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· ABOUT THE MAPS ·


I WROTE THIS BOOK WITH A MAP, “PARIS EN 1871,” ABOVE MY DESK, A constant reminder of the physical reality of the city and Haussmann’s transformations. The maps reproduced here are meant to give the reader the same visual reinforcement for the descriptions that I had in writing them.

A map, however beautiful or geometrically accurate, is only a two-dimensional representation of the complexities of Paris. It is a rational distortion. I have chosen three distinct modes of cartographic distortion of the city to provide an image of what I am writing about, and I reproduce a few of the famous historical maps of the city among the illustrations. These latter require no explanation here.

The endpapers are a black-and-white reproduction of a tourist’s map of the city, dating from about 1900. Dozens have survived. The one reproduced here is in the collections of the University of Chicago. I have overlaid the grid so the reader can easily find the map coordinates given in the text in parentheses and thus more easily locate what I am describing. The Hôtel de Ville, for example, is in the upper left-hand corner of F4. This is not an eminently precise reference system for two reasons. First, the map emphasizes important buildings rather than the street systems. Numerous streets built by Haussmann and mentioned in the text are not indicated. Now and then the reader will come across map coordinates in the text, as B 5 for Porte de St. Cloud, which does not appear on the map. In such cases the coordinates indicate not the precise location but the general area of the street, landmark, or building in question. Some streets and buildings vanished in the grands travaux: the rue Transnonain is gone and the map reference is only to the area of its original existence.

Second, there are spatial distortions. The monuments of Paris are not drawn to scale, nor is the amount of cityscape they occupy. Notre Dame (E-F 4) does not fill more than half the Ile de la Cité. The distances between monuments, consequently, are inaccurate; virtually everything appears closer than it is. And the entire area occupied by Paris has been “compressed” from north to south. Only from east to west does the city show something of its actual shape.

Using this map also entails some anachronisms. It is neither Haussmann’s Paris nor present-day Paris. The Eiffel Tower (C 4) was built after his fall, while the gare Montparnasse (D 5) was demolished to make way for the Montparnasse Tower. Some streets have undergone a name change. The Avenue du Bois de Boulogne (B 3) is now the Avenue Foch; it was the Avenue de l’Impératrice when Haussmann cut it. Yet for all these distortions, I find this an attractive and legible map that gives a sense of place not easily found in some more accurate renditions. It presents Paris as a whole, and is easily taken in at a glance. The monuments are recognizable and well drawn; the city’s remarkable endowment of public buildings is obvious, as is their diversity of style.

The map on pages 360-61, Haussmann’s Boulevards, was adapted and drawn by my colleague, Raymond Brod, the University of Illinois at Chicago cartographer, as were all the other line maps reproduced in the text. Its very density, a spider’s web of Paris streets, conveys the complexity of the urban fabric Haussmann created. By no means are all the streets of Paris indicated on the map, but the contrast of thick lines (the streets the prefect cut) and thinner lines (existing streets) gives some idea of the axial groups he built and their implantation in an old city. It also conveys how much of the old city he left intact.

The five small maps are based on a completely different order of distortion. Everything has been removed from Paris except Louis-Philippe’s defensive wall—the crimped line enclosing the city—the Seine and the two islands, and a few indications of places and landmarks. Several of Haussmann’s most important axial groups have been drawn into this template of Paris, not absolutely to scale but accurately enough to give a picture of their place (and role) in the city. These maps have been placed as close as possible to the discussion of their construction.


· PREFACE ·


OF THE TWO TASKS I RITUALISTICALLY PERFORM WHEN I COMPLETE A book—clearing my desk of the accumulation of notes, books, and scribbled reminders whose order and relevance is apparent only to me, and writing a preface—the latter is far and away the more satisfying. Even when it merges on the mawkish, publicly thanking friends for easing long solitary labors, for comfort and encouragement, and for quality control is a pleasure.

I intended a much different book from the one you are reading. Indeed, writing about Baron Haussmann had never entered my mind. In 1987, with the bicentennial of the French Revolution rapidly approaching, I was negotiating with my editor and friend, Joyce Seltzer, to write something on the revolution, the subject I professed and wrote about, the only subject whose literature, sources, and controversies I knew adequately. Joyce, however, had a bright idea: why not write a biography of Haussmann? He was an important figure who had yet to find his biographer.

Everything seemed wrong about her proposal—century, subject, timing—and I had no empathy for the man. Hadn’t he destroyed Paris so the army could deploy rapidly and shoot down demonstrators? My sympathies were on the other side of the barricades that Haussmann—so the cliché ran—had made obsolete. Why would I want to study him? But as I thought about the project it became more interesting, for I deliberately misconstrued Joyce’s proposal. I didn’t have to write about Haussmann, who did not much intrigue me. I could write about Paris, which did.

I had been visiting or living there almost every year since 1968 (an auspicious introduction), and had resided, for varying lengths of time, in many arrondissements—the fourth, fifth, sixth, ninth, and thirteenth. Once I began this book I even spent some weeks in an extraordinary apartment built in the Haussmann era, not far from the parc Monceau, in the very heart of New Paris. Living in such a posh neighborhood, I assured friends, was research.

I had an old and deep affection for the city. If I thought about it, I knew my way around Paris as well as I did around Chicago, where I had lived for more than twenty-five years, and knew considerably more about Parisian history and lore (and restaurants). Over the years I had read, not very systematically it is true, many of the writers—Mercier, Balzac, Baudelaire, Zola, among others—who passionately loved and described Paris. I was emotionally engaged with the city, and Haussmann would provide the pretext to write about it. But I had to be persuaded to abandon the familiar terrain of the eighteenth century for the alien topography of the nineteenth.

What are friends for? Jonathan Marwil argued that taking on Haussmann and Paris would stretch my mind and shake my complacency. Richard Levy, himself a historian of the nineteenth century as well as an old Paris hand, reinforced these views. Stanley Mellon, who first taught me French history and continues to do so, insisted approaching Haussmann and Paris from the perspective of the eighteenth century was precisely the strength I brought to the project. All three convinced me they were right. And having prodded me to write this book, they assumed the corvée of reading what I had written. Each bears some responsibility for whatever virtues of clarity, fluency, empathy, and intellectual rigor it has. I keep, as a bulky souvenir of my own labors and theirs, a box containing copies of the manuscript at various stages, amply annotated with the comments, suggestions, queries, and rebukes of my friends, as I groped my way toward a final version. Joyce Seltzer, too, did much more than inspire the work, which became the last manuscript she edited for the Free Press before moving on. Her sure sense of a book’s architecture, as well as a highly refined abhorrence of excess verbiage, are everywhere apparent to me. You, dear reader, benefit almost as much as I did from the collective sensibility, intelligence, and wisdom of my friends, but you have not experienced the immeasurable gift of their friendship.

John Merriman, of Yale University, had shown some interest in tackling Haussmann but, fortunately for me, became diverted by other projects. He would have written a different book on Paris and her great prefect. Instead, he shared all that he knew of Haussmann, encouraged me to take up the task, and then read my manuscript in a nearly penultimate incarnation, bestowing upon it his incomparable knowledge of French cities in the nineteenth century. Virtually every chapter was improved by John, whose erudition and good sense saved me from potential embarrassment as I picked my way through the sources and historiography of a field where I was finding my footing.

Another friend, François Furet—who also took the time to read my manuscript and make a number of luminous suggestions, all of which I incorporated—thought Haussmann should not be a pretext for writing about Paris. He suggested I write a traditional biography, a genre so highly developed in Anglo-American historiography, so neglected in France. There were promising inducements to writing Haussmann’s life, including a three-volume autobiography by an important public figure who died only a hundred years ago. His children would have lived into our century; their children might still be alive; their grandchildren would be my age. In addition, Haussmann was an administrator who dealt daily in paperwork, who communicated in writing rather than by telephone. Surely there would be abundant personal papers, as well as a vast yet manageable public record. Unlike the French revolutionaries I had been studying for years, here was a man whose life was fully recorded.

I was quickly disillusioned. Haussmann’s Mémoires presented only the bureaucrat, deliberately excluding or masking the private man. His personal papers were in none of the obvious national or regional public repositories. I turned to his descendants. His oldest daughter, Henriette-Marie, had predeceased him. His youngest daughter, Valentine, died in her fifty-eighth year; her son, Haussmann’s only male grandchild, had been killed in a boating accident in 1909, not long after his mother’s death. By French law, which requires a century to elapse from the date of death before the financial settlement of an estate is made public, I could not see either Valentine Haussmann’s will nor that of her son, Didier Pernety-Haussmann. Presumably Haussmann’s papers passed to his surviving daughter—although the distribution made at his death is vague about the precise contents of boxes and boxes of papers that had nothing to do with family finances and what became of them—and thence to his grandson. Here the trail abruptly goes cold. An early biographer reported that Haussmann’s personal papers had been burned by a distant relative because they contained numerous extramarital love letters. The story is uncorroborated. According to M. Roland Hecht, a descendant of Henriette-Marie’s second daughter, who kindly made inquiries of his family at my request, whatever papers there were survived until World War I, when the Germans destroyed the family property in Alsace, where Haussmann’s papers were stored.

Even the public record was seriously compromised: the Hôtel de Ville, where Haussmann lived and worked for seventeen years, had been burned by the Paris Commune in 1871. Documents, maps, dossiers, correspondence, photographs—all had been incinerated. A traditional “life” was not possible. The man would have to be approached from the outside, glimpsed through the eyes of contemporaries, reflected in his creations.

The plan I adopted was to weave Haussmann and Paris together, making, I hope, an interesting and authentic pattern. Haussmann is not a very intriguing character, the kind of man whose company I would have sought, although his creation of what was reputed the finest wine cellar in Paris is a notable exception to this judgment. He is significant and interesting for what he did and represented. His autobiographical presentation of self as a bureaucrat whose private life was of little interest to contemporaries or posterity, however unhelpful to the biographer, is a faithful reflection of this reality. Haussmann’s contemporaries took little interest in his character; and his motives seemed obvious: he was considered a careerist, an opportunist, a man bereft of culture or taste, a great administrator who loved wielding power ostentatiously for its own sake. For us his life turns on a central paradox: he was not a great man so much as a representative figure—the professional, bourgeois bureaucrat, an early and impressive example of the expert, the technocrat, the urban planner—yet his life’s work, the transformation of Paris, is a great and enduring accomplishment. Beautiful, bejeweled, endlessly fascinating, it is not the kind of work we associate with bureaucrats and bureaucracies. The undeniable splendor of the city is his monument, before which the bureaucrat and the philistine pale. And rightly so.

The best part of this undertaking, for me, was tracking Haussmann’s papers, although I came up empty-handed. I visited the towns where he served, searched the archives there (as well as those in Paris), contacted surviving distant relatives, and even visited his only surviving residence, Cestas, near Bordeaux. I spent an exceptionally pleasant day there at the invitation of the present owner, Mme Bellemer, drinking champagne on the front stairs, climbing the rusted waterworks with Françoise, her daughter, trying to imagine the house when he, his furniture and his books were still there, while listening to Mme Bellemer tell stories of growing up in the house that had been Haussmann’s.

Tracing my hero’s footsteps did not reveal his inner self to me, but it is the way I enjoy working. I found archivists, both in Paris and in the provinces, uniformly cordial and helpful, and got to know a part of France—the departments of the Gironde, the Lotet-Garonne, and the Ariège (including the charming town of St. Girons, which he so hated)—that were unfamiliar. I found a few items unknown to earlier historians or biographers—his subprefect’s log from St. Girons, nearly fourscore letters sent to a friend when serving in the Yonne, and a number of individual documents surprisingly scattered in unlikely files—and I was the first to see, in 1991, the financial settlement of his estate and the inventory of his worldly goods. But, alas, I did not stumble upon the treasure I sought.

My wife, Judith, accompanied me on all these pilgrimages and paper chases, and whenever we were in Paris, both above and below ground, listened to my interminable explanations of what Haussmann had done, what had once stood on the ground where we walked, and precisely how and where his Paris was being destroyed, the skyscrapers and high-rise apartments that were ruining the uniform scale he had imposed. I had become a talking Guide Bleu. She helped me choose the illustrations and find the right tone for the opening chapter. These are only the least significant reasons for dedicating this, my most ambitious book, to her.

Studying Haussmann and Paris has been generously supported by the National Endowment for the Humanities, who awarded me a fellowship in 1992-93 during whose tenure I wrote most of the first draft. The Campus Research Board of the University of Illinois at Chicago made smaller but crucial grants that allowed me to spend a summer in the departmental and municipal archives of Bordeaux and, on another occasion, in those of the Ariège, the Lot-et-Garonne, and the Archives Nationales, in Paris. The Humanities Institute of the University of Illinois at Chicago also responded favorably to two requests to plug holes in the emerging manuscript: one to scan Bordeaux and Paris newspapers, the other to defray the expenses of acquiring many of the photographs, especially the splendid work of Charles Marville, that enhance this book.

Paris-Chicago, July 1994
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· PROLOGUE ·
“The Muscular Generation to Which I Belong”


“TWO HUNDRED TWENTY LITERS OF WINE IN THE BARREL VALUED AT 140 francs, 900 bottles of Bordeaux red valued at 540 francs, 120 bottles of Bordeaux red valued at 100 francs,” the notaire droned on, “280 bottles of Bordeaux white valued at 168 francs … twenty-eight bottles of wine from Cestas … fourteen bottles of champagne, seventeen bottles of Pontet-Canet, fourteen bottles of Léoville-Poyferré, fifteen bottles of Mouton-d’Armagnac, fifteen bottles of Chateau Issan, fourteen bottles of Haut-Brion, twenty bottles of Chateau Margaux, twelve bottles of Gruaud-Larose…” He was reading the Inventory of the worldly goods of Georges-Eugène Haussmann and his wife, Louise-Octavie de la Harpe, who had died within seventeen days of each other: fifty-two married years of material accumulations.1 At their marriage the Haussmanns had chosen the regulation of community property for all goods acquired since the marriage, with the provision that should one predecease the other, the remaining spouse would have the use of the deceased spouse’s property until his or her death, when the entire estate would be distributed. Present for the reading, which would continue, with some interruptions, from February 7, 1891, to May 1, 1891, were the chief inheritors: Valentine Haussmann (their surviving daughter) and their son-in-law and his two children.2

The apartment, where Haussmann and his wife died (12 rue Boissy d’Anglas, not far from the Place de la Concorde and the Tuileries Garden), was in a good bourgeois neighborhood. It has been demolished, as has been his place of birth. Haussmann rented it, along with stabling for two horses and a parking area for two carriages, from the widow Languillet. The rent was equal to his annual pension as a retired prefect.

Spacious, as Paris apartments go, yet not ostentatious, the apartment was densely and eclectically furnished, comfortably cluttered. The salon was in the style of Louis XVI, with white lacquered furniture-a canapé, or kind of couch, with six armchairs-and Beauvais tapestry. The dining room could seat fourteen, and the Haussmanns owned porcelain service for eighteen guests, along with sixteen crystal carafes for his collection of excellent Bordeaux wine, and silver worth 7,600 francs.

The apartment “looked as though it had been furnished, certainly regardless of expense, from a bric-à-brac shop. In the drawing-room … the furniture was rococo, but there was a magnificent suite of Louis XV chairs amidst this harlequinade. A large and beautiful water-color of Empress Eugénie hung over the gilt consoles.” Only the study had “a strong individual character. All the man, one might say, was in this room,” where the furniture was in the style administratif. There were “numerous photographs of members of the Bonaparte family, signed by the givers” and “a large portrait of Napoléon III met one’s eye as one entered.” The study “was the office of a Cabinet Minister not too certain of his majority.”3 This room contained a large desk, a map cabinet, two tables, a lacquered cabinet, a green leather easy chair, two side chairs upholstered in ribbed silk, one armchair upholstered in velour, another in heavy cotton, two chairs upholstered in green ribbed silk, a wooden chair, a small safe, a clock, two bronze gas fixtures (Empire style), a desk clock with barometer, a pendulum clock (Byzantine design from the time of Louis XVI), two maps of Paris mounted on the wall, a couple of insipid paintings of country scenes, a pastel of his wife, marble busts of himself and his wife, a portrait of the Prince Imperial and another of Prince Victor Bonaparte, as well as a bronze of himself. One bookcase held 180 bound volumes of the Mémoires de l’ Académie des Sciences, another contained 150 volumes of jurisprudence.

His many decorations, presented by his own and foreign sovereigns, forty-two in all (including a diamond-encrusted cross of the Legion of Honor), fill two pages of the Inventory. His clothing consisted of thirteen shirts, twelve night shirts, fifteen pair of socks, eighteen handkerchiefs, a prefect’s dress uniform, and an academician’s uniform. The family papers, an enormous accumulation of stuffed boxes and cartons, the very essence of a bureaucrat’s life, were not described, dismissed by the notaire as “of no value,” no financial significance for the estate.4

In addition Haussmann left debts. The estate at Cestas, near Bordeaux, part of his wife’s inheritance, was encumbered with debts and mortgages, mostly incurred by borrowing to pay for his extensive transformations of the property.5 He owed sizable sums to architects and banks, one of which held a judgment against the estate, and his savings account was overdrawn. Two other bank accounts showed current balances of a few hundred francs. Death dues and debts necessitated the sale (at auction) of his chateau. When these transactions were completed there were 428,450 francs left to be distributed. Haussmann and his wife were to be buried in Père Lachaise cemetery, in the Haussmann family plot, six meters owned and paid for in perpetuity. A Parisian by birth, Haussmann had returned to his natal city to die and be buried.

With the exception of a few dozen decorations, two maps of Paris, two uniforms for state or institutional functions, and two autographed photographs of Bonapartes, this melancholy material enumeration of a life of public service gave little sense of Haussmann’s unique and stunning achievement, little evidence that he was among the most powerful and influential men of his generation. He had lived too long, into a regime that despised and calumniated him. “I have, for the Republic,” he wrote with atypical irony, “a degree of gratitude proportional to this demonstration of munificence toward me.”6


The Empire, this regime called despotic, impartially protected all believers, all cults. The republican government, this imagined regime of liberty for all, showed its impartiality in an inverse sense, by proscribing, generally, the outward expression of intimate convictions with which it had no sympathy.7
 

His funeral, modest, private, and ordinary, underlined the paltriness of his mementos, his vanished greatness. The Third Republic denied him a state burial. The world had forgotten Haussmann. In his last, sorrowful years he sought to remind the world:


May death strike me standing up [he wrote in his Mémoires], as it has so many men of the muscular generation to which I belong: this is now my only ambition. However it comes I will depart this world if not with my head held high as I formerly did in my public life, at least with a strong heart; as for the things of Heaven, [I am] hopeful of the merciful justice of God.”8
 

Haussmann’s motives for writing an autobiography were an intricate web of pride, egotism, vanity, vengeance, and self-justification. Despite his bold anticipation of death, he felt the need to issue a final prefect’s report to the present and the future on his achievements, his res gestae. He was, although the world seemed to have forgotten, the man who transformed Paris. His work had been embraced and celebrated, an essential part of the nation’s life and culture, the subject of literature, painting, photography, the object of tourism. The city had taken on new vitality just as he himself approached his end. The workman had been forgotten. His only distinct memorial was the boulevard Haussmann, and several attempts had been made to remove his name.

Autobiography was the only historical act available to him, and literature was foreign to his nature and his gifts. He was a man of deeds, not descriptions. He began his Mémoires at the urging of a friend, Jules Lair, who convinced Haussmann that he owed himself, his family, and his friends “a summary of my public life,” especially “a presentation of my administration of Paris, so diligent, so vigorous,” and “a decisive refutation of the errors, often unintentional, of the attacks that were as violent as they were unjust, of the systematic and passionate hostilities, which time has still not completely effaced.”9 The emotional spring of Haussmann’s memories was anger. “These are recollections written at a distance, after a long retirement, favorable to reflection and impartiality,”10 but such literary clichés did not preclude rage and bitterness. Almost liturgically he reiterated that his was a life “of legitimate satisfactions, but was filled, above all, with sharp suffering, cruel disillusionments, and petty miseries.”11

Haussmann’s autobiographical purpose was not to lay bare his innermost self, but to remind the French and the world of what he did, and to have them marvel at his achievement:


In my long life, the only period that appears to me to excite the interest, the curiosity, of the public, is that when I filled, as prefect of the Seine, the functions of mayor of all Paris, and during which was acquired, without having been sought in the least, the almost universal notoriety that now attaches to my name.12
 

All else is banished from his Mémoires. The man he presents and wants remembered is “quite simply a parvenu Parisian, determined to make a name for himself, even a controversial name, in his beloved natal city.”13 A proudly ambitious man: “I followed a direct route, without letting myself be diverted. This was not always easy, but it was a very simple rule of conduct and it was mine.” Tenacity and lack of duplicity gave him an advantage over his adversaries, who were much more devious than he: “clever men, little accustomed to the straight and narrow, did not lie in wait for me along this road.”14 And let those who got in his way beware. As he explained to an unidentified “Grande Dame,” he gave better than he got: “I strike back with usury.”15

His fundamental views and assumptions, his personal credo, he assures the reader at the outset, will not be dissembled. Politically he believes in democracy and is “very liberal” but authoritarian: “The only practical form of Democracy is the Empire,” and “I was an Imperialist by birth and conviction.”16 But above all he was a dedicated administrator, unattached to any coterie: “absorbed … by the substantial mission that I had been given … I did not seek to see or know more than what directly concerned me.”17 He is a man, Haussmann assures his readers, they can trust. “After a sincere search of my conscience, I have the profound conviction of never having, in these Mémoires or in my life, knowingly caused pain to anyone or given in to feelings that I might [later] regret.” The faults he confesses, but does not explore, are “too much faith in the solidity of the Imperial regime” and consequently “too little concern for our future interests.”18 His character is faithfully reflected, he insists, by the very simplicity and precision of his writing. “I hardly concern myself with style.” “Mine is not mannered, it is the style of a familiar account, of a conversation among friends.” He prefers “the language of the Law,” in which he was trained, where “there are no synonyms. Every word has its own value and one must know it.” Such writing may lack elegance but it has precision, which can be seen to best advantage in “my prefectorial orders.”19 But the true language of haussmannization is statistics:


As arid as might be the terrain of numbers, they are a support that one rarely disregards without perishing, and which never lie. They hold the secret of many forces. Moreover, if the language of numbers is without charm, it is without illusion. Numbers are the prose of business: they are also its eloquence. Clear and precise, they do more than persuade, they provide certainty.20
 

His Mémoires are constructed like a prefect’s report: dense, detailed, carefully argued, technically well informed, full of statistics and administrative and historical erudition, of which he wrote dozens, all equally masterful and unscintillating. In the very monotony, the accumulation of examples, the lists of figures, a powerful eloquence inculcates his heroic accomplishments.21

The Mémoires present his own view of the transformation of Paris, “this great and difficult work … for which I was the devoted instrument, from 1853 to 1870, and for which I remain the responsible editor, in a country where everything is personified.”22 He is the self-confident hero of his own book. The few regrets he confesses are overwhelmed by the vanity of accomplishment. His editor has provided an apt and accurate appraisal:


What would we not today give [he asked rhetorically] to possess the account of the transformation [of Rome] by Augustus, and how many minor poems would we not sacrifice in exchange for a work that would reveal to us the practical administration of the Romans?23
 

For all his shortcomings and shortsightedness, Haussmann was essentially correct about himself and his achievement. The Mémoirs are not braggadocio. What he missed, what no one of his generation could have seen, was that he was almost an ideal type, a modern bureaucrat avant la lettre. So many of the important characteristics of France at midcentury converged in Haussmann, often in exaggerated form because oversized, that his story takes on representative dimensions. The self-conscious administrator devoted to state service (whoever its master), the bureaucrat devoted to the emerging age of statistics and quantification, the urban planner convinced that reason rather than self-interest or sentiment drove his decisions, the hard-working bourgeois disdainful of the more idle and privileged, the citizen who scorned democracy as disorderly and inefficient—all these aspects of his remarkable career he presents and celebrates. It was Haussmann’s good fortune to preside over the greatest urban renewal project in history, and he left an indelible imprint on Paris. He shaped none of the primal energies of his century, nor did he articulate their meaning. He was not a master spirit of the age, a great man in our usual understanding of an increasingly ambiguous classification. But he shaped a city that reflected the imperatives of capitalism and centralized imperial power, he integrated the important public works of his age-railroads, sewers, water supply-into the city, he implanted a new commercial city into a decaying urban fabric and gave it new life, he imposed patterns on Paris that had not previously existed, and he permanently altered the city’s appearance. To have grasped the route so many careening juggernauts were taking, and to have cleared their irresistible paths, was a kind of greatness.

No name is so attached to a city as is Haussmann’s to Paris. The great founders of cities in antiquity, both mythological and actual, even Alexander the Great or the Emperor Constantine, who gave their names to their creations, have not left so indelible an urban imprint. But some parallels with antiquity are apt. The Greco-Roman world was an essentially urban culture and civilization, apparent first in the Greek city-states and then the Roman Republic and Empire, when the provinces looked to the capital, where was concentrated all that represented the Roman world-emperor, aristocracy, administration, culture, wealth, education, law courts, altars. The provincial cities, which emerged from Roman military camps, including Paris, sought to emulate or copy Rome.

Haussmann enjoyed comparing Paris with Augustan Rome. Not merely because it was flattering to himself and his master, Napoléon III, or a familiar contemporary conceit among the educated. Ancient Rome had been transformed by an emperor and his aediles, imperial officers charged with city administration. The parallels were irresistible; Augustan Rome haunts Haussmann’s Mémoires as metaphor, model, and benchmark. But this linkage of antiquity to the present was more rhetorical than real. Haussmann preferred a more recent parallel: the Marquis de Tourny, the intendant of Louis XV who transformed Bordeaux in the eighteenth century.

The choice was both excellent and revealing. Cities had ceased being the creation of conquerors or heroes and become the task of bureaucrats and administrators. Tourny did his work in the infancy of the new phenomenon, Haussmann during the adolescence and young adulthood of city planning. The evolution of European cities is more apposite and carries no burden of myth. Besides, for Haussmann, who was insular and chauvinistic, only a French comparison would do. He was emotionally and aesthetically attached to eighteenth-century urbanism, whose dominant elements-rectilinear, planted boulevards leading to monuments or places, public parks and promenades, markets in the center of the city, rational street patterns, the city divided into functional “zones,” with government separated from commerce and “dirty” industry banished from the city, a hierarchical architectural regularity-were designed to glorify the ruler. In addition Tourny’s Bordeaux, where Haussmann spent more than a dozen years before his summons to Paris, had several striking similarities to Haussmann’s Paris: a dominant river with embellished quays, grand public buildings inherited from the past, an opera house at the center of the city, a stable commercial bourgeoisie, and an old medieval core that had been successfully integrated into the new city. Haussmann’s invocation of the obscure Tourny was also flattering. There were similarities between the eighteenth-century servant of Louis XV and Haussmann’s own position, but the comparison was patently to Haussmann’s advantage: Bordeaux was not Paris, the Second Empire was not the old monarchy. The eighteenth century, before the culmination of the centralized state under Napoléon, was not the nineteenth. In Tourny’s day provincial capitals might successfully vie with Paris in beauty and modernity. Bordeaux, Nancy, even Arras (where Robespierre was born) could boast stunning new centers that replaced medieval cores with uniform buildings in the best classical style, built of the finest cut stone, which declared local pride and prosperity. The last century of the ancien régime was a great age of urban building and beauty, but none of these renewed French cities was conceptualized on the scale Haussmann brought to Paris, none was rebuilt to represent an empire anxious to assert, in stone, its power and permanence.

There was no city like Paris. The concentration of money, energy, people, and institutions, the dominance of Paris over France, was unparalleled. This characteristic was pushed so far by Haussmann and Napoléon III that Paris burst its old urban integument. Glasgow and Edinburgh, Berlin and Munich, Milan and Turin and Rome, Madrid and Barcelona define the competitive tensions between cities for national dominance. No city in France, or Europe, could compare with Haussmann’s Paris. Madrid and Berlin had been built to represent and reflect the requirements of power, imperial power in the former. London had grown more organically, although it provided, with Regent’s Street, an early example of a planned quarter and a new street cut through a dense urban fabric. Rome, long shaped by the preponderance of the Papacy, seemed stuck in the Renaissance, and Vienna was about to undergo a transformation nearly as extensive as Haussmann’s Paris, although on a smaller scale. Contemporaries recognized the significance of Haussmann’s work and sought comparisons. The most apt was likening Haussmann’s work to the rebuilding of Lisbon after the earthquake and fire of 1755, stressing the relationship of the Portuguese king and his first minister, Pombal.

The railroads, symbolic of the extraordinary energies of capitalism unleashed, the nation-state solidified, an expanding population, a global economy, the available marvels of industrialism—all united to make the transformation of Paris necessary, possible, and gigantic. Haussmannization—a contemporary coinage meaning drastic, centralized, violent urban renewal—was made possible by the sharp convergence of the forces of authoritarian urbanism, the new structures of capitalism, and the urban crisis that overwhelmed Paris. The alliance between public and private investment, all accomplished under the intimidating intervention and symbols of imperialism, made Haussmann’s work possible.24 The city itself, with its long history as a royal capital, the center of the kingdom in every possible way, meant that the task of transformation would be on the grandest scale. Once underway Paris became the model of a national city. Not only was it imitated throughout France-Lyon and Marseilles had similar and simultaneous transformations-but throughout the West. Paris became what ancient Rome had been: an urban ideal to which all aspired through emulation or imitation. For the nineteenth century, it was St. Augustine’s City of Man, the modern city par excellence. Its boulevards and buildings were exported to the rest of the world as easily as the luxury goods that formed the foundation of the city’s economy, while hundreds of thousands went on pilgrimage to the secular Mecca.

The mythic proportions of the place, the pull of Paris, sometimes despite the Parisians, is seemingly universal. The Paris that magnetically attracts still remains Haussmann’s Paris.25 The boulevards, the Place de l’Etoile, indeed all the major places, most of the bridges over the Seine, all the squares and small parks, the Bois de Boulogne and Bois de Vincennes, to mention only a few of the aspects that define Paris, were all Haussmann’s work. How we walk or drive about the city was determined by him, as was our focus on the various monuments closing the perspectives he created. And the architecture. The overwhelming impression of Paris as a uniform, harmonious urban tapestry accented with charming scenes from an earlier age that survived Haussmann’s wreckers, endures. What he left intact is as important in the overall design of Paris as what he demolished. The bits of the old city, alive in the midst of the new, old gems in a new setting, have an appeal all their own. Even in its architectural regularity Paris provides the kind of aesthetic satisfaction unavailable in a city built in many styles over many centuries.

There is an irony to Haussmann’s intimate identification with Paris. His is almost a household name, both of admiration and scorn. Yet few know precisely what he did or what he was. He is assumed to have been an architect—he despised them—or, alternately, an engineer—he valued them but thought they lacked vision. In fact he was a bureaucrat, perhaps the most famous or successful administrator in urban history. It is difficult to name another. Only Robert Moses, the individual chiefly responsible for the highways, bridges, public beaches, and power stations of New York City, comes close; and Moses was a great admirer of Haussmann. Not unexpectedly, he valued in Haussmann what he valued in himself: boldness of conception, the ability to grasp the enormous complexity of a great city and treat it as a whole, integrating all the parts, great and small, into a single organism, the predominance of transportation, the importance of parks, administrative genius, contempt for democratic procedures, and a penchant for bullying.

Our distrust for administrators—reflected in presidential promises to trim the bureaucracy, streamline government, make things work—would have been incomprehensible to Haussmann and his contemporaries. He believed administration could and should confront and solve the great questions of the day. Good government was good administration for Haussmann, one of the earliest French proponents of a professional civil service, foreshadowing our own age of the expert, our reliance on technocrats. Haussmann now seems a familiar figure: in his own day he was a new breed of bureaucrat.

He had no patience with abstractions or ideology. He was an administrator who did things, made things, built Paris. He knew and boasted that his achievement and his fame would outlast the personal calumnies he endured. By the time he wrote his Mémoires, transformed Paris had not only outlived the Second Empire but had been reaffirmed by the completion of many of his projects, several of which were not fully realized until our century. A few jewel-encrusted decorations, signed photographs of Bonapartes, uniforms no longer worn, boxes of prefectorial reports are all that Haussmann would have left behind had he not been summoned to Paris in 1853 by Louis Napoléon, emperor not by the grace of God but by his own coup d’état, and given the task of translating the emperor’s vague vision of a new capital into reality. Haussmann imprinted himself on history not because of his Mémoires or the greatness of his character and life but because he was responsible for one of the modern wonders of the world, the new Paris, whose transformation he oversaw, from the most grandiose conceptions to the most minute detail.
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 Paris Before Haussmann


LONG BEFORE HAUSSMANN, VISITORS WERE AMAZED AT THE CITY IN the bend of the Seine. Paris first seen etched a sharp and sometimes monstrous image in the memory. The city was larger than life, beyond the limits of perception. Its size, density, complexity, both wonderful and terrific when viewed from a distance, were confirmed in the days of more intimate examination that followed the first glimpse. Once experienced at street level, its particular charms and beauties singled out from the overwhelming whole, the city could become Paris remembered, the most familiar form of celebration in memoirs, letters, novels, poetry, and song. In recollection sentiment, sentimentality, and nostalgia softened first impressions, replacing them with a sense of specific loss or regret.

Those who loved or loathed Paris wrote similarly of their first view, struck by the stark contrasts of two cities in one. “I had imagined a city as beautiful as it was big, of the most imposing aspect, where one saw only superb streets, and palaces of marble and gold,” wrote Rousseau:


Entering through the faubourg Saint Marceau, I saw only small, dirty and stinking streets, ugly black houses, an air of filth, poverty, beggars, carters, sewing women, women hawking tisanes and old hats.1

“So this is Paris,” said the Russian traveler Nikolai Karamzine to himself as he trudged through the mud of the narrow streets of the faubourg Saint Antoine, “the city that seemed so magnificent to me from afar.”


But the decor changed completely when we arrived at the banks of the Seine. There arose before us magnificent edifices, six-story houses, rich shops; what a multitude of people! What variety! What noise!2



“Leaving Villejuif,” wrote Réstif de la Bretonne, who would devote his literary life to prowling Paris streets to record the vitality of the city in all its abundance and perversity,


we alighted upon a great mass of houses overhung by a cloud of smoke. I asked my father what it was? “It’s Paris. It’s a big city, you can’t see it all from here.” “Oh, how big Paris is father, it’s as big as Vermanton to Sacy, and Sacy to Joux.” “Yes, at least as big. Oh, what a lot of people! So many that nobody knows anyone else, not even in the same neighborhood, not even in the same house …”3





Here, in three contrasting eighteenth-century perceptions of Paris are the themes of the city’s history. Created by a long and turbulent past, Paris presented the stark contrast of two cities on the same site, one beautiful, one squalid, the physical strains of urban hurly-burly, anomie, and a sense of menace. Long after Haussmann imposed new patterns of movement, space, and residence, transforming the city in the name of salubrity and order, commerce and progress, the same historical forces, forced into new channels, would continue to flow. Long before he laid violent hands on Paris, thoughtful men knew something had to be done.

No one knew where the city began or ended. For years the kings had tried to check the growth of Paris, first with walls, then with decrees, milestones, and markers. The city absorbed, overran, or ignored them all. “I marvelled at the way Paris devours its surroundings, changing nourishing gardens into sterile streets,” wrote Réstif de la Bretonne. No one knew how many people lived in Paris, including the government, and there was no accurate map of the city. There were proposals aplenty for Paris, and criticism was socially and intellectually diverse. Virtually all the would-be city planners deplored the existence of two cities and wanted to liberate monumental, public, wealthy Paris from the squalid accumulation of centuries of haphazard growth. In the century before the French Revolution the city itself had recoiled from its own spreading decay and decrepitude. Those who could had been moving westward, leaving behind the old medieval core of Paris.

Among those who observed the city at street level, Sébastien Mercier and Réstif de la Bretonne had a deep affection for Paris despite its horrors. But Voltaire, the most famous of these urban critics, loved with less compassion and sentimentality. Lacking a taste for the underbelly of urban life, he deplored the overcrowding, the danger, the filth that everywhere assaulted his gaze. Paris was ugly, low, vulgar, disorderly. Voltaire lamented the lack of public markets, fountains, regular intersections, theaters; he called for widening the “narrow and infected streets,” for uncovering the beauties languishing beneath Gothic sprawl and squalor. “One passes the [east side of the] Louvre and grieves to see this facade, a monument to the grandeur of Louis XIV, to the zeal of Colbert, and to the genius of Perrault, hidden by the buildings of the Goths and Vandals.” He excoriated the clutter that hid or deformed classical monuments. The center of Paris, with the exception of a few buildings and streets “that equal or surpass the beauties of ancient Rome,” (the Louvre, the Tuileries, the Champs-Elysées) is “dark, hideous, closed in as in the age of the most frightful barbarism.” He celebrated Christopher Wren’s London and regretted the neighborhoods that had escaped the London fire in 1665.4

What was needed was light and air, not more monumental buildings or places implanted in the medieval tangle but liberation from urban strangulation. In a passage that became a favorite of Haussmann’s, Voltaire pronounced the problem soluble in ten years with the aid of a graduated tax levied on Parisians for beautifying their city, for making it “the wonder of the world.”5 Voltaire concluded a 1749 pamphlet with a prayer:


May God find some man zealous enough to undertake such projects, possessed of a soul firm enough to complete his undertakings, a mind enlightened enough to plan them, and may he have sufficient social stature to make them succeed.6



He had imagined Haussmann a century before he appeared.

Montesquieu, as had all the intellectuals of the day, also proposed improvements. He wondered why fountains were not as prevalent in Paris as they were in Rome. He suggested two set in the middle of a square—Paris fountains were habitually fixed to a wall rather than freestanding—built where the Pont-Neuf joined the Right and Left Banks.7 He might have pointed to the use of fountains in his native Bordeaux, later an important influence for Haussmann, but Rome carried more prestige. Most critics, however, proposed far more drastic solutions in which few buildings would escape demolition. The Collège de Quatre-Nations (D 4, the present Institut), the Place des Victoires (E 3), Perrault’s Louvre colonnade, and the churches of St. Gervais (F 4, Voltaire’s favorite) and St. Sulpice (D 4) would be spared but the eighteenth-century critics unhesitatingly sacrificed virtually the entire medieval heritage of Paris. The more severe extended their dreams of urban renewal to the monuments of the Renaissance and Age of Louis XIV. They wanted streets cut through the lovely places Royale and Louis-le-Grand. New streets were offered as the solution to all urban problems; they would give Paris movement while fumigating and aerating the city. For the first time streets took priority over buildings, an emphasis that would dominate all subsequent thinking about Paris.

The desire for urban movement meant not only access to the city’s monuments and buildings but to the setting of those buildings. Public space had to be made rational. The theater became the most significant public building in the eighteenth century, replacing church and palace. Not only was it an institution now open to a general public and consequently a freestanding structure outside the châteaux of the nobility, but its very function necessitated a transformation of the immediate neighborhood. The demand for theaters and their importance in eighteenth-century cities was another indication of the growing importance of public opinion: cities had to build spaces in which many could legally gather for functions other than admiring the grandeur of court and king, who in France had deserted Paris for Versailles. In the seventeenth century, tennis courts and reception rooms had served as theaters. In such ill-adapted spaces had all Molièreis plays been staged in the Palais-Royal. The Odéon theater (E 4) was built on land alienated by the Prince de Condé, who also put up some of the money. Deliberately intended to give Paris a theater worthy of its playwrights, it was designed as something entirely new by Charles de Wailly and Marie Joseph Peyre. The theater extended into the city, endowing the immediate neighborhood with theatrical qualities and inviting a general audience, so long as they could afford a ticket. Around the same time Wailly also built the structure on the Right Bank today still used by the French National Theater. The urban landscape was being secularized and democratized, the street scene incorporated into architecture.

Before the eighteenth century the theatricality, and the theaters, of Paris were confined to the aristocracy and their haunts. From the habit of a public life, an extension of being at court, privileged Parisians treated life as a spectacle in which they were both actors and spectators. The Cours-la-Reine promenade (C 3), built in the seventeenth century, was spoken of as “the theater of the universe,” and soon a number of places were added to the city, where one went to see and be seen. Attendance trickled down the social scale in the new theaters, while outside their confines the city mimicked the staged spectacles. The city as theater, the theater as city were apparent at the Odéon. Five new access streets were cut. They debouched upon a semicircular place that was also residential and became the foyer of the new theater. One of the five, the rue de l’Odéon, was the first street in Paris to have sidewalks. Yet another indication of the democratization of the city: one need not attend the theater in a coach with liveried drivers but could arrive on foot. This was also the first place in Paris not devoted to the cult of the monarch.

The new theater occupied a novel urban space, unencumbered by Voltaire’s detested Gothic clutter. The philosopher had wanted significant portions of Old Paris cut away so that the existing buildings and places, churches, bridges, and châteaux he admired, virtually all dating from the Age of Louis XIV, might be appreciated as they deserved and as good taste demanded. The Bourbons had bequeathed two cities. They had planted the seeds of a new city amid the old, leaving the latter intact. Voltaire’s preferred solution would have been to eliminate medieval Paris. The more practical and difficult challenge would be to integrate the two.

In the beginning was the island, the present-day Ile de la Cité (E-F 4). At first the cradle, now the museum of Paris, the Ile would prove durable and fruitful in evoking metaphors for the birth and nurture of a remarkable urban civilization. Here the Parisii, a branch of the Senon Gauls, had made their settlements for perhaps a hundred years before Roman annalists or generals recorded their existence in the first century before the Christian era. Through subsequent centuries successors occupied the island, recycling the building materials, strengthening the walls, appropriating the sacred sites.

No other place in the world of similar size—some twenty acres in a bend of the Seine—is so rich an urban text. Virtually every age of Paris has left its imprint and artifacts. Remnants of the first wall erected on the Ile de la Cité, around A.D. 250, have been found and a museum built under the parvis, or plaza of Notre Dame. The great cathedral itself, the most stunning and familiar medieval building in the city, occupies the site of an earlier church destroyed by fire, it in turn built on the same spot, redolent with sacred properties, even earlier used for a pagan shrine.

The Ile proved irresistible to Gaulish kings, Roman Caesars, and Christian counts. When Hugh Capet, count of Paris, was elected king of France (987) and founded the Capetian dynasty, his writ ran not much beyond the confines of the Ile de la Cité and its tentative extensions into the surrounding region: his ostensible subjects, the Dukes of Normandy, within a day’s ride of Paris, mocked and ignored his authority. From the Ile the monarchy would eventually establish its dominance and, through force and fraud, along with the gentler statecraft of the marriage bed and the fortuitous extinction of dynasties, create the French nation, whose center, for centuries, would be the Ile. Today this remains literally but not politically true: all distances in France are measured from Notre Dame Cathedral.

Once the dreaded invasions of the Normans had abated, in the ninth century, a long and gradual transformation of Paris began. The city acquired a form, physiognomy, and character that would determine her destiny. The most fundamental physical fact was that Paris is a river city. The city spilled over from the Ile, first to the Right and then to the Left Bank, but the island remained preeminent: here the two banks were united, here was the center of the city. This first urban occupation of the land on the two banks set their still distinct personalities. The Right Bank, chiefly because of the market, became commercial and almost simultaneously administrative. The Left Bank, home of the University of Paris, became intellectual, residential, and dotted with small shops, churches, and eventually aristocratic châteaux.

In the twelfth century Paris emerged not only as a city clearly superior to her rivals but as a royal capital. The history of Paris and the history of French kings ran in tandem. Unlike nearly all other French cities, Paris had never obtained a charter of liberties that might have granted a measure of independence from the crown. However assertive local officials might have been, the city’s destiny lay legally in the king’s hands. This unique relationship of city and state would continue to our own day, determining the city’s history by assuring the state’s intervention. The long period of peace in this part of the kingdom, from about 1110 to 1170, was the precondition for the remarkable evolution of Paris, the creation of the structures and culture that would direct and mark Paris until Haussmann’s intervention.8

By the twelfth century Paris’s physiology was fixed. The king’s palace was on the Ile as were his law courts. In an age when the physical presence of the monarch defined the seat of government, this was all-important. Close by was the palace of the bishop of Paris.9 The two most powerful men and the institutions they represented were within walking distance.10 If the bishop’s authority was great and his wealth commensurate, the king slightly surpassed him and was, in the formula of the day, “supreme lord and master” of the greatest part of Paris. The city would remain the capital of the lay authority, not the church. Paris never became Rome, even for the French church.

The greatness and genesis of Paris was determined by its early structures. Philippe Auguste’s (1180-1223) decision to enlarge the market, le marché des Champeaux, at the expense of the recently expelled Jews was momentous for the history of the city and of bigotry. Favored corporations received confiscated Jewish businesses and homes, while a few royal friends got expropriated morsels as well. In the now aggrandized market the king ordered two new buildings to replace the demolished Jewish houses: these were the first halles, or sheds, which soon became a generic word for market. The enlarged market, laid out on a grid, was walled and the gates were locked at night. The new structures gave the neighborhood—between the present-day rue du Pont-Neuf and rue de la Grande-Truanderie (E 3)—its configuration and character, which were retained until les Halles were demolished in 1969 and the entire provisioning operation moved out of Paris. Some see this as the death of Paris as a living historical entity.11

Around the markets gathered the multitude of merchants, workers, and hangers-on connected with provisioning, and there emerged the several associations of merchants, including the most powerful of them, the marchands de l’eau, those concerned with river traffic, who received from the kings the right to police the river, which led to a monopoly melding economic and political authority. Here was the origin of Paris municipal government as distinct from that of the king. The physical center of this emerging authority was also on the Ile, the place de grève, the plaza in front of what is now the Hôtel de Ville, where boats were beached, loaded, and unloaded.

The University of Paris took form around the same time, across the river. Early divided into faculties and nations of students, each of which had its own seal and legal identity, the University and its parts were quickly freed from the tutelage of local authorities. As an autonomous corporation the University governed itself, fixed its membership, established its own rules and regulations. The bishop of Paris had no authority over the University, which was directly attached to the distant protection and oversight of the papacy, a sure guarantee of relative, even complete independence in all but the most notorious matters. The University neighborhood, like that of les Halles on the Right Bank, was a world unto itself, with unique patterns of property ownership, population, and architecture that soon became indelible.

There remain two aspects of Philippe Auguste’s work: he walled Paris and built the first Louvre. Both left lasting urban imprints. The long peace that made possible the medieval growth and urbanization of Paris ended in the last decade of the twelfth century. The king responded to external danger with a fortified château and a military wall, which also served as a safe vantage from which to watch and intimidate an urban population already known for unruliness. Paris at the time had perhaps fifty thousand inhabitants and the new wall enclosed some five hundred acres.12 The old Louvre, whose mass of turreted towers can be seen in the background of the Très Riches Heures of the duc de Berry for the month of October, was erected on the route from Vexin and was the center of the city’s defenses. Machiavelli, who deeply considered such matters, would later insist that the best way to hold a conquered city was to live there oneself. Philippe Auguste needed no theoretical arguments. He lived in Paris and would hold it as all kings of his day held towns: with a citadel. His successors, whether kings, republics, or emperors, would also hold Paris best by living there, a fact that bedeviled governments of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Paris would remain a walled city from this moment until the infamous wall of the Tax Farmers (1785) was torn down by the French Revolution. But the idea of the enclosed city persisted. In 1840-41, during the July Monarchy, another wall was erected. All have vanished—although a large chunk of the second Paris wall, built at the end of the fourteenth century by Charles V, can still be seen, near the Hôtel de Sens, on the Right Bank (F 4)—but the périphérique, a highway that today rings the city, containing Paris as surely as did any medieval wall, testifies to the durability and persistence of urban patterns.13 The Louvre too would remain, defining Paris as clearly as Notre Dame, les Halles, the walls, or the University, although Philippe Auguste’s original structure would be razed and transformed by an enormous palace begun by François I (1515-47) and not completed until Napoléon III.
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SUCCESSIVE WALLS OF PARIS



Philippe Auguste left Paris the capital of his kingdom, with the monarch and the market, the Ile de la Cité, the bridges over the Seine, and the University enclosed within his walls. He had enlarged the original Ile de la Cité, and an ever-expanding system of walls would continue to envelop the growing city. Socially and politically as well, this king of large views put his stamp on the destiny of Paris. He closely associated himself and the embellishments of his capital with the bourgeoisie. The office of prévôt, for example, traditionally held by an important nobleman, would henceforth be occupied by an influential bourgeois. It was during his reign that the names of those important bourgeois families that would be so significant in Paris at the end of the century first emerged from obscurity to impose their identity upon the city. He even paved the streets for the first time, a challenge Haussmann would confront six centuries later. There is an attractive historical anecdote, worn smooth from reiteration. One day the king smelled the nauseating odors of the unspeakable mixture of filth, temporarily transformed from an open sewer into a street by the tramp of pedestrians. The king immediately ordered the paving.

The Paris inherited by the Bourbon kings—the dynasty originated in the seventeenth century—was essentially a medieval city in size, shape, function, and pattern. Guided by the watchful extravagance of her kings, the city had grown following the contours fixed in the Middle Ages. Indeed all governments would be constrained by the shape and direction given Paris by Philippe Auguste.

The growth of Paris, which no government could control or check, the need to feed and police an expanding population, are as fundamental to the city’s history and destiny, as well as its place in the nation’s history, as any buildings or physical features. The etymological derivation of words like “police” and “policy” from the Greek politeia—the governance of a city—provide a constant reminder. Like the growth rings of a tree the walls of Paris marked her expansion; each new circumvallation was an attempt to contain the city, which was still considered as a defensive entity composed of everything within its walls. But the medieval idea of the city as a fortress was early challenged by the very size of Paris. The city soon exceeded a population of twenty thousand, which overburdened the old structures for provisioning and required more and more surrounding countryside for support.14

The urbanization of Europe after 1500 demanded “the subordination of an important part of the countryside to the needs of the city and the elaboration of an extensive system of transportation.”15 Because Paris had early become a royal city, even though the medieval kings and their courts were peripatetic, the long, desperate, and brutal struggle to wrest control of the food supply from an agrarian economy controlled by peasant communities made the city central to the formation of the French nation-state. The presence and policing of the central markets in Paris fixed patterns for the intervention of the state in the city, while the problem of the location and organization of the central markets raised fundamental questions about the function and future of the city that were removed rather than solved in 1969 with the destruction of les Halles. The food demands of the capital sent its merchants and bureaucrats, both local and national, farther and farther afield to the north and west of France. Within this large and fluctuating area of supply the great city had long enjoyed priority over its rivals, including the local towns, for grain purchases. The kings regularly backed this priority.16

By the eighteenth century the so-called supply crowns for the Paris grain trade reached well beyond the Seine basin—deep into the provinces of Flandres to the north, Alsace-Lorraine to the east, Burgundy and the Bourbonnais to the southeast—to supply the city’s three grain and flour markets.17 And the city continued to grow, drawing more and more of the kingdom’s substance, bursting its medieval constraints as the core city filled. The kings responded with edicts and sought to assure grain supplies lest the capital explode in food riots, the chief political expression for the majority of French men and women until the nineteenth century regulated the nation-state as the principal arena for political contestation. In 1528 François I became the first king to spend most of his time in Paris, proclaiming it his “résidence habituelle.” He was determined to build himself a fit château. Thus began the other Paris Voltaire so loved, classical in inspiration and taste, ceremonial in function, monumental and geometric in aesthetic. In 1548 Henri II, François’s son, issued the first of many edicts to limit the city’s growth by interdicting building outside the walls. Almost immediately the monarchy itself violated the royal injunction, erecting the Tuileries palace (D-E 3).

Medieval Paris, cluttered, congested, hemmed in by walls, had grown by incorporating then urbanizing adjacent land. Surrounding forests, marshes, and monasteries, even the nearer villages, were enveloped. Unexploited space within the walls was built upon. So long as there was vacant land the city’s expansion was a process of accretion and encroachment. There was no need to destroy what already existed. Gradually land disappeared as king and court settled down in Paris.

During the second half of his reign François had built magnificently near Paris, at Fontainebleau, St. Germain-en-Laye, and Villers Cotterets (in the present Bois de Boulogne). He also sold off substantial tracts of royal holdings within the walls (in the north and east of the city) and opened them to development by the nobility. Here was another strategy for holding the capital: implanting the nobility therein. But the most important of François’s acts binding the Valois kings to Paris, reaffirming the city’s primacy in the realm, was the new Louvre, which he was determined to build on the site of the old Louvre. This decision was the first large-scale project—and note it was taken by the central government, not local elites—calling for significant demolition.

François’s Louvre was not a military château but a royal residence that formed no part of the city’s defenses. In 1546, the year before his death, the king chose Pierre Lescot as his architect, a position Lescot would hold until his own death in 1578. The Louvre would become the largest palace in Christendom, a structure so formidable and centrally placed that it would affect the urbanization of Paris and the flow of traffic, as it still does. After François and Lescot many would have a hand in that stupendous project: Catherine de Medici, Henri IV, Louis XIII, Louis XIV, Napoléon I, Napoléon III, and their architects, as well as a long list composed of the most renowned plastic artists. Virtually every architect of stature sought the Louvre commission. Even the great Bernini was invited from Italy to consult; his plans were rejected. Then in 1564 Catherine de Medici embarked upon another great royal palace, the Tuileries, to the west of the Louvre, beyond the walls of the city, which would be eventually linked to the latter by Napoléon III: a new city was rising alongside the old.

Medieval Paris remained, its importance and mystique undiminished. The Renaissance kings and their successors still conceived of their capital in terms of the original core from whence it originated. In the new bird’s-eye-view maps of the day Paris is depicted as an irregular geometric form dotted with important public buildings and dominated by church spires. Even the most characteristic views across the Seine were fleeting at best. The banks and bridges were lined with buildings. The visual relief was upwards to turrets and dormers, and the church towers that rose to heaven. The viewer’s gaze was forcibly vertical. The perspective of an imagined vantage above the city gives a sense of more rational order than existed at ground level. In Léonard Gaultier’s 1611 map, the Ile de la Cité is in the center and, with the exception of the Louvre, ecclesiastical buildings dominate. Gaultier saw Paris as a medieval city—although he straightened a number of streets—despite the implantation of many new buildings. Paris continued to be described as tripartite, as it had been in Philippe Auguste’s day: “la Ville, Cité et Université de Paris” (the city itself, the administrative center, and the University).

[image: Image]

STAGES IN THE CONSTRUCTION OF THE LOUVRE



Even the greatest of French kings, and one of the greatest builders of the species, Henri IV, found himself constrained by medieval Paris. He entered the city on March 22, 1594, after nearly thirty years of murderous civil war, set in grim relief by the massacre of Protestants on St. Bartholomew’s Day (August 23-24, 1572), a slaughter he had escaped only by a hasty conversion to Catholicism. Henri was determined to live in his capital, heal the wounds of religious strife, and embellish the city that now, perhaps more than ever, had come to represent the kingdom and, he hoped, would soon represent his single, stable, centralized government. He embarked on a brilliant and ambitious building program.18 Henri provided the pattern for the next three centuries of urban design, oepning the way to French urban classicism.19 For the next eight decades—until Louis XIV moved his court and concerns to Versailles—the first three Bourbon kings lavished care and money on their capital, building a classical city alongside the original medieval city.

Marie de Medici, Henri IV’s second queen and long associated with his urban projects—her influence gave Paris an Italianate aspect—honored her assassinated husband with a bronze equestrian statue on the Pont-Neuf, one of his most important projects and the scene of his murder. He was stabbed by a Catholic fanatic, Ravaillac (May 14, 1610), as he descended from his coach, which was hopelessly stalled in traffic. The statue was long delayed, but when finally erected (1614) was the first such statue of a French king put in a public place. Significantly, Henri gazes toward the Ile de la Cité. Westward, at the bronze king’s back, lay a new Paris in embryo.

Between Philippe Auguste and Haussmann no person had so indelibly put his mark and personality on Paris as Henri IV. He built bridges and palaces, churches and convents, gardens and quays, promenades and streets. He revitalized old quartiers and created new ones. He made the Ile de la Cité the judicial center of his kingdom. He attracted private capital to his vast urban schemes by giving entrepreneurs undeveloped urban land in exchange for their investment in bridges and residential projects. His friends and cronies followed suit, as did his two wives (Margot and Marie de Medici), his son and grandson and their queens (Louis XIII and XIV, Anne of Austria and Maria Theresa), and the powerful cardinals (Richelieu and Mazarin) who respectively served them as first ministers. They all built town residences, some as magnificent as Richelieu’s Palais-Royal (E 3) or Marie de Medici’s Luxembourg Palace (D-E 4), most more modest, as the duc de Sully’s hôtel. Henri’s reign not only marked the end of the civil wars but coincided with a resurgence of Catholic feeling and energy, visible in Paris in the mushrooming of new and sumptuous churches, several of them crowned with superb domes. The ambitions of church and state momentarily harmonized, and Henri gave a good deal of his own money—as did his queens—to ecclesiastical building.20

It is not so much the number of Henri’s projects as their originality, individually and as part of a grand urban vision, and the fact that they were built in Old Paris, that characterizes his importance. The Pont-Neuf (E 4), already begun when Henri came to power, was transformed into the largest and most singular of the Paris bridges. It was the only bridge without houses, the first to have a pedestrian walk and to be decorated with sculpture: 381 carved satirical heads of important court figures. The bridge instantly became a major promenade and three important streets were cut on the Left Bank (the rue Dauphine being the most significant) to continue the rectilinear bridge and open new land to development. All who bought and built here had to agree to erect in a similar style.

The Place Royale (the present Place des Vosges [F 3-4]) is a square—all Henri’s projects would be geometric forms—of about 140 meters each side, containing thirty pavilions or row houses, with the larger and more elaborate residences of the king and queen facing each other across the square. “It was as though the setting for a royal tournament or pageant, with king and queen in pavilions of honor, had been turned into permanent architectural form.”21 This is the first and largest uniform residential square in Europe, built in a combination of inexpensive red brick and cut stone; it was the last significant project done in eastern Paris until Haussmann. The Place Royale reflected both hierarchy and order in the city as in the state. The king expected those closest to him would live here, although he himself officially resided at the Louvre, which he significantly enlarged and decorated. Paris was steadily moving westward, a trickle and soon a regular flow that the king’s heavy investment in the older neighborhoods could not stop.

The Place Dauphine, on the Ile de la Cité, was conceived even before the Place Royale was completed. An isosceles triangle with a base of 60 meters and a height of 90, all the houses built here would also be uniform, of red brick with stone highlighting. Unlike the Place Royale most of the owners were neither noble nor of the highest rank but men of commerce or rentiers. Thirty-two houses were built, with private capital, but, alas, unlike the Place Royale, little today remains: two heavily restored houses and only two of the triangle’s sides, whose houses have suffered serious to fatal reworking.

The third of Henri’s places was never built. The Place de France was to symbolize the unity of the kingdom despite its regional diversity. Semicircular in shape, it was to have a diameter of 156 meters. From this semicircle would radiate a series of streets carrying the names of French provinces, a representation of all roads leading to the capital, and because these were to be official buildings, the home of the crown’s administration, the provinces would find their logical terminus in the monarchy. This was the first example of street names taken from geography and a prescient foreshadowing of the railroad law of 1841 that made Paris the nation’s railhead. Henri’s three places share so many common characteristics that they can be considered as three aspects of an urban strategy for dominating Paris.22 Henri’s urbanization is the Renaissance equivalent of Philippe Auguste’s walled citadel. Holding Paris was never far from the minds of the kings.

Henri combined two styles, usually associated with Italian and Flemish cities, conjoining political and urban ideas with aesthetic values, as have all rulers who have laid hands on Paris. Around a geometric core he grouped houses whose scale and relative austerity related to Flemish taste, but they were designed with the classical rigor associated with Italy. Realized in simple materials, they were comfortable and unostentatious. These places, basically rejecting the elaborations of the new Baroque style, inclined more toward a logical, rational conception of building and urban space that we usually call classical and represent the most original contributions of European urbanization in the first half of the seventeenth century.

Henri’s work was continued after his death. New neighborhoods to the west were opened—the quartier Richelieu (today the neighborhood around the Bibliothèque Nationale and the Bourse), the quartier St. Honoré (the neighborhood bordering the Tuileries gardens)—as well as the Ile St. Louis (F 4), the small island adjacent to the Ile de la Cité. The Tuileries and its magnificent gardens, designed by André Le Nôtre, whose masterpiece would be the Versailles gardens, put the royal imprimatur on the movement westward, expressed the new taste for large gardens, and further aggrandized the already sprawling royal palace. So too did the gradual emergence of what would become the faubourg St. Germain (C-D 4), to be celebrated, by authors from Mercier to Balzac to Proust, as the most elegant aristocratic neighborhood in Paris. Land in western Paris, especially on the Left Bank, was less expensive; new bridges, particularly the Pont Royal, now made it accessible; and the châteaux of queens Margot and Marie de Medici, among others, made the area fashionable. As one moved south of the river on the Left Bank there were the convents with their new domed churches: the Val-de-Grâce (E 5) and Port-Royal, and neighboring religious houses were beginning to sell off their land to developers. The walls of Paris had become meaningless. When Louis XIV finally tore them down, creating the first boulevards, Paris became an open city.

The great domed churches of the Sorbonne (E 4) and St. Paul (F 4) were built, the Louvre received the attentions of two more kings and their architects, Louis Le Vau’s elegant Collège des Quatre Nations (then thought the most elegant new building in Paris, today the home of the Institut [D-4]) was the first classical building on the Left Bank riverfront, and the Parisian skyline now had a series of magnificent domes to compete with the old medieval towers. Louis XIII doubled the bridges across the Seine from five to ten and Richelieu and Mazarin both built great palaces befitting their importance. Marie de Medici built the boulevard Cours-la-Reine in western Paris in imitation of Henri’s cours Le Mail in eastern Paris (the present Boulevard Morland [F 4]), and erected an equestrian statue of Louis XIII in the Place Royale, another addition to the royal cult.

The next Bourbon, Louis XIV, had an acutely developed sense of grandeur. What he lacked in originality was compensated by vigorous, or stubbornly held, ideas, attention to detail, unquestioned faith in his own taste, a good eye for talent, and a highly evolved conception of the monarchy, which included the city as a theatrical representation of the king’s greatness. Paris had to wait for the long reign of Louis XIV to receive the necessary endowments of a ceremonial city, fit for the theater of absolutism he would enact until abandoning his capital for Versailles.

The great king never liked Paris. He had heard the menacing shouts of the riotous Frondeurs when a boy, which he never forgot or forgave. He returned to Paris only four times once he moved to Versailles in the 1680s. He was the first of the kings to hold Paris from afar. His conquest of urban space was as purposeful as that of his grandfather, Henri IV, but on a much larger scale: the king’s physical absence was, ironically enough, complemented by a grand stone presence.

Louis’s personal rule (1660-1715) began traditionally enough with plans to complete the Louvre-Tuileries. He added Claude Perrault’s austere and stunning colonnaded facade to the eastern end of the Louvre, some said to still the incessant promptings of Colbert, his first minister. The monarchy, soon to abandon Paris for Versailles, eighteen miles to the west, still looked eastward in Paris. Louis’s most ambitious scheme had been first broached by Mazarin: a great ceremonial road linking the château at Vincennes to the port St. Antoine, where the Bastille stood. Louis even had Perrault begin an immense triumphal arch that would stand between the château and the prison. This was to be a grand and intimidating entry into the royal capital. Ambassadors and dignitaries, generals and aristocrats would enter Paris from the east, traverse the old city, and be received at the Louvre-Tuileries. There was even talk of connecting the triumphal road to the Tuileries by cutting a street across Paris. Louis was intrigued at the conception yet balked at the vast urban confiscations and demolition necessary along the faubourg St. Antoine, not to mention the question of the Bastille, even then a problem for the monarchy. The plan remained incomplete. Had it been realized Paris might well have been permanently oriented to the east. Louis built only the cours de Vincennes, a broad roadway planted with four ranks of trees, which ran from the château to the Place du Trône, laid out in the form of a star (today the Place de la Nation [G 4]), but he stopped short at the ninety-foot walls of the Bastille. His triumphal way did not enter the city nor require extensive property confiscation and demolition.

After Louis XIV there were a few urban projects of significance, but with the exception of the Place Louis XV (present Place de la Concorde [D 3]), yet another altar to the royal cult, and the Ecole Militaire (C 4), the important changes in Paris were not the result of monarchical building. The new aristocratic quartier of the Chaussée d’Antin (now the neighborhood of the big department stores) gave work to a younger generation of architects and a new, more intimate sensibility in domestic design, but it also was a centrifugal expansion of the city, under the sponsorship not of the king but of his cousin, the duc d’Orléans, arguably more important for Parisian history in this decade than his cousin at Versailles. But if the last two Bourbons before the French Revolution did little building, the royal regulations of 1783-84 reveal serious urban thought. Building owners now had to submit their plans to a bureau that would become, in the nineteenth century, the basis for building permits. Haussmann would elaborate and exploit this administrative machinery. For the first time, mass domestic construction came under the control of the authorities. Architects and their clients had to conform.23

The Ecole Militaire, with its enormous drill field, the Champ-de-Mars, was the most significant royal undertaking of the age. Land for the project came from the purchase of only two parcels on the Left Bank—to find so much land across the river was out of the question—but even the Left Bank was filling up. First the walls had hindered urban growth, then central density had pushed Paris beyond several defensive extensions, then the walls came down and Paris spilled to west and south and north.24

By mid-eighteenth century, a growing Paris was being surrounded by institutional blocks set into open spaces, new barriers to expansion. The aristocratic faubourg St. Germain was bounded on the west by Louis XIV’s majestic veterans’ hospital and hospice, Les Invalides (C 4). When Louis XV built the Ecole Militaire he added yet another obstacle to westward expansion. What little space remained in Old Paris was quickly exploited. Germain Soufflot gave Paris yet another wonderful dome, that atop the church of St. Geneviève (now the Panthéon [E 4]), located on one of the highest spots in Paris and visible from surprisingly diverse vantages. The sheer size of Soufflot’s dome was made possible, after his death, by incorporating some ironwork into his designated stone. And the elegant Halle aux Bleds, the new grain market, was built adjacent to les Halles (E 3), showing another precocious use of iron and stone that foreshadowed much nineteenth-century engineering.

By the 1780s the history of Parisian development had little to do with the king. More and more the city government, although royally appointed, grappled with local matters. Most of the new streets were cut by private individuals using their own capital. The Palais-Royal, the home of the Orleanist branch of the royal family—the château had been fundamentally reworked recently by the architect Victor Louis—became the center for a new generation of architects seeking commissions. Domestic building had clearly outstripped monumental projects. Then the absentee monarchy intruded disastrously: in 1785 a new wall was built, the wall of the Tax Farmers, to collect excise on everything entering and leaving the city. The nonmilitary wall followed the lines of Louis XIV’s boulevards, which in turn followed the lines of the defensive walls the Sun King had demolished. The new wall checked the expansion of Paris and reduced the city to its dimensions of a century earlier. Claude-Nicolas Ledoux, the most inventive and original architect of the age, decorated the hated wall with more than fifty “Propylées”—one may still be seen at La Villette (F 2), another in the parc Monceau (C 2)—surely the most beautiful tax collection booths ever designed. His temples to taxation were still incomplete when his protector, Calonné, the first minister, fell from power in 1787.

In Paris before there could be rational urban order there had to be an accurate map of the city. Between the end of the seventeenth century and the revolution, growth of the city complemented the desire for accuracy and led to the registration of 132 maps and plans, including the beautiful “city portrait” commissioned by the prévot des marchands of Paris, Turgot. These are no longer the idealized overviews of the Renaissance encompassing the entire city in a single image but maps with a bird’s-eye perspective that try to depict every detail of street and building, their relationships to one another, and the rational order of the whole. Yet it was not until the late eighteenth century that the first geometric plan of the city, whose accuracy was incontestable, was made. From 1776 until 1783, Edme Verniquet, a Burgundian architect who had a successful Paris career, worked without official support on his map, squinting in the torchlight, for he could not take accurate measurements during the day in the crowded Paris streets. His ground observations were corrected by triangulation to determine the elevations of the city. Verniquet spent thousands of his own money before he received any official help. On April 10, 1783, the first royal declaration of an urban policy was promulgated, tied, it is worth noting, to an accurate map. It insisted that the alignment of streets was “important for the public welfare,” that they ought to be “sufficiently wide and free of any barriers to the free and easy passage of vehicles and pedestrians” and further asserted that overly tall buildings were “prejudicial” to clean air in a city as populous as Paris, as well as contrary to public safety, and prone to fire.25 Verniquet’s map was successfully completed, the great urban projects, directed at the old city, were not. The revolution intervened.

The Parisian geography of the revolution was familiar: the Hôtel de Ville and the Louvre-Tuileries were the seats of city and national government, respectively. The Palais-Royal remained a magnet for low-life and political agitation, les Halles continued the stomach of Paris and its grumblings were nervously watched by the new government, and the crowds who were so important to the revolution came from the neighborhoods of St. Antoine (G 3-4) and St. Marcel (F-G 5), both in eastern Paris (on the Right and Left Bank, respectively).

The revolution disrupted any plans the monarchy might have had for Paris, but it did some important demolition work, bequeathed an influential though unrealized urban vision, and put the transformation of Paris on the agenda of the future. The Bastille was demolished within a year of its fall. The long-desired road across Paris, from east to west, which would eventually become the rue de Rivoli—St. Antoine, was now possible. Many of the earlier legal obstacles to improvement or redevelopment were similarly razed. Vast tracts of land, rural and urban, had been confiscated by the revolution, first by the Civil Constitution of the Clergy (1790), which seized ecclesiastical property, and then by the Law of Suspects (1793) and subsequent legislation associated with the Terror, which seized aristocratic holdings. Much of this land was sold off to raise money for the revolution with no thought of what purpose it would eventually serve. About one-eighth of the land in Paris changed hands. The immediate result was the creation of considerable open spaces in Paris, much of it outside the line of the boulevards, which was divided into small parcels and quickly became building sites. The revolution also breached the hated tax wall. Here was a unique opportunity to transform Paris. But the revolution hadn’t time to create a new city, to realize the urban dreams of the eighteenth century. What it did do was appoint a Commission of Artists, in May 1793, to advise the government on what should become of confiscated property in Paris and to propose needed urban projects.26

The commission met irregularly, “twice a decade [the ten-day periods in the revolutionary calendar that replaced the old, Christian week], seldom at the same hour, often with few members present, and almost never as a whole” and was dissolved in 1797. They realized little but they drew a plan of capital importance.27 The artists proposed a number of new streets, many of which foreshadowed Haussmann’s work as well as indicating precisely where radical urban surgery would be performed. An east-west thoroughfare, crossing Paris, from the Place Louis-le-Grand to where the Bastille had stood, was indicated, as well as a series of new streets through and around les Halles to make the markets accessible and unclog the core city. In both the east and west there were new streets to open these areas to further development, and on the Right Bank another series of east-west streets branched off the rue St. Denis and the rue St. Martin. Considerable surgery was proposed for the Ile de la Cité, including a street ringing the eastern end as well as another cutting across the Ile, and a bridge linking the Ile St. Louis with the Right Bank. Radiating from what is today the Place de la Bastille was a complex of streets connecting eastern Paris to the rest of the city. The dreaded and isolated faubourg St. Antoine, which had produced so many of the insurrections that fueled the revolution, was to be integrated in this manner.

On the Left Bank even more construction was proposed. The extensive street cutting suggested by the artists would have early opened the Left Bank to development. Instead it remained what it had been in the Paris of Philippe Auguste—and in a sense still remains—less commercially developed than the Right Bank. Some of this proposed development was dictated because a sizable portion of the land on the Left Bank had been in the hands of the church and the aristocracy. Even the artists, with so much confiscated land to work with, sought the path of least resistance. They proposed leaving substantial tracts of Old Paris intact, building around rather than through the core city. The problem was the atomization of property in Old Paris: it was simply too difficult, too expensive, too tedious or socially disruptive to acquire the necessary land. Instead they looked southward to the Left Bank as the new area of urban expansion and development.

In the Plan des Artistes the street was the essential instrument of urban development and rationalization, not new houses or public buildings; and streets were envisioned as straight and purposeful. The urban aesthetic of the age not only connected the public places of the capital but led the eye from one to the other in a conscious attempt to control perspective. One could now see the monumental structures of Paris not merely as a dome in the distance, rising above the urban clutter, but a dome along a rectilinear street. Domes, and public buildings generally, became street signs, landmarks, points on a journey. In embryo the plan already embraced the idea that movement ought to be the central organizing principle for Paris. The Plan des Artistes, although never realized, fixed the urban ideals of the eighteenth century, which remained virtually unquestioned in the nineteenth, although credit was rarely given to these revolutionary origins. The Plan des Artistes, the first comprehensive urban scheme for Paris, is a palimpsest. Underneath is Old Paris. The artists, as all subsequent transformers of Paris, thought in terms of preserving as much of the Old Paris as possible while rendering the city rational, which then meant accessible to traffic. Haussmann knew of the artists’ work and grudgingly admitted they had had the right idea: “it [the map] shows a great many proposed new streets, to aid circulation in all neighborhoods of the city, facilitate construction, and to liberate the principal monuments.”28

Napoléon might have been expected to accomplish what the Bourbon kings would not and the revolution could not. He had power, he was imperious, he was a man of the most grandiose ideas and conceptions, he was anxious to make an imperial city, and as an upstart he not only wanted to put his mark on Paris but in so doing to attach the capital to the imperial destiny. In fact Napoléon failed to transform Paris; and in his failure lie the germs of his nephew’s ultimate triumph. The Napoleonic ideas that fueled so much of Louis Napoléon’s political and urban thinking were as grandiose and extravagant as those of his uncle, but without the former’s timidity when it came to Paris.

In his urban vision, as in so much else, the first Napoléon is the heir of the eighteenth century and the French Revolution. He relied upon the proposals of the Commission des Artistes for his general conceptualization, adding a few personal touches. Although a chorus of contemporary witnesses celebrated Paris in 1815, it was not, if one looked at an overall plan, significantly changed from the Paris of Louis XVI. The major difference was that Napoléon had far less reverence for Old Paris than had the monarchy or even the Commission des Artistes. He was willing to take up the scalpel, or better yet the saber. “Paris is suffering from an aneurism of the heart,” he said. In the center was the decrepit organ with no great arteries leading to it. Beyond this zone of human density, between the wall of the Tax Farmers and the boulevards of Louis XIV, were ill-defined spaces and gardens. This diagnosis called for some radical treatment. First, sharing Voltaire’s aesthetic views, Napoléon wanted to see the existing monuments in a fit setting. The list of his destructions is long. On the Right Bank a number of convents disappeared (those of the Feuillants, Capucins, and Jacobins), as well as the Temple (which was replaced by a market), and St. Jacques-de-la-Boucherie (of which only a tower remains). All these structures, it is perhaps not coincidental, had served important political and symbolic functions during the revolution, as meeting places for political sects or a prison (the Temple) for the condemned king. Napoléon would tolerate no competitive shrines or monuments. He also razed, on the Left Bank, the houses on the pont St. Michel, the collèges of Cluny, Cardinal Lemoine, and l’Ave-Marie; and the churches of St. Marcel, St. André-des-Arts, the abbey St. Victoire, and the convent of the Grands-Augustins. This frenzy of destruction impressed and frightened contemporaries, although it was very much in keeping with the kind of demolitions undertaken by the revolution. “They announced to the residents of a neighborhood,” a visitor to Paris wrote, “that they had to be gone in six weeks. They destroyed the buildings and the owners were only partly compensated. In ten years it would all be done, or so it seemed. But for the moment … even in the good neighborhoods there are as many houses boarded up as there are handsome new houses.”29

The magical ten years that Voltaire imagined would be sufficient to transform Paris again appears. Perhaps it is merely a convenient figure, or figure of speech. Yet the work Voltaire imagined was on a scale that might well have been accomplished in ten years. The same may be said of Napol’on’s relatively modest plans. The single major project, crossing the city from east to west, was the only proposal formidable enough to rank with Haussmann’s work, and even this, the eventual rues de Rivoli—St. Antoine, was not completed by Napoléon. Most of what the earlier transformers envisioned was localized: disengaging the major monuments, building some access streets between the monuments and some others on the underbuilt Left Bank.

Napoléon’s destructions were not a prelude to a new city. Only a few projects captured his imagination. He had inherited from the ancien régime the “great dream” of uniting the Louvre to the Tuileries with another gallery running parallel to that built by Henri IV. During a lunch with his architect, Pierre-François Fontaine, he dictated a note ordering the demolition of the buildings and squatter’s huts that clogged the site to make way for a triumphal arch and a road linking the two palaces. After the treaty of Tilsit (1807), he returned to the scheme and decided against it. Napoléon III would complete the project. Only the arc du Carrousel was built. Fontaine’s Journal reveals a hesitant and indecisive figure unlike the Napoléon with whom we are familiar on the battlefield or in the council chamber.

Napoléon did have an unerring sense of grandeur and its urban expression, and he read Paris better than many of her earlier masters. He saw clearly that the orientation of the capital had changed from east to west. The Champs-Elysées, previously a recreational area for the well-born, now became a grand triumphal route leading to the emperor’s residence. The eastern triumphal route was permanently abandoned and the seat of government now faced westward, power was oriented toward fashionable Paris, turning its back on the east. More than symbolism was involved: Napoléon’s decision reoriented the city both socially and politically, fixing, literally in stone, a long movement from east to west. Those left behind in eastern Paris would, for many years, follow a curve of historical evolution different from the western quarters of the city, and those sometimes sharp and hostile differences would have much to do with Haussmann’s eventual transformations.

Napoléon was also anxious to put the imperial stamp on Paris. The original monument proposed for the empty Place de la Bastille, thrown up quickly and made of poor materials, was bizarre: a fountain in elephant shape. It fell to pieces in the 1840s and was replaced by the present July Column.30 Not only would the monument claim the sacred ground of the site of the Bastille for the empire and further cement Napoléon’s assertions to be the heir of the revolution, it would also form a pendant for the monument he planned at the other end of Paris, the Arc de Triomphe. The site for the latter was the single most impressive urban perspective in Paris, leading from the Tuileries, up the Champs-Elysées at a slight rise, to the spot where the arch stands today. Since the eighteenth century many had been aware of the prestige of the site and had sought just the right monument. Napoléon now seized the place and made it his. Work was began in 1806. Although not completed until after Napoléon’s fall, it has remained his monument.
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