man play there, shortly before his death. Debussy’s contact with the rue de la Chaussée d’Antin probably stemmed, however, from his interest in the arts review, La Revue Indépendante. On 9 February 1887, still studying fitfully in Rome, Debussy wrote to bookseller Émile Baron asking for the latest issue. A more direct contact with the address came through Debussy’s brother Alfred who, in March 1887, offered La Revue Indépendante his translation of a poem: “La Bourdon et la besace” by Symbolist inspiration and English “Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood” star, Dante Gabriel Rossetti (1828–1882).

      In fact, editor Edouard Dujardin ran La Revue Indépendante from the same premises in the rue de la Chaussée d’Antin that Edmond Bailly would acquire for his bookshop the following year. Dujardin also cofounded La Revue Wagnérienne that catered to the intense enthusiasm for Wagner. It ran from February 1885 to July 1888 and published contributions from many who would gather at Bailly’s L’Art Indépendant bookshop. Wagner’s music was something of a cult among the burgeoning body of Symbolists deeply concerned with the synthesis of the arts of word, painting, music, and drama, all claiming hostility to realism in literature and naturalism in painting. In 1888, poetry by Verlaine and Mallarmé graced La Revue Wagnérienne’s pages. The ghost of Baudelaire hung over all Symbolist endeavors, crying out for the justification the poet seldom received in his lifetime.

      Shortly after Alfred Debussy’s Rossetti translation appeared in La Revue Indépendante, brother Claude heard the first act of Wagner’s Tristan et Isolde at Paris’s Concerts Lamoureux. He was ecstatic: “Decidedly the finest thing I know!” Debussy’s enthusiasm was shared by practically everyone who gathered at Bailly’s bookshop during late, crepuscular afternoons in the rue de la Chaussée d’Antin. Musical elixir for Symbolists, Wagner had myth, magic, daring, originality, roots, thunderous volcanism, and sacred powers of unworldly melodic enchantment: a controlled, but sometimes volatile marriage of the visceral and the spiritual. In short, music from the chthonic energies of unworldly ecstasy. Music conjured this life into imaginative being, transporting the listener; indeed Symbolists tended to regard all the arts as sharing roots in magical incantation, and if the Symbolists would have their way, their flower too. In this context, Péladan’s famous conviction of the Artist as Magus, touched-by-the-divine conjuror extraordinaire, traversing worlds visible and invisible, was almost too obvious a conclusion for admirers of Gustave Moreau, yet to many ears, the message seemed astounding, reassuring: “telling it like it is.” What was being rediscovered was the magical essence of poetry: truth beyond words, beyond reason, beyond explanation, echoes from worlds that could touch but could not be grasped, for what they sought was the spirit of mystery.
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        Fig. 1.2. Claude Achille Debussy
      

      Something of Wagner’s mythic medievalism and Teutonic under-worldliness was shared by the English Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood’s embrace of William Blake’s prescient dictum—Gothic form is living form—the largely unacknowledged creed of Victorian architectural revival. An adjective that had once meant “barbaric,” “Gothic” had been redeemed by perception of the medieval Catholic Church’s architectural embrace of the divine-maternal, the mysterious, tempting, oriental curve: the very essence of art, according to bookshop habitué, art critic, aesthete, monarchist, and Catholic Decadent Joséphin Péladan. So we shall not be surprised to find that Erik Satie will very soon release his Ogives (1889): four piano pieces inspired by the curves (ogives) outlining Gothic arch windows in Paris’s Notre Dame cathedral on the Île de la Cité. Combined femininity and austere spirituality formed a window through which we may pass into the light, as to, and through, a symbol, like penetrating an ikon of Orthodox devotion: journeying from the organically visible to spiritual vision. A window, of course, works both ways. We see through it as light comes simultaneously through it to us. The visitation of light is suggestive of another world. The bright sky is a symbol of infinity, of boundless values and epic, fraternal ideals. Yet the Symbolists preferred autumnal light: hinterland between the known and the unknown, the clear and the obscure, twixt presence and absence, between life and death. Who are we? Where do we come from? Where are we going? Melancholy, longing, nostalgia were preconditions of illumination.

      For the Symbolist, Nature, ordinarily viewed, was naught but superficial sense impression, a mirror: mere flesh, not spirit or animating mind. Through a genuine ikon, on the other hand, imagination enabled the meditative viewer to slip via the locked gate of the opaque image to the mystery of being. Nobody who has made this journey can see the world as he or she saw it before, nor will be content any longer with the superficial, the shallow reality of the materialist that is conditional, not absolute. Such illumination was eagerly lapped up, if not always fully understood, by Symbolists; its nectar Parnassian, no . . . Olympian and Heliconic, for from the invisible summit of the loftiest poetry came the perspective to see, judge, dismiss, or discriminate and—who knows?—even to transform the huddled, distasteful world below, whose blackened state might yet be subjected to the gold-making skills of the alchemist, that is to say, “Artist.”

      Rimbaud wrote of the “alchemy of the word.” Poetry and painting were never so close as they were among Symbolists: necessarily esoteric, magical in the embrace of the supernatural, occult in penetration of the image. Ideal art evinced a trove of gold existing beyond the world’s material image. Those who understood were initiates; thus Péladan and his colleagues embraced Leonardo as an initiate, a “Grand Master.” As we shall see, Péladan’s declarations about the divine Leonardo are the precise source of the potent Da Vinci Code myth.

      The Gnostics called the ultimate nature of God Bythos, or Depth—as in an ocean or abyss. Understanding of this ultimately incomprehensible reality might require passage through a personal abyss wherein opposites might meet head-on, rendering helpless mere reason’s dependency on binary distinctions, as opposites are transcended through mystical congress. One would not see the light until one had experienced the darkness. The miraculous spirit gave new eyes, and thus the means to new art.

      Such a prospect of descent into maelstrom we now associate with the works of poets Charles Baudelaire (1821–1867) and Arthur Rimbaud (1854–1891), both resonant stars among the Symbolists and “Decadents.” We are therefore unsurprised to find Debussy in 1888 continuing his work begun a year previously on Cinq Poèmes de Baudelaire, while his six-part Ariettes Oubliées, based on a recent poem by Paul Verlaine—who shot and wounded Rimbaud in a lover’s rage in 1873—was published in January 1888. At the year’s end, Debussy will complete La Damoiselle élue, inspired by a poem by proto-Symbolist D. G. Rossetti. Published for voice and piano in April 1893 by none other than L’Art Indépendant owner and esoteric music theorist, Edmond Bailly (real name Henri-Edmond Limet, 1850–1916), La Damoiselle élue’s refined, lyrical, captivatingly curvaceous cover came from the alchemical hand of Maurice Denis, Symbolist of the “Nabi” (prophet) faction, or fraternity, sharing principles of vision with Gauguin and van Gogh.
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      Fig. 1.3. Cover to Debussy’s La Damoiselle élue
by Maurice Denis, published by Bailly in 1893

      Perennial descriptions of Debussy as an Impressionist composer, outrageously repeated on classical music programs and recording notes are ludicrously wide of the mark. But then, as now, the world at large finds Impressionism considerably easier to accommodate than Symbolism. In 1888, while the official Salon had come to accept Impressionists, it looked askance at the new visionaries, and tried to keep Decadent critic Joséphin Péladan out of its galleries.

      No, Debussy was no Impressionist, though countless documentaries have used his music to accompany Impressionist paintings, frequently lending them undeserved depth of enchantment to the sentimental uninitiated, while fostering a poppy-stained, summery, romantic image of the Belle Époque: a dry dream. In this regard it is instructive to note that in Debussy’s letters to bookseller Émile Baron, sent from Rome in 1885–87, he requested Baron send him Symbolist journals, as well as writings named as “Le chemin de la croix” by Catholic pro-Symbolist journalist, essayist, and poet Charles Morice (1860–1919), and “Rose-Croix,” attributed to the poet, esotericist (or “occultist”), Kabbalist, spiritist, and socialist Albert Jounet (1863–1923), himself an active participant in the life of 11 rue de la Chaussée d’Antin.*1
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        Fig. 1.4. Victor-Émile Michelet (1861–1938)
      

      Through Albert Jounet’s friendship with the remarkable esoteric poet and journalist Victor-Émile Michelet, Jounet earned his own chapter in Michelet’s remarkable book, Les Compagnons de la Hiérophanie, where Michelet writes of the gnostic Jounet as one who “always lived in the high zones of the spirit, in the generous innocence of the heart.” In fact, Michelet’s book, profoundly informed by personal experience of what he describes, as well as by the Martinist conception of the “Tradition”—of which more later—gives us a wonderfully warm, considered and often wry firsthand account of the milieu in and around Bailly’s bookshop in the late ’80s and early ’90s.

      A true “son of Hermes” in the sublime sense, Michelet (1861–1938) was an esoteric poet and writer of distinction, perceptiveness, and beauty of mind whose active scope comfortably spanned the occult, gnostic worlds, and the heights of Symbolist art; he knew practically every major figure, as well as many minor figures, of the Symbolist and intertwined Symbolist-Hermetic worlds, writing elegantly and trenchantly about immaterial things that matter. One should always be aware, however, when reading Michelet’s reminiscences, that however profound his asides and genteel his comments on art, character, and spirituality may be, he keeps faith to the Hermetic reserve regarding saying too much about the mysteries of the spirit and the truths of initiation, lest, as the movement’s arch-progenitor Hermes Trismegistus put it in the Asclepius, “they become commonplaces to the rabble.” Michelet knows far more than he says.

      Reading Michelet’s account of the “Hierophany,” that is, manifestation of the sacred, or what he significantly calls “the fin de XIX siècle movement of Hermetists” one feels the presence of much that is not said directly: another life that hovers about the words like a halo or cloud. Sensing this, we may realize just how deep and genuine a commitment to spiritual ideals existed among some of the players in the esoteric drama that unfolded in Paris between the 1880s and the conflagration of barbarity, folly, sacrifice, and untold heroism known as World War I.

      Michelet was an initiate.

      
        VICTOR-ÉMILE MICHELET AT BAILLY’S BOOKSHOP

        In the Foreword to his Les Compagnons de la Hiérophanie, the mature Michelet reflects crisply on his subject:

        In the last years of the last century, a number of young men met, ardent and vibrant, impassioned by the joy of learning of the most arduous studies. All recognized a spiritual fraternity oriented to the quest for the highest knowledge, of the integral gnosis woven under the fabric of time. They undertook to penetrate the secrets of that antique science prudently and necessarily hidden.

        Even in the darkest centuries, there were always men enlightened by occulted lights, and even the barbarism around them, in which direction the western world is now rushing [these words appeared in 1937], will not abolish the hatching of illuminated minds. Beyond time and space they are brothers.

        Michelet was convinced that the activities of the men he knew and described had joined Paris to the list of historic centers of gnosis, such as Plotinus had made of Alexandria; Ficino and Pico had made of Florence; and Robert Fludd and Francis Bacon had made of London. Michelet then names three men at the spiritual helm of the Parisian expression of gnosis. They “deserve the glory” but have never received the publicity: Christian esotericist Abbé Lacuria 
(1806–1900), Symbolist poet, playwright, and novelist Villiers de l’Isle-Adam (1838–1889), and esoteric theorist and social reformer Saint-Yves d’Alveydre (1842–1909). These men Michelet regarded as the patriarchal lights who guided him and his companions into the luminous world of esoteric truth.

        At the center of the center stood Edmond Bailly’s bookshop: “This shop united the spirits [or minds] of symbolism with the those of esotericism.”1 It constituted a salon, presided over by the wizened sorcerer-like visage of the esoteric musician, sometime Communard, and author of The Legend of Diamond: Seven Stories of the Celtic World (1909), Edmond Bailly (1850–1916): a man, according to Michelet, “with no commercial aptitude but gifted with rare intellectual and aesthetic acuity.”2 In Michelet’s words, Bailly was responsible for “some fairly curious verse,” reconstructions of history, and a number of interesting esoteric papers on music, belonging “to that category of men whom the gods mysteriously accord a multiplicity of superior gifts, neglecting to add another little one, without which, though secondary, they remain obscure: talent.”3
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        Fig. 1.5. Edmond Bailly,
La Légende de Diamant,
Librairie de L’Art
Indépendant, 1909
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          Fig.1.6. Remy de Gourmont (1858–1915), drawing by Pierre-Eugène Vibert
        

        Assessing Bailly affords Michelet opportunity to comment on influential Symbolist poet, critic, novelist, and pundit Remy de Gourmont (1858–1915) cofounder in 1889 of the important pro-Symbolist journal Mercure de France, and whose aesthetics would in time influence T. S. Eliot and Ezra Pound in the twentieth century. Michelet knew Remy de Gourmont better than those he influenced. While not denying de Gourmont’s possession of the essential gifts that constitute “talent,” he nonetheless displayed the lack of a no less essential human quality when, as Michelet puts it, de Gourmont “executed” Bailly—a man whom he knew not—with two unjust phrases. “For all his beautiful intelligence Remy de Gourmont only perceived the world of appearances. The sphere of reality was closed to him: a dilettante who could ricochet a volley of ingenious ideas on the surface, but could never go to the depth. Inferior to him in talent, Edmond Bailly was his superior by penetration.”4 The judgment is characteristic in its humanist sensitivity and critical severity of Michelet’s observations in general, a sublime talent that makes him the indispensable, providential guide to those of us who have never met, and may never meet, the minds he describes, or himself, and must be content with the crumbs that have descended through time from the masters’ table.

        For Michelet, it was Edmond Bailly’s “interesting mind” that explained why men of such great artistic gifts as Odilon Redon, Villiers de l’Isle-Adam, Stéphane Mallarmé, and Claude Debussy filed into the shop; they all delighted in Bailly’s conversation.

        Bailly also published a review, La Haute Science (The High Science), with the suggestion that occult science was elevated above quantitative science, as theology was once called the “queen of the sciences.” Contributors included such “masters of hermetic knowledge” as Matgioï: an intriguing pen name taken from the Chinese Matgioi (“eye of the day”) by Georges-Albert Puyou de Pouvourville (1861–1939). Matgioï had served in military and administrative capacities on French expeditions into China, where, settled in Tonkin, he was initiated into a secret society by a Taoist master before returning to France to establish Taoism in the West while writing works on China and French colonies in Asia. Bailly’s Librairie de l’Art Indépendant would publish Matgioï’s translation of Le Tao de Laotseu (the Tao Te Ching) in 1893.

        At roughly the same time Bailly established his bookshop, occultist Gérard Encausse (pen name “Papus”) advised “Martinist” magic enthusiast Lucien Chamuel to launch the Librairie du Merveilleux at 29 rue de Trévise, about a kilometer east of the rue de la Chaussée d’Antin. Chamuel was an anagram of Lucien’s real name, Mauchel, Chamuel being an archangel guardian of the Kabbalistic path of Geburah, reflecting divine strength seeking and seeing God.
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          Fig. 1.7. “Matgioï” (1861–1939)
        

        Michelet made the point that while the atmosphere in Bailly’s shop was less “charged with occult effluvia” than “the house of the rue de Trévise,” more artists passed through Bailly’s portals. Michelet’s observation implies that the Symbolist movement in general, while sincerely accommodating of magic and even “Spiritism,” preferred a less exclusive blend of esotericism with the arts, veering toward spiritually sensitive philosophy, inspiring ideas, poetry, and creative theory, rather than practical invocation of angels, evocation of demons, or spiritist séances. While knowledge of esoteric doctrines was regarded as a boon for understanding the hidden scope of the psyche and spirit in the world, there was marginal interest in practicing formal magic as handed down in the grimoires of old. In fact, the emphasis was on developing science to spiritual levels, while transposing the spiritual inheritance to scientific levels of application. Magic was part of the armory against materialism. The “magic circle” was now the theater, studio, salon, cabaret, gallery, and concert hall, wherever two or three were gathered together in the name of Art. Nevertheless, à chacun son goût, and Chamuel’s shop received its fair share of artist inquirers. It was doubtless satisfying for artists to be aware that somewhere in Paris on any given day, someone was searching amid supernatural realms for arcane knowledge inaccessible to telescope, microscope, or motor car—the latter demon patented by Karl Benz in 1886.

        The artists would arrive toward afternoon’s end. Michelet recalled the erect, enigmatic finger of poet Stéphane Mallarmé (1842–1898) raised in the “dusky penumbra” like that of Leonardo’s St. John the Baptist. Enjoying distance from his usual auditors—he taught English at a lycée—Mallarmé was always gracious, smiling warmly as he developed his speech not much above a whisper with fairness and discretion and just a caress of a light both clear and obscure.

        In 1888 Mallarmé’s poem “L’après midi d’un faune” had been known for some twelve years. Poet and philosopher Paul Valéry regarded it as the greatest in French literature, a beacon in Symbolist poetry whose essence will inspire Debussy’s revolutionary orchestral “Prelude to the afternoon of a faun,” first performed in 1894. Michelet comments that if Mallarmé “exercised on the so-called symbolist generation an uncontested majesty, this was rather by his speech than by his oeuvre which appeared obscure because he claimed to abuse clarity.”5
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          Fig. 1.8. Stéphane Mallarmé (1842–1898)
        

        The point about Symbolism is that the symbol should never be obvious; if its meaning is exhausted on sight, like an allegory, it has failed. Words do not exhaust the meaning of truth. Symbolist poet Henri de Régnier (1864–1936) held the symbol to be “the most perfect and the most complete figuration of the Idea” or “the expressive figuration of the Idea.” The poetic velocity was toward a pure poetic Platonism, a spiritual religio mentis (“religion of the mind”). Greek-born poet Jean Moréas (1856–1910), insisted that “the essential character of Symbolist art is never going as far as the conception of the Idea in itself.” Allegory then was not symbolism. Mallarmé decreed the Symbolist must resist “too precise a meaning,” a Rimbaudian doctrine of reserve almost theological in essence. Pierre Louÿs (Pierre Félix Louis, 1870–1925), author of the Sapphically erotic Les Chansons de Bilitis—set to music by Debussy in 1897—and a frequent visitor to Bailly’s bookshop, was succinct: “One must never explain symbols. One must never penetrate them. Have confidence—oh! Do not doubt. He who has drawn the symbol has hidden a truth inside it, but he must not show it—or else why symbolize it in the first place?” Mallarmé again: “It is the perfect usage of this mystery which constitutes the symbol.”
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          Fig. 1.9. Henri de Régnier (1864–1936)
        

        Definitions of Symbolism tend to be vague because a quality of vagueness is of its essence. The poetic-symbolic comes alive precisely at the borderline where matter becomes spirit or is darkened in twilights of otherworldliness. Its art, its magic, is enchantment: to recover stolen soul from the opacity of the world. Michelet remembered a beautiful discussion between kindred spirits Mallarmé and Villiers de l’Isle-Adam. Villiers contested what he considered Mallarmé’s error of believing that the “living idea” has no permanent existence, its duration dependent on where it lodges its spirit, and as soon as it is separated, it dies. This Villiers regarded as discordant with Plato’s “occult doctrine” regarding the life of the ideas in eternity. A year later, Michelet received a note from Mallarmé, the poet having modified his ideas since Villiers’s reproach:

        My dear Confrère [“fraternal colleague”],

                        Thank you for sending your study of “L’Ésotérisme dans l’Art” [Esotericism in Art]. It interested me personally. Because it would be difficult for me to conceive something or to follow it without covering the paper with geometry where the evident mechanism of my thought reflects itself. Occultism is the commentary of pure signs, to which all literature obeys, cast immediately by the spirit.

        Your very persuaded,    Stéphane MALLARMÉ6

        Bailly planned as his editorial debut to publish the Count Villiers de l’Isle-Adam’s Chez les Passants Fantaisies, Pamphlets et Souvenirs (Among the Passersby, Fantasies, Pamphlets, Memories). However, when the proofs were returned, they were found smothered with black ink corrections. Hardly one “majestic” phrase was definitive. No one, Michelet observes sadly, knew that death was so close to the erratic, much loved Villiers. Michelet joked kindly that if it was the Lord who had called Villiers prematurely—he died in 1889—to the “golden paradise of the beautiful genius,” it could only have been to prevent him from revising his work indefinitely!
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          Fig. 1.10. Auguste Villiers de l’Isle-Adam (1838–1889)
        

        Chez les Passants was published in 1890 under Bailly’s editorial symbol, a curious design by artist Félicien Rops, consisting of a punkish looking, winged female crouching on a very large fish with the rubric: “this fish is not for everybody.” No doubt. Michelet recalled how the living Villiers would, while his head oscillated between his shoulders, work his enchanting word while withdrawing a hand from his pocket to cast his hat in any direction leaving the other free to push back the silvery locks that dangled before him as he spoke “and rarely did one interrupt the enchanter.” Michelet did not share the view of many contemporaries that Villiers was a crank, mired in a dreamworld. He noticed instead that Villiers had an all-seeing look, valuating both things and men acutely. His pale blue eyes penetrated, Michelet observed, far into the most intimate regions of the world external to him.

        Michelet recounted from fond memory Villiers’s spontaneity, how he would “surge,” always ready to seize the moment and impart his magic to it. Yet though an artist whose actions frequently demanded an adverbial “suddenly,” Villiers was nonetheless punctual in formal terms, when he had to be. In this regard, Michelet remembered choosing Villiers as fellow “second,” or witness, to a duel that took place in about 1886. The seconds went in a friend’s name to demand satisfaction from Jean Moréas. The date in itself is interesting because it was in September 1886 that Le Figaro published Jean Moréas’s “Literary Manifesto,” afterward known as the “Symbolist Manifesto.” Moréas announced Symbolism as a movement, distinguishing it from the Decadent: a view not all Symbolists shared, including, I think, Michelet.

        Having previously experienced the role of duelist’s second, Michelet saw Villiers as one ideally suited to the task, envisaging all eventualities, untying all complications, with all the superior powers of subtle diplomacy required. While Villiers could appear fleeting, it was, asserts Michelet, because he had been suddenly called on to extricate himself from the jaws of hidden distress, often financial, sometimes romantic in nature. Michelet was adamant, against the naysayers, that Villiers, carrying the enchantment of genius in his heart, lived a happier life than the apparent favorites of fortune: “Leave the vulgar to consider their misery. In Villiers dwelt the world of angels and of gods. O burnt saints with living wounds on some soiled bed, shredded martyrs, persecuted heroes, ridiculed and miserable genius, ’tis you who have the best part! ’tis you who have lived on the borders of the infinite!”7 This outburst of Michelet’s in celebration of his long-deceased friend is extremely telling of the mentality of our movement in general, conveying as it does far more than an encyclopedia entry on Symbolism ever could. It is of the heart.
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          Fig. 1.11. Jean Moréas (1856–1910)
        

        Michelet remembered being with Villiers in the shop one evening when astrologer and occultist Ely Star (real name: Eugène Jacob, 1847–?1942) invited them, along with Bailly, to dine at his apartment in the heights of Montmartre. An “excellent man,” according to Michelet, Ely Star had been a butcher, then prestidigitator with escapologist Robert Houdini, before turning to authentic magic and astrology. “He was not very wise, but very intuitive, and his method, if it had made a Selva or a Choisnard smile, drove him to curious results.”*2 The dinner occasion may have been connected to publication of Star’s Les mystères de l’horoscope, published in 1888 (Paris: Duville) with a preface by Camille Flammarion and a letter from Joséphin Péladan. Michelet’s references to astrologer Henri Selva (1861–1952) and Paul Choisnard (1867–1930) reflect the fact that the latter two astrologers preferred a statistical method to justify astrology’s validity, whereas Ely Star developed ideas from Éliphas Lévi’s friend Christian Paul (ca. 1860), integrating the major and minor arcana of the tarot with the Kabbalist’s “Tree of Life,” or Sephirotic tree into astrological classification.*3
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          Fig. 1.12. Camille Flammarion (1842–1925), French astronomer and Theosophist
        

        That night, the eloquent Villiers was particularly on form, improvising recitations that bounded from the tragic to the farcical, giving the impression, as Michelet puts it, of being “thrice alive,” suggesting a veritable incarnation of Thrice Greatest Hermes himself! Villiers was still speaking late in the evening, continuing in the street till Michelet led him to his door. Michelet had witnessed this “great prodigal of the spirit” applying his working method. A sculptor or freemason of the word, Villiers’s method consisted of chipping off the rough edges of the block of his first conception until he had achieved a spoken form suitable to be tried out for his friends. “How many beautiful pages were thus prepared, that death did not permit him to write! While he seemed to us so intensely, so genially alive, the angel of death spied on his gestures. Because each one of us is accompanied from birth by the individual angel of his death, by his Kere [female death-spirit], say the Greeks. Recall the tragic moment when Zeus puts in the balance the Kere of Achilles and the Kere of Hector. This one is the heaviest.”8

        A few days after the dinner with Ely Star, Bailly—who edited a musical journal called La Musique Populaire—asked if he could publish Villiers’s music composed on Baudelaire’s sonnet, “La Mort des Amants” (“The Death of the Lovers”), a piece Villiers sometimes sang to friends. Though he could accompany himself on the piano, he could not write music on the stave. Rather than executing it simply for Bailly, who had taken down the notes, Villiers paid a call on composer Augusta Holmès (1847–1903). Of Irish descent, Augusta’s golden hair and proud bosom had aroused in Symbolist-friendly composer César Franck “most unspiritual desires” when she was his organ pupil in the 1870s, initiating jealous anger in fellow organist Camille Saint-Saëns who was also crazy about the “pythoness” Augusta. Franck’s wife was equally disconcerted.
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          Fig. 1.13. Augusta Holmès (1847–1903)
        

        Villiers had taken an interest in Augusta in 1865 when she was involved with poet Catulle Mendès (1841–1909) who himself was about to marry Judith Gautier, whom Villiers was also in love with and wished to marry. Villiers then tried to marry Judith’s sister Estelle, a consummation blocked by Villiers’s mother’s Aunt Kerinou since Estelle had neither cash nor position. English readers probably only know Villiers from the famous line “Live? The servants will do that for us,” taken from his Symbolist play Axël, published after his death. But Villiers did live, struggling with a personal sense of eternity trapped in time. Probably happy Bailly’s request had given him an excuse to visit Augusta, his luck with her, unfortunately, had not improved with time; she was not at home. So he called on composer Emmanuel Chabrier (1841–1894) who, like Villiers, had contributed to Dujardin’s Revue Wagnérienne. Chabrier had pioneered the integration of modality with the French harmonic school, along with the use of the pentatonic scale in 1877 (the operetta L’Etoile), before César Franck’s Rebecca in 1880–81, and over a decade before Debussy’s well-known experience of the Javanese gamelan at the Universal Exhibition of 1889. The five-toned scale and the writing in antique modes would help to revolutionize music in the fin de siècle, because the inner and formal restructuring gave music some of the verbal freedom and mystery characteristic of poetry. On this occasion, however, Villiers’s needs were somewhat simpler. Asked by Villiers to write his music, the “fat guy of the Auvergne,” as Michelet describes Chabrier, laughed and invited Villiers to confine himself to the art of literature. Chabrier’s rudeness may be attributed to depression at a decline in his career, aggravated by the onset of syphilis. Sore vexed, Villiers returned to Bailly’s shop, badmouthing Chabrier in “sonorously acid phrases.” The next day he moved to other things; Michelet did not forget. Fifty years later the memory of Chabrier’s uncouth rebuff made Michelet desire to celebrate “the great music of his [Villiers’s] phrases, the most beautiful of the French tongue, that condensed themselves from his thought, derived from the most mysteriously faraway regions of the spiritual world.”9

        It was at L’Art Indépendant that Villiers met the novelist Joris-Karl (real name Charles-Marie-Georges) Huysmans (1848–1907), author of archetypal Decadent novel À Rebours (Against the Grain, 1884), its decadent, reclusive character Jean des Esseintes being inspired to some extent by real-life aristocrat, poet, and aesthete Robert, Comte de Montesquiou-Fézensac (1855–1921), with something of the personal tastes that permeate Villiers’s own novels thrown into the wicked blend. Des Esseintes’s character—or, arguably, lack of it—would go on to inspire Oscar Wilde’s decadently evil aesthete-horror story, The Picture of Dorian Gray, whose eponymous character seems to have been corrupted by Huysman’s equally imaginary monster-idol, before going on to culturally congeal into the effete, amoral type evident in the smooth-talking murderer in Patrick Hamilton’s 1929 play, Rope, made into an experimental thriller by Alfred Hitchcock in 1948.
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          Fig. 1.14. Joris-Karl Huysmans (1848–1907)
        

        Huysmans used to drop in on the shop after leaving his office at the Ministry of the Interior, where Chabrier had also worked, as a lawyer, until an experience of Wagner’s Tristan und Isolde in Munich in 1879 changed his life. Michelet regrets his never meeting Huysmans at Bailly’s, though he would meet him elsewhere, as we shall see, in somewhat dramatic circumstances. But Michelet did meet another “familiar of the house” around the same time. The familiar spirit was chemist Louis Ménard (1822–1901) who in 1846 had discovered collodion. While collodion’s nitrocellulose film found profitable application in both medicine—surgical dressing—and in photography, Ménard himself received neither credit nor benefit.
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          Fig. 1.15. Louis Ménard (1822–1901),
portrait by Émile-René Ménard
(1861–1930)
        

        A socialist revolutionary in 1848, Ménard was exiled to London where, in the 1850s, he established a reputation as a classical historian and poet before returning to France to become a painter with the Barbizon artists through the 1860s. Called to care for his sick mother in London, Ménard had to support the Paris Commune (March–May 1871) by pen alone. A respected classicist, Ménard’s Hellenic Polytheism of 1863 anticipated J. G. Frazer’s anthropological approach to religion.

        Ménard’s translation of the gnostic-occult dialogues of the Pymander of Hermes Trismegistus, published in 1866, could be purchased at Bailly’s shop, which opened a year after Ménard was appointed professor at the École des Arts décoratifs, an important establishment dedicated to the marriage of technique and culture that would play such a role in the revolution of domestic style in the twentieth century—Art Deco being not the least of its achievements. Finding his social and aesthetic ideals in the classical world, Ménard was drawn into the sympathetic orbit of Symbolists who tended to see art as the decorative expression of the soul, from its roots in the ancient world of worship and cult, unifying the interior and the exterior. Art, like life, should be devoted.

        Bailly wanted to republish Ménard’s collection of sonnets, philosophical dialogues and stories, the Rêveries d’un païen mystique (Dreams of a Mystical Pagan, 1876), while Michelet was interested in Ménard’s personal relationship with college comrade Charles Baudelaire. While Ménard did not share Baudelaire’s genius for poetry, he did leave some poems—Michelet draws particular attention to “Empedocles”—that while not being great poetry, certainly expressed “a spirit rich and penetrating.” It is typical of Michelet to value what others did not, praising Ménard for having been, as it were, the companion of Neoplatonist mystics Porphyry and Iamblichus in Alexandria, for having invented collodion while playing at chemistry, for his fascination with Hellenic symbolism, in whose pursuit he had scaled halfway the peak of Olympus, before being retarded in his ascent as clouds concealed from him the view of the Olympians, by which Michelet also meant the perspective of the Olympian. For Ménard, according to Michelet, had “intelligence lacking brilliance, but which stood firm on solid knowledge,” being one of those “who when introduced to the definitive path, walk always close to her, and not in her.”10 “By the clear blue of his eyes, by the triangular construction of his face, Louis Ménard recalled a little Villiers de l’Isle-Adam. He was, however, a singular maniac. He came on foot from the place de la Sorbonne, where he lived in a beautiful house that he owned, to the Chaussée d’Antin [about 4 kilometers to the north], carrying all his corrected proofs, to save himself a sou.”11 Catulle Mendès told Michelet he’d taken Ménard as the model for a miser in his collection of risqué vignettes of hypocritical lusts, Monstres Parisiens (Parisian Monsters, 1882).

        Ménard’s last mania, apparently, was the reform of orthography: the means by which a language is written, including punctuation, capitals, et cetera. “He obliged the typographer to compose his prose in an orthography invented by himself, incomprehensible to others. One scratched one’s head to discover which French words hid themselves under an insensate load of consonants and vowels. He must have given himself enormous pains to transcribe the text of his Reveries of a mystic pagan in this magma of bizarrely assembled letters. Placid as he was, Bailly tore his hair out when faced with the proofs. What reader would have the courage to decipher these repulsive pages? Louis Ménard, securing his fine head under his long buckled hair, was as obliviously obstinate to disfigure all the words of his prose as he was obstinate to be Republican under the Emperor, as he was obstinate always to adore the divinity of the Homeric Zeus.”12

        A number of Symbolist poets were happy to have Bailly publish their works under the motto borrowed from Baudelaire’s publisher Auguste Poulet Malassis Non hic piscis omnium (“This fish is not for everyone”), an unlikely marketing rubric today. Michelet praises Bailly’s productions. First editions of his Chansons de Bilitis, and the Poésies de Méléagre by Pierre Louÿs (1870–1925), and the Poèmes anciens et romanesques of Henri de Régnier (1864–1936) were much sought after when Michelet was writing in the 1930s, and today more so, being incredibly rare.

        One poet who was not seen in the shop but whose work was published by Bailly was the now very obscure French poet and dramatist Louis Ernault (1865–1919). Indeed, Ernault was obscure in his own time. According to Michelet, the poems published by Bailly remained unperceived, “hidden by the walls of the little chapels,” and yet they, Michelet tells us, were “the only ones in this so-called symbolist epoch that carried within them the understanding of the symbol. Louis Ernault’s La Mort des Sirènes [Death of the Sirens] is one of the great poetic works of the French language. Someone will recognize this one day.”13 That day has not yet come.
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          Fig. 1.16. Pierre Louÿs (1870–1925)
        

        When the wind of success blew in the Symbolists’ direction, it blew them far from L’Art Indépendant to less artistic but more commercially assured homes, as Michelet put it. Although Bailly understood human nature well enough, the little exodus from his editorial embrace left some bitterness, but Bailly was without rancor. Only Debussy’s somewhat casual departure left him brooding a little. Bailly could hardly forget that Claude Achille Debussy (christened Achille-Claude) had been one of the most familiar visitors to his shop, arriving most days at the end of the afternoon either alone or with his faithful Erik Satie.
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          Fig. 1.17. Catulle Mendès (1841–1909)
        

        —What? Catulle Mendès said to me one day, You don’t know the music of Debussy! A collaboration of you and him would be indicated.

        Later, a collaborative project was sketched out but went no further. Catulle Mendès had a system:

—Assemble the librettos of all the young composers showing promise. Among them, there will be one who will create a work as successful as Faust.14

        Whether this would have worked immediately in Debussy’s case, Michelet had cause to doubt. Debussy assembled an operatic libretto after Le Cid by Guilhem de Castro, esteeming it greater than Corneille’s:

        —What became of your Cid? I [Michelet] asked Debussy later.

—Ah! It disgusted me. I abandoned it, and I began setting Pelléas et Mélisande to music.15

        The masterpiece came too late for Catulle Mendès and Michelet to seize the value of the young talent in the bud. As for Michelet’s own abortive collaboration with Debussy, it came about in this wise. In 1899, Michelet would write a Symbolist play, Le pèlerin d’amour (The Pilgrim of Love), somewhat akin stylistically to the Symbolist Maeterlinck’s 1893 play Pelléas et Mélisande. Maeterlinck was a friend of Henri de Régnier, and it was de Régnier who opened the door for Debussy to approach the Belgian Maeterlinck, an encounter bearing fruit in Debussy’s remarkable opera Pelléas et Mélisande, first performed in April 1902 to a mixed but profitable response, while Michelet was still trying to find a home for his Le pèlerin d’amour. Parnassian poet José-Maria Heredia (1842–1905; father of Henri de Régnier’s wife, Marie) suggested to Michelet Le pèlerin d’amour’s being performed at the Comédie Française, but a fire scotched that in 1900. Michelet waited for the theater to get going again, but when at last it was put before the selection committee, the play was rejected, whereupon Michelet’s childhood friend, André Ulrich, working high up at the Ministry of the Interior, contacted Paul Ginisty at the Théâtre de l’Odéon. Ginisty wanted Michelet’s play, but only with a score. Michelet, somewhat logically, contacted Debussy whose Pelléas et Mélisande was already becoming a cult among Conservatoire students and other cognoscenti, and Debussy and Michelet sketched ideas for a libretto between December 1902 and January 1903, the month in which Debussy was promoted Chevalier de la Légion d’Honneur as his opera completed its second series on 6 January, after which Debussy decided to commit himself to writing music criticism. Alas for Michelet!16

        Debussy had not always been in such demand. Michelet remembered fondly the many occasions Debussy spent in the backroom of Bailly’s shop, where, on an excellent piano, he “played us passages he was working on, and we were enchanted with the glamours of his charming, invertebrate genius. I never heard a pianist play the piano like Debussy.” Under strong fingers, “made for kneading the musical dough,” Debussy extracted from the rough instrument a voice rich in every timbre. It could be a human voice or the voice of chords of brass or woodwind. Debussy’s pale face looked placid but his fiery eyes were ardent in producing what those who heard him recognized, and inhaled avidly, “this wholly new music, this sonorous powder made to explode the Wagnerian bewitchment that weighed on the atmosphere of the time.”17

        
          [image: image]
        

        
          Fig. 1.18. Debussy by the River Marne in 1893
        

        Few who heard Debussy at Bailly’s would have believed, Michelet notes, that his music would have so soon been able to impose itself on acceptable taste. He referred to this sentiment when speaking to Debussy shortly after the evening premieres of Pelléas and Melisande in 1902:

        —I did not believe, I said, that this music would find support so rapidly.

—Hen! he [Debussy] replied, It is supported, but not digested. 18

        Michelet remarked that the spiritual stock that was spreading in the esoteric and Symbolist currents, taking in the painting of the school of Gauguin and van Gogh, must have been checked in music. Debussy, however, could express himself in music comfortably, having let himself, Michelet asserts, become “permeated powerfully with Hermetism” . . . permeated with Hermetism. This is a highly significant statement about Debussy from a keen, contemporary observer who knew. Debussy’s esoteric reading and conversation with music theorist Edmond Bailly, who himself studied the esotericism of Eastern and Western music, enabled him to penetrate Indian sacred music through acquaintance with Sufi Inayat Khan and his two brothers.

        Inayat Khan (1882–1927) founded the Sufi Order in the West in 1914, teaching universal Sufism even though he left India as a classical musician. Khan told Michelet that Edmond Bailly was the first person he ever knew in Paris.19 Michelet held Khan in high regard; hardly surprising perhaps since Sufism has been recognized by scholars as the gnosis amid numerous Islamic traditions.

        This fine Murchid [spiritual guide], illuminated by secret lights, consummate musician, who died young in 1927, was only able to know Bailly when he was seeking refuge, after the fall of L’Art Indépendant, in an obscure ground floor apartment on the rue St Lazare, at a period when he had some reason for refusing to have anything to do with his old friend Debussy.20

        It was not Bailly who introduced Debussy to Inayat Khan but another. Debussy made the best of the encounter, finding renewed inspiration there, as he did from the richness of musical ideas of his friend Erik Satie who, as Michelet puts it, was “then too insufficiently accomplished technically to know how to express them.”
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          Fig. 1.19. Ernest Reyer (1823–1909)
        

        —Well! said someone to Erik Satie, Here is a phrase of Debussy’s which seems to be from Satie.

—Yes, he replied, It’s Satie, but Debussy does it better than me. 21

        Appointed in 1892 as Péladan’s master of music for his “Rose-Croix Catholique,” Satie had first arrived at Bailly’s, Michelet recalls, dressed entirely in corduroys. With the lenses of his pince-nez projecting the fires of his laughing eyes, Satie was, for Michelet and his friends, “such a good companion of the Work of Liberty.” He recalled the eccentric composer recounting farcically his visits to the members of the Académie des Beaux-Arts who controlled Paris’s “official” exhibitions of high art; Satie would present his candidature to the institute at every holiday. This, Satie asserted, was so that he could achieve the goal of preaching to the maintainers of academic authority the cult of the “real and living art.” Satie declared that only one of its members fully understood: Gustave Moreau (1826–1898), painter of mythological and biblical imagination, and a hero to many Symbolists, and much later, to surrealists. One voice spoke out for Satie. That voice belonged to Ernest Reyer (1823–1909), opera composer (Sigurd, 1884; Salammbô, 1890), music critic at the Journal des débats (filling Berlioz’s shoes), librarian at the Académie de Musique, and a member of the Académie des Beaux Arts since 1876. Reyer’s music became unfashionable as the 1890s proceeded.

        Michelet remembered Satie turning against Debussy in his last years, as he had against many by then. Michelet found the reversal of attitudes amusing. He thought what Satie held most in Debussy’s disfavor was Debussy’s respect for “la coupole,” a reference to the dome of the Académie Française. Such ambition was bad form for younger idealists; cult classics rarely get Oscars. Satie complained bitterly: “Claude no longer understands, that the price of living music is something different to being a simple coupolard”22—a cutting pun on the coupole and the French couard (coward). One cannot help wondering if Michelet had also experienced a negative jolt from Debussy’s ambitiousness when the latter’s separation from Michelet’s play coincided with Debussy’s receiving national honors in January 1903—we may savor the poignant message of Octave Mirbeau’s “way of the cross” article referred to earlier: in terms of rewards meted out by the powerful, the cross is not only a badge of merit, but a medal of spiritual capitulation. Had Jesus accepted their “cross,” he could have avoided his. But Debussy was much more of a problem to Satie’s reputation than he was to Michelet’s, or so we might imagine.

        Once one grasps the conceit by which Leonardo da Vinci can be seen as a Grand Master of an ideal order of creative, initiated genius, the fictional ascription of Debussy’s name in recent times to the equally fictional Grand Mastership of the Martinistic “Priory of Sion” ludibrium makes radiant sense to anyone “in the know.” In this manner of perception, Debussy was indeed a grand master, having mastered and transformed music through Hermetic initiation, that is, immersion in divine intelligence invisible to the world and the worldly.

        Michelet knew another friend of Edmond Bailly’s: Belgian artist of the bizarre, Félicien Rops (1833–1898). Rops would design several frontispieces for Péladan and much else besides of a playfully wicked, graphic, and frequently erotic nature. Known for his “Satanic” women, Rops illustrated Barbey d’Aurevilly’s Les Diaboliques. His drawing of St. Theresa shows the mystic’s “ecstasy” as nothing more than a naked nun with a dildo up her vagina. Shocking, Rops was an astute humorist of sexual desire and the pornographic temptation of the clergy. Anticlericalism would have stood him in good stead with the secularism of the Masonic Grand Orient of Belgium, of which Rops was a member. Like Satie, who would have the courage to sit himself down on the benches of the Schola Cantorum and learn medieval and choral music theory like a schoolboy at an age when most people have left study far behind them, Rops, taking Impressionist painter Corot’s advice, joined the pupils of an engraving atelier at the age of forty, becoming thereby a master in etching.
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          Fig. 1.20 (inset). Félicien Rops (1833–1898)
Fig. 1.21. A self-portrait in Satanic mode, Félicien Rops
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        Fig. 1.22. Diaboli Virtus In Lombis! (The Devil’s Virtue Is in His Loins); Rops’s frontispiece to Joséphin Péladan’s novel 
L’Initiation Sentimentale
(Sentimental Initiation, 1887)

        Rops was leaving Bailly’s shop one day when painter Edgar Dégas entered. The sharp-tongued painter discerned the engraver’s silhouette: “Voilà! The Directory of etching!”—“le Bottin de l’eau-forte” implying Rops would work for anyone or anything. The quip, Michelet believed, was unfair. The “aquafortist of Works useless and invisible” was, said Michelet, an artist dignified by his friendship with Baudelaire: quite sufficient praise for a Symbolist of the faith. Was Rops the Devil? Michelet joked that Rops did his best to appear so, with a nose strong and brusque, subtle lips, and a goatee beard, and sufficient shock of hair up front for it to resemble two horns. Would Aleister Crowley steal the look from a previous generation of decadent “Satanists”? He would. To maintain the look took a lot of work. Perseverance created an image: Rops was content to be a living symbol of something people wanted.

        Michelet delighted in the image of Bailly—who also resembled an old sorcerer—and Rops together, like a couple of witches or devils on the dark mountain called the Brocken, conjuring and making mysteries together. Observing Auguste Rodin with his florid beard one day in his atelier sculpting, Michelet heard him suddenly stop and declare: “These heads asserting themselves as decadent humanity, I leave them to Rops.” Michelet added: “—and to Toulouse-Lautrec.”

        So we return to the painter with whom we began, making his way down to L’Art Indépendant from Montmartre. Michelet called Toulouse-Lautrec’s art “acute and ferocious,” but reserved his last word on Bailly’s shop for an appraisal, not of him, but of the most mysterious Symbolist of them all, Odilon Redon (1840–1916). Surprisingly, Michelet never met Redon, despite Redon’s being a friend of Bailly’s shop, and according to Michelet, one of the greatest artists who ever frequented the rue de la Chaussée d’Antin.
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          Fig. 1.23. Odilon Redon (1840–1916)
        

        Lithographer, aquafortist [etcher], he had begun painting at 40, like Titian. This Saturnian visionary of the dark world precipitated himself in the worlds that intoxicate the enchantments of light and color. His name, his work bathed in a halo of obscurity, and the several years that have passed since his death have only ignited a few pale rays of a glory that still await in the future. Certain artists are powerful enough to surpass the limits of their art. They have magnetized their works with the power they have drawn from the great secret springs, and these works emit a mysterious radiance. Thus did da Vinci and Rembrandt in his second style, and lingering between less ample horizons, Dürer. It is to this family of minds that one will have to attach Odilon Redon. Did he not know how a simple bouquet of flowers extracts an intensity of expression exalted to the furthest obsessions?23
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        Fig. 1.24. L’Oeil, comme un ballon bizarre se dirige vers l’infini
(The Eye Like a Strange Balloon Mounts toward Infinity),
Odilon Redon, 1882

        Michelet concluded his tour of his memories of Bailly’s shop with the melancholy thought that many other remarkable spirits had filed into the boutique of “Independent Art,” many of them now forgotten. Forgotten or not, they all found in Edmond Bailly a grand, penetrating and reliable companion in the quest of “the great intellectual adventure.”

        We now undertake to trace some of the more immediate roots of the great intellectual adventure that was Occult Paris.
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        Fig. 1.25. Félicien Rops’s colophon for Bailly’s L’Art Indépendant publications—Non hic piscis omnium: 
“This fish is not for everyone”

      

    

  
    
      TWO

      THE BUILD UP

      It began to dawn on a number of the “spirits,” or genii, who frequented Bailly’s bookshop in 1888 that they unintentionally constituted what was, effectively, a spiritual movement: a Hermetic, spiritual movement dedicated not to theological or exclusively philosophical doctrines, but to the transformative power of the arts of the imagination. From this nucleus, a new world of perception would emerge, one that, while long forgotten as a movement in its own terms, would not only change the world, or “affect outcomes,” as we might say today, as strong beliefs will, but one that I think has demonstrated remarkable capacities to be reborn in or near our own times.

      There was never a time in French history, documented from at least the twelfth century onward, when there was no heterodox, spiritual presence, sometimes overt and dramatically controversial (viz: Cathars and Troubadours), sometimes simmering just beneath the surface. We might even choose to revisit the second century CE to find evidence for the active presence of Gnostic teachers in Roman Gaul’s Lyon and Rhône Valley teaching Alexandrian doctrines derived from Egyptian poet-theologian Valentinus, as well as Gnostic magic. There is something about France, southern and southwestern France particularly, that seems to stimulate the growth of spiritual heterodoxies of esoteric depth. And yet, we tend to think of France in terms of the Age of Reason and the Grandes Écoles stemming from the education reforms of 1794 that created an elite rank of higher education establishments on rationalist, scientific lines. Esotericism, however, has always held a peculiar, even stubborn, place in French philosophical history, despite the fact that its enemies have despised it, seizing the judgment seat to pontificate in an attempt to denigrate its traditions as “rejected knowledge” or outmoded “superstition.”

      The persistence of esotericism is partly due to the fact that the dominant faith in France, both before and after the revolution, was Roman Catholic. Catholicism operated in uneasy relation to the state until formal separation established state secularism in 1905, following many severe, frequently bitter, and not infrequently violent, ups and downs. While an individual might be critical of official church doctrines, or be indifferent to them, or even risk at certain periods a blatantly anticlerical stance, one did not necessarily have to go from one extreme to another, that is, from absolute faith in the church to atheism. Esoteric traditions provided a tolerant, philosophically oriented region of individual spiritual liberty, centered not on outward conformity and public morality but on the heart and personal spiritual awareness, a principle of revelation, and private morality. This explains in part the remarkable creation and spread of esoteric Freemasonry in France from the mid-eighteenth century onward, though that movement too had been somewhat presaged. A “Rosicrucian scare” occurred in Paris in 1623 when Catholic propaganda encouraged belief that “invisibles” from Protestant Germany were establishing Sabbaths of heretical—and invisible—magi in the name of the Fraternity Rose-Croix across the country. While some writers swallowed this fiction, taking the official Catholic line that all magic was heresy and destabilizing diabolism, other writers came to the defense of an enlightened esotericism and made significant distinctions between licit magic, regarded as a divine science, and illicit, or goetic magic, based on demonic pacts. The Renaissance in France had ensured respect for the Hebrew Kabbalah in educated circles, as well as for Platonist and Neoplatonist philosophies preserving powerful esoteric indices. Catholic natural philosopher René Descartes (1596–1650) went in search of the Rosicrucians because he suspected they represented a body of advanced cosmic knowledge, and he did not wish to miss out on rare mathematical insight.

      Nevertheless, despite strands of esoteric teaching spanning the centuries prior to the so-called French Occult Revival of the 1880s and 1890s, the flowering of overt esotericism and its expression in the fine arts in Paris at this time still requires some explanation, for despite mainstream Freemasonry’s humanist presence in nineteenth-century French politics—predominantly on the Republican side—continental Freemasonry’s spiritual, esoteric systems, combined with neo-Rosicrucian and associated gnostic traditions, declined during the tremors of the Napoleonic Wars, and were obscure by the time socialism rose in the 1830s and ’40s, in whose cause, whether moderate or extreme, many French cultural figures felt urged to deposit their faith. Strictly materialist science had also ascended on account of the visible achievements and speedy development of new, frequently profitable, industrial technologies. “Progress” displayed an ambiguous visibility that encouraged something like a blind faith in its continuity. As a market trader once said to me with a slight flush of shame: “You can’t see God, but you can see money, so. . . .”

      To say that there was a protracted crisis of authority in France from the inception of the Revolution and the execution of King Louis XVI in 1793 is to state the obvious. Political crisis followed political crisis, amid a welter of philosophical innovations, conflicts, fads, and disquiets. Governments of various hues claimed to be “right,” their exercise of worldly power justifiable, that is philosophically reasonable, sanctioned by some superior will, destined, predestined, or “self-evident” according to reason. Messianism was seldom remote from the surface in popular and private speculation. Various political figures attracted messianic glamour, particularly in bitterly oppressed, Russia-dominated Poland, from whose bloody conditions elite refugees poured into Paris between 1831 and 1870, carrying their political and spiritual idealisms with them. It was not unknown for desperate Polish activists for liberty from Russia to wish for, or believe in, Napoleon Bonaparte’s imminent return in an apotheosis redolent of Christ the redeemer. Expectation of a “deliverer,” a “Lost King” with absolute authority, was widespread.

      For many, political questions were not simply pragmatic. Was God partial to one form of government over another? Did a king’s legitimacy derive from his being the agent of God’s will? Was there a deeper meaning to history? Was history guided by supernatural agencies, or was it all blind forces to which men reacted and struggled to master by light of reason? Was reason sufficient to account for reality and change? Where could “answers” be found? Had the French nation sinned against the church and God by acquiescing in the Revolution? And where did Art and the Artist stand in all of this? Who or what did Art serve? Men who seriously grappled with such baffling questions, men such as philosopher Joseph le Maistre (1753–1821), have tended to be unjustly forgotten as orthodox interpretations of history have established themselves.

      It should be held in mind that esoteric doctrines embraced in the period were interpreted in terms of looking “beyond the day.” Exponents sought an underlying sense of eternity to the universe: what has been, is, and always will be; what is permanent and real, not transitory and passing; what is solid rock, not shifting sand; what is real, not appearance only; what provides repose for the soul rather than distraction and despair. Above all, there is the time-honored promise of mastery of destiny through self-mastery: “a wise man rules his stars.”1 It will be Paul Gauguin, Symbolist, who in 1897 will, on the top left of a masterful painting showing Tahitians in symbolic composition, repeat the precise questions that, according to second-century church father Tertullian, were those that made people heretics (Gnostics):

      D’OÙ VENONS NOUS . . . QUE SOMMES NOUS . . . OÙ ALLONS NOUS

Where do we come from? What are we? Where are we going?

      
        POLITICS AND POWER

        Anyone seeking principles of permanence would be hard-pressed to find them in France’s political history after the blood-soaked, hysterically idealistic, spiritually wounding revolution attempted to eliminate the ançien régime for good. Reason, in whose name so much dementia was unleashed, had shown her fruits in unreason on a mass scale. After a decade and a half of chaotic dislocation, murder, war, utopian reform piled on repressive legislation imposed by a police-state armed with summary justice, France’s First Republic crashed to a halt when Napoleon Bonaparte seized the Caesarian laurels as emperor of the French in 1804 and declared the First Empire’s destiny to be the transformation of Europe on gloriously revolutionary (that is, Napoleonic), scientific, transnational principles, supported by a fiercely nationalistic France. Napoleon’s dream finally hit the brick walls of La Haye Sainte and Hougoumont in 1815 when British, Prussian, and Dutch-Belgian troops were victorious at Waterloo. Bourbon King Louis XVIII returned to the throne and France began to pick up the pieces. Church and state recovered a brief, fragile equilibrium.

        Dying in 1824, Louis was succeeded by Charles X who, after only six years, amid aggravated divisions in society and critical revolt, was forced to abdicate. Ignoring Charles’s wish that his ten-year-old second son Henri, duc de Bourdeaux succeed him, Charles’s cousin, Bourbon Louis Philippe, duc d’Orléans, assumed power, promising to rule with greater popular consent. Thus began the Catholic “legitimist” movement in favor of legitimate, “lost” King Henri V of France (known as the Comte de Chambord), a movement that would receive intense support from the family of Occult Paris star, Joséphin Péladan, as we shall see.

        In 1848 the continent’s capitals exploded like firecrackers in socialist revolts. Succumbing to calls for abdication, Louis Philippe hastily quit Paris. In the heady tumult of a brief period of wild optimism, France’s Second Republic was declared. In February 1848, a popular vote secured the state’s presidency for Bonaparte’s nephew, Louis Napoleon. Predictably impatient with the political system, Louis Napoleon veered quickly from avowed republicanism to imperialism. He wanted France reformed, expanded, and everywhere improved, and he wanted it quickly. Discussion would only frustrate necessity. After appropriate maneuvering, the senate declared a Second Empire, with Louis Napoleon its emperor, in December 1852.

        Broadly then, we can now speak of four principal, occasionally porous, political factions at odds with each another: Bonapartists believing in presidential-imperial government by the most able and reasonable dictator, popularly supported; Catholic monarchists favoring the legitimate heirs of the Bourbon dynasty in league with the church; republicans favoring either a secular bourgeois democracy with, or without, a constitutionally constrained monarch; and socialists, agitating for a workers’ state or fraternal utopia of some kind. In a small minority, anarchists argued over aspects of a libertarian socialist-type arrangement while wishing to destroy, well, everything to ensure a “new world” of liberty emerged from the rubble of past failures to find its yet undefined form. Time, “humanity,” and blessed freedom would tidy it all up, or not, as the case might be.

        Louis Napoleon took the bull by the horns—or the cock by the feathers—and shook France up with staggering speed. The very visibility of Louis Napoleon’s command-driven structural changes would damn much of them in the eyes of the Symbolist. Massive extension of railroads, construction of termini, renovation of ports, industry, coal mining, social infrastructure and services, and most startlingly visible of all, Baron Haussmann’s audacious transformation of Paris’s streets and buildings between 1853 and 1869, symbolized nothing to the spiritual eye. When the Symbolist looked at the first great “department stores,” raised in stately fashion on immensely widened boulevards, he could see nothing behind them but a will to power and a desire to impress through appearances: handsome stage props of political theater.
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          Fig. 2.1. The new boulevard Haussmann intersection with the
rue de Mirosmesnil, 8th arrondissement, 1853–70
        

        Baudelaire’s poem “The Swan,” which opened the previous chapter, captured the poet’s own sense of dislocation and dismay at the demolition of most of what was left of medieval, and much of post-Renaissance, Paris. It was not so much a question of maligned grandeur, but of the loss of atmospheres, depth, lived-in roughness, pleasing shabbiness, community neighborhoods, nooks and crannies, lamps and shadows, cafés and apartments permeated with ancient “prana,” sharing in the lives and deaths of the past that together reflected the poetic inwardness of souls warmed by imagination and spiritual fraternity, despite appearances.

        There was “art” in the new architecture of course; there was beauty too in formal, tasteful, spacious rearrangements, but it meant very little. Spiritual life was in decay. Pre-Haussmann Paris could be worn like an old, loved coat, ragged but comforting and part of oneself. It had taken many knocks and could take more; it was made for people, not for the “plan.” As impressively up-to-date as the grand, tidying changes of the Second Empire undoubtedly were, to the poetic eye they reflected too obviously and opaquely the passing picture show of cold economic history, superficial modernism, whitewashed sepulchers, and window dressing, making the poet feel the transitory nature of existence, encouraging a longing nostalgia where, as poète maudit (“accursed poet”) Charles Baudelaire put it, “memories weigh more than stone.” The wider boulevards also discouraged rebellious barricading of course, easing the path for military repression of public revolt.

        Of course, in due time, much of the new—being not without that distinctive French instinct for grace and form—would become familiarly old, and by the time modernist poet-in-the-making Nancy Cunard reached Paris shortly before World War I, she could write enthusiastically: “my mysticism was in those streets,” though I should suspect that much of that mysticism came from the residual presence of the Symbolist movement in what was left of the Latin Quarter, by then close to its last legs, but still a tangible ghost unavoidably haunting all the arts nonetheless. But “Ah!” Baudelaire might have added, “You’ll never know what you missed!”

        And then, in 1870, largely as a result of Prussian Chancellor Bismarck’s duplicitous determination, France found herself at war with her pugnacious neighbor. Frenchmen fought bravely the invading “barbarian,” but the barbarian was intelligent and had greater industrial resources offering greater destructive power, ruthlessly and effectively applied with scientific indifference to suffering. After the decisive battle of Sedan, when Louis Napoleon, unwell but still leading his troops, was captured, the Empire’s defeat demanded the emperor as scapegoat. In March 1871 Old Boney’s hardworking nephew was removed while the radical socialist “Commune” of predominantly working-class Parisians took over the capital until May, when its hideously savage suppression left over fifteen thousand “Communards” and National Guard supporters dead, executed, or awaiting execution or deportation to New Caledonia.
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