







Praise for Dominic Smith’s lyrical debut

The Mercury Visions of Louis Daguerre

“[A] vibrant first novel… Smith has an artist’s eye and he gives Daguerre an artist’s heart.”

—Detroit Free Press

“Accomplished and impressive…Smith’s gifts as a storyteller and writer are obvious, sometimes overwhelming.”

—Baltimore Sun

“A striking meditation on memories and photography…You can read it and reread it…and still be struck, on every page, by an indelible detail or turn of phrase.”

— Austin American Statesman

“Beautifully written…A compelling psychological study, a thoughtful tracing of the birth of a new art form, and an atmospheric portrait of nineteenth-century France: impressive on all three counts.”

—Kirkus Reviews (starred)

“A splendid novel. You don’t often see such a graceful command of historical detail in a first book. Or such striking and elegant prose. Dazzling and wondrous.”

—John Dalton,

author ofHeaven Lake

“What starts out as a feverish, dreamlike novel of lost love, apocalyptic visions, and the social upheaval of Napoleonic France turns into a quiet, remarkably moving study of how the human heart endures.”

—The Portsmouth Herald

“Smith writes with the fastidiousness of a miniaturist, even the smallest details are intricately painted…each page promises uncommon and beautiful words.”

—The Austin Chronicle

“[Dominic Smith] has conceived an engaging fictional account of Daguerre and his quest for lost love. He has the gift of acute characterization.”

—The Advocate

“Blazes equally with drama and emotion…Informative and provocative,The Mercury Visions of Louis Daguerre makes for lively reading.”

—The Roanoke Times

“An atmospheric journey through the city of light.”

—The Poughkeepsie Journal

“Bohemian Paris is resplendent in this kaleidoscopic work of historical fiction.”

—OK!magazine

“Entertaining.”

—Library Journal

“Evocative…Dominic Smith’s acute detail calls forth visions of a world and a man on the verge of transformation.”

—Ronlyn Domingue,

author of The Mercy of Thin Air

“Endlessly thought-provoking…As haunting as a daguerro-type: true in details, but pesteringly strange; and as beautiful as if it were written not in words but in light.”

—Stephen Harrigan,

author ofThe Gates of Alamo

“A lyrical journey into the world of a man lost to nostalgia and undone by beauty. Smith has generously rendered an artist in desperate pursuit of the sublime.”

—Paul Jaskunas, author of Hidden

“Dominic Smith writes with an authority very few first-time novelists possess. He wonderfully evokes nineteenth-century Paris through a chemically addled consciousness—a formidable achievement that he manages with humor and grace. A remarkable debut.”

—Mark Jude Poirier, author of Modern Ranch LivingandGoats

“By the time it reaches its final pages,The Mercury Visionshas become a genuinely moving experience.”

—Anthony Giardina, author of Recent History

“Smith renders a clear-eyed portrait of Daguerre and his thinking, against a backdrop of tumultuous times.”

—Publishers Weekly
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Author’s Note



Although this is a work of fiction and the characters are inventions, I have borrowed details from the biographies of Charles Baudelaire, the poet, and Louis Daguerre, an early inventor of photography. Wherever possible (and expedient to the story) I have tried to capture the flavor of the real Daguerre’s life and the historical context in which he achieved his fame. There were several books that were invaluable for aiding this process: L.J.M. Daguerre: The History of the Diorama and the Daguerreotype(1968), by Helmut and Alison Gernsheim; An Historical and Descriptive Account of the Various Processes of the Daguerreotype and the Diorama(1839), by Louis-Jacques-Mandé Daguerre; Dickens’s Dictionary of Paris(1890), by Charles Dickens; The Poem of Hashish(1895), by Charles Baudelaire; and The Hashish Club (1971), by Théophile Gautier. I also found many of the articles and resources on the Daguerreian Society’s website (www.daguerre.org) to be useful.

Mercury vapors were used extensively by Louis Daguerre during his photographic career. His basic process was to expose a sensitized plate inside a camera obscura, take the plate into a darkened room, then pass it back and forth above a heated mercury bath. Millions of tiny mercury drops settled over the image, fixing it permanently. The presence of mercury gives metal-plate daguerreotypes their luster and minute level of detail, but it can also lend them a ghostly, holographic appearance. The image can appear to change based on the eye-level and perspective of the viewer. In later years, as Daguerre tried to minimize exposure times in an attempt to capture faster-paced movement (such as galloping horses and birds in flight) he experimented with increasingly deadly substances—cyanide of mercury, nitric acid, and gold chloride. Daguerre, who suffered from various physical complaints until he died of a heart attack in 1851, was probably unaware of how harmful such substances were.
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Prologue



When the vision came, he was in the bathtub. After a decade of using mercury vapors to cure his photographic images, Louis Daguerre’s mind had faltered—a pewter plate left too long in the sun. But during his final lucid minutes on this cold evening of 1846, he felt a strange calm. Outside, a light snow was falling and a vaporous blue dusk seemed to be rising out of the Seine. The squatters had set fire to the barrens behind the Left Bank and the air was full of smoke. Louis reclined in warm water perfumed with lemon skins, a tonic he believed to be good for his skin and nerves. The wind gusted under the eaves. He placed a hand against the adjacent window and from the bath, perched high in his rooftop belvedere, he felt the night pressing in against him. His head was partially submerged and he heard the metallic click of the tenant’s pipes below. It was a message; he was sure of it. The world was full of messages.

He sat up, wiped the steam off the window, and looked out. There was something ghostly about the boulevard in the wintry pall. The bare-limbed almond trees were flecked with snow. A nut vendor pushed his cart through the smoky twilight. A man stood before a storefront, staring at a pyramid of startling white eggs. Was he counting them? A man was counting eggs on a street at dusk while the peasants were trying to burn the city down. This pleased Louis, though he couldn’t think why. He leaned back in the bathtub again and heard, as if anew, the ticking of the pipes. He lay there, letting his mind go still, and became aware of his own heartbeat, the sound of a tin drum through water. This was the time of day he grew speculative or nostalgic, and he set to thinking that the pipes and his heart were talking to each other, exchanging notes in a secret, mechanical language. Then, as Louis watched the increments of darkness grow at the window, he heard his heart skip a beat. His chest tightened and he felt a dull, cold pain in his fingertips. This had happened before, a stutter in his pulse on account of the mercury in his blood. But he had never listened to it, and now his heart stopped for a full second. It was like a small death.

He felt something shift in the room. Holding on to the rim of the tub, he pulled himself to a standing position. He reached for a robe and put it around his shoulders but was unable to move farther. Looking around the washroom, he felt himself alien to his own life. Poison-blue bottles of iodine lined out the medicine shelf like Prussian soldiers; his straight razor stood agleam on the washstand; a flask of mercury shuddered on the sink. Everything seemed directed at him. He looked out the window and saw the moon rising behind a cloth of weather. An enormous albatross perched amid the stone gargoyles of Notre Dame. The peasants had looted the zoo, and all kinds of exotic animals had escaped. A Bengal tiger was said to be prowling the Latin Quarter. Louis saw that the barrens continued to burn, but now there was a barge loaded with firewood drifting down the river in flames. Night was everywhere. People had quit the streets except for the man counting the eggs. The man stood with his hands in his pockets, fingering his change. The little life one leads.

Louis threw open the window and felt an inrush of cold on his face. There was a moment of tremendous clarity, as if a scrim had lifted. The vision, now that it came, was really a series of insights and hallucinations, a feeling of things coming into focus. The egg-man looked up at him, startled, and Louis understood that he was returning from a funeral, perhaps his father’s, and that he’d stopped to observe the precariousness of life in the pyramid of white eggs. Louis looked down to the river and saw that the burning barge was not carrying firewood at all but the bones of the dead. At the street corner, the hands on the neighborhood clock had slowed to half time. Everything is a portent. A low, rushing noise rose from the heath—men’s voices on the edge of panic. They were going to burn the city down. Not now, not tonight, but eventually. The lootings and the fires, Louis understood now, were acts of fear, not rebellion. Men could sense oblivion coming, feel it in their knuckles and teeth. Then Louis saw that it was not an albatross on the rooftop of Notre Dame but a young girl in a white dress, her hands laced behind her back. She had felt wings pinned to her dress and she was going to jump from the ledge. She didn’t jump; she leaned into the air in front of her and shot straight down. All the way down, she refused to unlace her hands from behind her back. A burgundy ribbon streamed out from her long dark hair, and Louis watched it until she disappeared into the smoke. The egg-man looked on with his hands in his pockets. The end of the world is contained in a man’s pockets.

Louis closed the window, stepped onto the rug, and dried himself thoroughly with a towel. There was a kind of relief in knowing about the end, a kind of symmetry and beauty. For years he had felt a strange sense of foreboding in the smallest detail—a tarnished coin, a glossed pear—and now, he saw, these had been a thousand small proofs. He looked at himself in the mirror and noticed beads of spilt mercury on the medicine shelf. They resembled tiny planets of glass. He stood there staring at them, his head cocked as if listening to a distant voice. Each bead captured his reflection and the light from the window.








One



The following spring, in April 1847, Louis Daguerre stopped by the brasserie where he knew Charles Baudelaire took his meals. It was a single long room inset like a cave, wedged between a tobacconist and a haberdasher. The poet sat in the corner, brooding behind a bottle of absinthe and a demitasse of coffee. His hair had been shaved off several weeks earlier in celebration of his new prose poem— “The Fool and the Venus”—and his ponderous head seemed to gather the room’s light to a focal point. On the table in front of him smoldered a wooden pipe with an amber mouthpiece. Baudelaire looked up as Louis approached and saluted. “Mind your manners, gentlemen, here comes a member of the Legion of Honor.” A few of the drunken poets nearby raised their glasses to Louis, then returned to their brandied rants.

Louis sat opposite Baudelaire and took a kerchief from his pocket to wipe his forehead.

“How’s the end of the world coming?” asked Baudelaire, eyes scanning his twin drinks.

Louis examined the kerchief—a bloom of sweat. “Fine. Good of you to ask.” So far he’d mentioned his prophecy only to Baudelaire. He needed to be careful; The End was a delicate matter and he didn’t want to find himself in a straight waistcoat at one of the meetings of the Institute.

Baudelaire looked up. “I was about to order food. Will you join me?”

“I’d be delighted,” said Louis.

“I was thinking about some bouillon and bread for me. But that’s hardly your pleasure. We must keep our national dignitaries well fed. The true artists, on the other hand, produce better when they’re emaciated.”

“I’d be glad of some herring and eggs,” said Louis.

Baudelaire picked up his pipe and went to the counter to order. He was dressed in his customary English black, from lacquered shoes to satin cravat.

Louis looked around the brasserie. It was the kind of smoky venue where painters, philosophers, and poets huddled in a din of verbiage, where the dandies and the rag-cloth romantics argued about the sheen of a winter apple, the role of virtue, the beauty of the comma. Men with pipes and chapbooks sat around the scuffed oak tables or reclined on the threadbare rose-print divans. A grave-looking man in a woolen jacket, a fez, and Cossack boots nodded repeatedly and said, “Yes, we all knew him. He was a ladies’ poet—moonlight and taffeta and all the rest of it.” Whenever Louis had come in here before, he couldn’t help feeling hated. Now he found himself avoiding eye contact with the fieriest of the fellows—the particularly rabid poets, the sullen painters in Basque berets—who might attack his bourgeois attitudes, the national pension he’d been awarded for his daguerreotype invention.

Louis watched Baudelaire return from the counter with another demitasse of coffee. “Voltaire drank seventy-two cups of coffee a day,” Baudelaire said. “He must have had to shit between paragraphs. Where would the Enlightenment be without the brown goddess?”

“Indeed.”

Baudelaire plunked down and said, “And what’s Armageddon without a good cup of Costa Rican?”

“I have serious business to transact.” Louis took out a piece of paper and placed it on the table. It was a list of all the things he wanted to daguerreotype before the end of the world.

Baudelaire picked it up and scrutinized it as if it were an insurance contract waiting to be signed.


	a beautiful woman (naked)

	the sun

	the moon

	the perfect Paris boulevard

	a pastoral scene

	galloping horses

	a perfect apple

	a flower (type to be determined)

	the king of France

	Isobel Le Fournier



Baudelaire moved his lips as he read the list several times, then placed it back on the table, facedown. He looked appalled. “The end amounts to this?” he said, his nose at the rim of his porcelain cup.

“I’d like to find a woman to pose naked for a daguerreotype. Can you help me find one?” It was not easy to find nude models, though Louis had heard that artists in the studios around the Luxembourg Gardens were convincing street waifs to pose for a bowl of soup and a pinch of snuff. But he needed something more than the bared frame of a rag-and-match seller; he needed a high-blown frailty, something worthy of oblivion.

Baudelaire relit his pipe and puffed on it meditatively. It was this posture and his ethereal poetry that had earned him the nickname the Prince of Clouds. He removed a speck of tobacco from his tongue and prepared to speak with some gravity. He believed in Louis Daguerre’s apocalypse as an invention of the artistic mind, no different than a belief in God or Beauty or Piety. He enjoyed watching Louis, the pensioned scientist and artist, hatch and unfold inside this epic delusion, seeing his mind clamor at the fidget wheels of madness.

Baudelaire said, “You know how I feel about this photography. Let the tourists use it to ogle the pyramids or the Louvre, let the geologists capture fossils, the excrement of the ancients; but don’t touch art. Leave that to the painters.”

Louis said, “I won’t have this argument again. I’m willing to pay you a finder’s fee. A hundred francs if you find me the right woman.”

Baudelaire looked down at the list, then chased a sip of coffee with a swig of absinthe. He said, “Have you established some criteria? The world’s last naked woman captured with a camera—that’s quite momentous.”

“Yes, I’m aware.” Louis ran his hands along the edge of the table.

The young counter-girl arrived with a plate of hard-boiled eggs and herring, and a bowl of bouillon. They watched her as she laid out cutlery, a wisp of tawny hair hanging down from her bonnet.

“What is it you want in a nude?” Baudelaire said loudly. The counter-girl smiled, then blushed and wiped her hands down her apron. She fled to a nearby table. “She’s new here,” Baudelaire added.

Louis cracked an egg on the side of the plate and began to unpeel it. “She must have grace and youth.”

“Yes.”

“The curvature of the neck must be gentle, perhaps a slight sway in her back.”

“I concur.”

“A vitality in her cheeks.”

“You’ve done some work in this area,” Baudelaire said, suddenly delighted.

“Neither too noble nor too common-looking. She must carry herself between airs and humility.”

“A shopgirl with fiery green eyes.”

“Full and crimson lips.”

“I don’t think I can eat.” Baudelaire clasped his hands together and rested his chin for a moment on his fingertips. He looked out the window into the street, where a group of mourners was walking home from a funeral. “I would reconsider the apple on your list,” he said.

“How so?”

“The apple is not exotic enough. Apple is plain, like the English. The Frenchman wants something darker and juicier. The end of the world, it seems to me, is a peculiarly French idea.”

Louis looked down at the list and tapped his lip with his index finger. “What would you think of a pear?”

“You know I am a poet,” Baudelaire said, “and having said that, I should say that my sensibility is one of integration. I seek coherence in the cockerel cries and the street dung. I would choose your fruit the same way you choose your woman. Clearly, the queen of the fruit empire is the greengage plum—strange, juicy, sinister.”

“But the apple represents the original sin, the fall from grace.”

“Yes, and the plum represents seduction and lust,” said Baudelaire.

“I knew you were the right person to consult.”

“I have opinions about flowers, too.”

“Tell me.”

“‘Aroused flowers burn with the desire to outdo the sky’s azure by the energy of their colors, and the heat, turning scents visible, seems to make them rise to the stars like smoke.’”

“Very nice.”

“My point is, there needs to be some symmetry among your flower, your woman, and your fruit. I suggest wild roses. There it is, the divine trinity: wild roses, greengage plums, and green-eyed shopgirls.”

A brief silence settled over the table.

“The sun and moon were not my ideas,” Louis said. “François Arago, a friend at the observatory, has asked me to make some plates of them.” The fact that an esteemed man of science such as Arago wanted the sun and moon to be cataloged further suggested to Louis that human enterprise was winding down.

“Seems fine. Everyone likes the sun and the moon.” Baudelaire took several mouthfuls of his bouillon. “And who is this Isobel Le Fournier?”

“A woman from the past.”

“Lost love and all that—how tiresome.”

Louis took a bite of his egg and refused Baudelaire the eye contact he wanted. Isobel Le Fournier was his first and only substantial love; she had occupied his thoughts and longings for forty-four years, six months, and eleven days—ever since that day she had kissed him in a wine cave outside of Orléans.

Baudelaire said, “Don’t look so glum. After we eat, we’ll go walking in the Latin Quarter in search of our Madonna. We’ll trawl the streets. And I’ll think of some names as well. I must know some nudes.”

 

People stared at Baudelaire as he tapped out with a Malacca cane, his bald head tilted, shouldering into a headwind. Wooden barrels belched tar smoke, men shoveled horse manure into potholes, flanks of meat hung marbled and sinister in the darkened doorways of butcher shops. But what Louis noticed was a cabaret festooned in yellow paper lanterns and bunting, an outdoor bookstall towering with hundreds of green and vermilion clothbound volumes. The mercury poisoning was beginning to filter out the unsightly. He was growing blind to the squalor of the dying days of King Louis-Philippe’s reign. He didn’t see the plank-board alleys in the Carousel District, the dark rows of bird-seller shacks, the mud-daub shanties of the tooth pullers and the dog clippers. He saw only the markets full of honey and tulle, ladies in poplin sitting for open-air concerts under a Nile-blue sky. The world, it seemed to Louis Daguerre, was drowning in plenty.

As they walked through the serpentine streets of Montmartre, Louis mentally auditioned the women as nudes—maidens in two-wheeled charabancs, ladies in bonnets and cashmere shawls, wives and daughters displaying the subtle inflections of the body beneath calico and merino.

Baudelaire said, “See anything you like? How about that Botticelli in the blue brougham?”

Louis reeled and looked at the compact carriage. Sitting high was a woman with pinned raven hair and the raised chin of nobility. She looked as if she were being borne aloft, floating above the hubbub of the street.

“A little haughty,” said Louis.

Baudelaire stopped beside a fruit and vegetable cart. “Do you have any plums?” he asked the vendor.

“No plums yet this year,” replied the man. “But I have some oranges from Spain.”

Baudelaire’s face filled with infinite regret. Louis looked down the street and noticed a woman stepping across the flagstone pavement in front of a restaurant. She was wearing a merino dress and carrying an apple-green parasol at her side. She sat on a wooden bench in front of a fountain, impatiently waiting for her driver to fetch her.

“Why are there so many queens in the Latin Quarter today?” Louis asked.

“The charm of the uncivilized,” said Baudelaire. He took Louis’s arm and led him towards the bench. “Good day, mademoiselle, may we impinge upon you for a moment? You see, my friend and I—surely you know him—the esteemed inventor of photography, Monsieur Louis Daguerre, well, he has been commissioned by the king to find a lady of refinement to pose for a new series of daguerreotypes.”

“How splendid,” the lady said, her eyes darting over the approaching traffic for her man and carriage.

“May we sit awhile?” Baudelaire asked.

Louis bowed and said, “Madame, you must forgive my colleague’s conduct, he is a little brash in these matters. I’m sorry if we’ve troubled you.” The woman smiled curtly, then stood and walked down the street. Her green parasol flashed open and shielded the back of her neck. Louis watched her disappear into the throng of people, her parasol floating through the multitudes like an apple bobbing downstream.

“Friendly,” said Baudelaire.

“You lack all manners.”

They sat on the bench and Baudelaire took out his pipe and lit it. He stared into the bowl of the pipe, at the pulsing orange eye of the tobacco plug. “Did you smell our mademoiselle?”

“I certainly did not.”

“A woodland herbage, I assure you.”

“God help our country,” said Louis. He dusted his sleeves. “Come, we’re going to execute the science of this. We’ll walk the grid, down to Palais Bourbon and east to the Pont Neuf.”

“Yes,” said Baudelaire, raising his malacca cane like a sword, “we will map the city in the name of nudity.”

Louis stood and clicked his heels together in a sudden display of officiousness. There was something regimental about him—the groomed mustache, the pomade-heavy wedge of gray hair, the Napoleonic jacket with epaulets. At fifty-nine he looked and dressed like a retired admiral. But he had a painter’s eyes: Antwerp blue and prone to fits of moisture and reflection.

They walked up a small hill, Baudelaire now in front, his amber-tipped pipe clenched between his teeth. He waved at a passerby and called, “We are on a mission of the apocalypse.”

Louis caught his reflection in a bakery shopwindow and noticed that his mouth was ajar, as if in profound thirst. He pursed his lips, then settled his mouth as his figure floated across the aqueous frontage of glass. But the seizure was already coming. The sun flared and whitened. Rivulets of sweat formed along his spine. His cravat and neck cloth restricted his breathing, and the mercury cough ascended from his groin, producing silver flashes in his peripheral vision. The taste of green copper in his mouth. He leaned against the brickwork of a building and was aware of Baudelaire standing beside him. Then the noise of the street bounded towards him, the clop and clatter of the wagons, the shriek of the vendors’ cart horses. He doubled over, hands in spasm, and fell to the street. He felt the dankness of the macadam against his cheek. A small crowd ringed him in and he could see their glaucous faces, their eyes narrowed. In the midst of the seizure, a woman stood preening her gloves. He was aware of everything—his own pulse, his blood breaking its banks, the kettledrum of the street, this lady’s chamois gloves. He could feel his head banging against the pavement, then Baudelaire’s hand and then the slowing, the release of pressure in his jaw and rib cage, his teeth coming apart, air being drawn back into his lungs. He lay there for some time, panting. The crowd dispersed.

“Are you all right?” asked Baudelaire.

“Yes,” said Louis, sitting up.

A deep calm always followed the seizures. He felt hollowed out, capable of great insight. He took in the street again, became aware of the light. It was now dusk and the objects of the afternoon were slipping away; one would position the camera obscura from a loft window to catch the diffusion of day. Nearby, a woman’s face floated inside a window. Her skin a smoky pearl, jade-green eyes, lips that curved with the grace of violin hips. Louis stood in front of the deserted wineshop and looked within—a cavernous interior of empty shelves. A dusty crate stood in the middle of a floor covered with editions of La Gazette de France.

“I saw her,” Louis said.

“Where? In here?”

Louis nodded. He placed a hand against the windowpane and became aware of his own reflection looking back at him. The entire shopfront was a photographic plate, and here was his own specter trapped inside the waterfilm of glass.

“I don’t feel very well,” Louis said.

“Let’s get a cab. I’ll take you home.”

“She’s out there somewhere,” Louis said. “The woman I once loved.”

“Every woman we once loved is out there alongside the women we are yet to love. They exchange tips about how to ruin us.” Baudelaire stepped into the street and flagged down a cab. As he did so, he composed the first line of a new poem: “Twilight agitates madmen.”

 

As they rode through the Paris dusk, Louis leaned his head against the leather seat back. Baudelaire was talking to the driver about socialist causes and the rumblings of insurrection in the garrets. The air was cut with the smell of paraffin and rotting oysters. Several times Louis had to cough and spit in the road, and he prayed that nobody would recognize him. When the cab pulled up in front of Louis’s apartment, Baudelaire told the driver to wait, and he helped his friend down from the carriage. Together they climbed the long flight of stairs that led to Louis’s rooftop studio. Louis gripped the railing, careful not to stumble. At the landing, he handed Baudelaire the key from his waistcoat and they went inside.

“Let’s put you to bed,” Baudelaire said as they moved through the darkened interior. The main room was cluttered—tripods, zinc cameras, copper plates, tall glass jars filled with briny-looking solutions, salts heaped into earthenware bowls. Baudelaire found the air decidedly pickled. He helped Louis into the bedroom, where the walls were covered in daguerreotypes, portraits and landscapes framed under glass. Baudelaire set Louis back on the cotton mattress and removed his shoes. “We’re having a party at my house in a few weeks. It’s going to be very elaborate,” Baudelaire said. “There will be schools of minnow.”

“What does that mean?” asked Louis, his eyes closed.

“Women fluttering by the curtains. I’ve thought of some nudes for your project.”

“Excellent.”

Baudelaire patted Louis on the shoulder. “Should I pour you some brandy?”

“No, thank you. I’ll be asleep by the time you get to the bottom of the stairs.”

“The nervous attacks are getting worse,” Baudelaire said. “You should see a doctor.”

“With their invoice pads and leeches—no, thank you.”

“Take care of yourself,” said Baudelaire, turning to leave.

Louis heard the door close at the bottom of the stairs. His chest was on fire, a tightness that made him pinch-eyed. He reached for the brandy decanter and drank a small swig straight from the glass lip, spilling some on his bedsheet. It loosened his breathing enough that he could relax and wait for sleep to settle over him. The bedroom window was open and he heard the noises of the street below—the submerged sounds of Paris descending into night, the shrill bell that announced showtime to the actors at a nearby theater, the street mongers calling their wares out against the brickwork alleys. Louis felt more of the deep calm. He took off his clothes and got under the swansdown quilt. He looked up at his daguerreotypes and saw that they were more eerie than beautiful. Portraits of bankers with waxed mustaches, their faces grim, old brasserie maids with henna cheeks, a sea merchant with sad tea-brown eyes, a riverside picnic where a wooden boat rippled in a wave of amber and the sun appeared as a pale ball of wax. The portraits appeared to him now as images of the dead—the shipwrecked, the drowned, the hangdog.








Two



Louis Daguerre fell in love with women and light on the same day. This was in 1800, when he was twelve and living outside of Orléans. His father was head clerk on an estate that belonged to a distant cousin of the now executed Louis XVI; the estate had somehow been spared from the purging of the Reign of Terror. The hundred hectares seemed immune to change, a protectorate of the old aristocracy. The père ruled with a benevolent hand; he gave out cloth bags of sugared almonds at Christmas and lent money to those in his employ when they were sick. And while Paris abolished, for a time, the use of monsieur and madame in place of citoyen and citoyenne; while it gave up the Christian calendar—making March Wind, May Flowers, July Heat, etc.—all in the name of Liberty, Fraternity, and Equality, the estate brimmed with antiquity and servitude. For the most part, the peasants and clerks here regarded the revolution as an excess of the city. They had never seen a bread riot or a barricade. They served the royal bloodline the same way their forebears had done for six generations—with that odd mixture of pride and complaint that is the hallmark of a career servant. Only they kept it secret from the revolution.

Louis Daguerre’s family lived, at this time, in a cottage that stood at the edge of a glade, surrounded on three sides by fields and with a view to the château. Louis had a bedroom in the attic, and from his window he spent hours watching teams of horses plow the fields back to russet, or the gardeners prune the apricot trees, or the maids go out with their woven baskets to pick gillyflowers and foxgloves. From this vantage point he imagined he was the duke of this estate, and when he was sick, which was often as a child, he stood in his bedclothes and quietly directed the bucolic scene: Now, plowman, turn your gig to the west; maiden, pick those flowers at the end of the rhododendron tunnel. If the gardeners came into the orchard to remove a dead apricot tree with handsaws and axes, as they sometimes did, Louis closed his curtains and refused to watch.

One day in August, after being sick for a week with a fever, Louis was convalescing in his rooftop bedroom. A maid who had a way with herbs had been sent over from the main house as a goodwill gesture on the part of the old aristocrat. The girl was all of fifteen, though her servant’s papers declared her two years older. Louis thought her pretty in a defiant sort of way. Her caramel hair spilled loosely from a bow, and her eyes—a vivid green—seemed to suggest scrutiny, even scorn. She came into Louis’s room with head presses and broth, and each time she closed the window and drew the curtains. As she did so, she spoke to Louis about her belief in the healing properties of camphor baths, valerian teas, brown sugar dissolved in warm water. Then she paused at the end of his bed and said, with complete authority, that those with fevers should not endure sunlight.

“Best keep the window and curtains closed,” she added gravely. Her voice was nasal, from the South, an accent Louis already knew to be several stations beneath him.

Louis waited for her to leave the room, then crossed to the window and opened the curtains. They continued this shuttlecock match of wills until his fever broke and Louis demanded that she leave the curtains open. “I’m better now. Stop closing the curtains or I’ll tell my father that you’ve disobeyed my instructions.”

She cinched her hands behind her back, crossed to the window, and pulled the curtains shut in one swift movement. The room dimmed and Louis noticed a small tear in the middle of one of the calico curtains. A cone of August light came through the tear and cast a series of shapes onto the ceiling. Louis felt he was at the bottom of a pond looking up at the brocaded surface. The maid walked slowly through the half-light and sat down beside Louis. She took up a piece of torn fabric and dipped it into a metal bowl filled with lavender-scented water. Louis closed his eyes, trying to indicate that he wanted to be rid of her, that he no longer needed a nurse, but she simply placed the head press over his eyelids. The water dripped down into his ears, his mouth, and the blossomy smell was drawn into his lungs. He was rendered complaintless.

“What if I don’t want you to get well?” she said. “When the fever goes, I’ll be back in the laundry room and at table.”

Her voice floated through the lavender darkness.

“Nobody can be sick forever,” Louis said.

“A little longer. Wednesday is bed linens.”

“Fine, Isobel. I will get better on Thursday.”

Louis felt her cheek against his forehead as she checked his temperature. For a moment the sound of her breathing was indistinguishable from his own; he could feel a strand of her hair grazing his neck. After a while, she quickly kissed him on the forehead, mumbled a merci bien, and was gone. Louis took off the head press and sat up in bed. The light was still dancing on the ceiling. He lay back down to watch it. Then, slowly, he took the soaked cloth and put it beneath his eiderdown, under his nightclothes. He wanted to cool his blood, an effect he knew from swimming in springtime brooks when the chilled water would banish his testicles like mussels to their shells. But the blossomed water energized his skin, and soon he was recalling Isobel at the window, the sunlight silhouetting her thighs, her breasts through the gossamer of her tunic…or her face in the blue aura of the spirit lamp when she came to tend him in the middle of the night. Louis looked up at the ceiling, at the flickering of dusk, and let out a truncated sigh. He felt the fever come back in a burst and shot a hand under the bedsheet. His hand emerged drenched and salty to the smell. He began a prayer to Saint Ouen, the patron of his father’s dinnertime toasts, guardian of hallowed vineyards, in hopes of a celestial blessing. Bless the soil with your goodwill. Give me the patience of a grape ripening on the vine. But it was soon interrupted by Isobel coming back into the room.

“I heard you cry out,” she said. She looked down at the soiled cloth.

Louis had tears in his eyes. She sat beside him on the mattress. Five seconds of silence passed between them. Isobel blushed, then collected herself.

“Poor boy, don’t be humiliated. You have just become a little monsieur.” She took the cloth from him with the simplicity of passing vinegar at the table. She handed him a clean piece of cloth. “Do you need to bathe?”

“Should I?” Louis asked.

“No hurry.”

She looked away while Louis cleaned himself beneath the eiderdown.

“Don’t tell my father,” he said.

“This is our secret,” Isobel said. She smiled and gathered the used cloths. On her way out, she said, “You might be better after all.”

When she was gone, Louis closed then opened his eyes. The light from the torn curtain dappled on the ceiling and the amorphous outline of a tree appeared. He got up from his bed feeling lightened and cool. He took a piece of white linen from the bedside table and carried it to the window. Holding his eye to the hole in the curtain, he looked out at the late afternoon. The sun was going down behind the grain fields, and as it descended, it shot an orange glow from behind the hedgerows and poplars. Louis held the piece of white linen in front of the small curtain hole and saw, projected on it, the shimmering image of the lone walnut tree that stood by the stone fence. At the time he thought it merely a trick of nature or the convalescing mind, but years later, he would realize the importance of this discovery. The compression of light through the small hole had borne along the image of the walnut tree, projecting it onto the ceiling. Nature could sketch herself. He was growing into a man inside a dark chamber, a camera obscura fashioned by worn curtain fabric and August light. He went back to his bed and wrote in his journal: I plan to be ill for some time.








Three



At the end of his fifth decade, Louis Daguerre had surrendered to the vice of scheduled pleasure. He rose each day at dawn, drew a scented bath, and lay in it for precisely thirty minutes before dressing in a pressed linen shirt and a woolen suit. He believed in the inviolability of bathing and perfuming the skin. Dressing in front of a silver-backed mirror, he gave himself a thorough inspection, from teeth to fingernails.

The physical symptoms of his poisoning were, by now, plainly apparent: his gums bled upon waking, a metallic taste lingered in his mouth, a cough rattled in his chest. He understood that his body was faltering, a by-product of working with chemicals for more than a decade, but he had never made an association between his physical symptoms and his erratic mind. On the days when his mind felt overexposed, he often felt physically robust. There was light in his eyes, color in his cheeks. And even when his mind was the foggiest, there was always a submerged layer of clarity, something glimpsed, as through the wave of insobriety between a second and third glass of burgundy. He walked through the streets and felt that everything was in its place; Paris hung gathered and calibrated by the great balance wheel of life.

At eight o’clock, amid the commotion of masons and tanners and soap boilers going to work, he strode out with top hat and cane, high-backed, nodding fraternal good mornings to passersby. He stopped at a canopied café where he read the newspapers. He followed with great interest the advancements of science and commerce, read about chloroform as anesthesia, the discovery of ancient human bones in Africa, the gold rush in California. After the café, he returned to his studio workshop and spent several hours in pursuit of a new daguerreotype. At exactly three o’clock each afternoon, he took a nap with a black silk scarf wrapped around his eyes. Upon waking, he drank a cup of strong coffee and ventured out for his afternoon walk.

The first Monday of each month, Louis went to Corbin’s barbershop for a shave and trim. A week after the seizure on the Montmartre street, he sat in the pedestal leather chair, surrounded by the smell of brilliantine and the old barber’s cheroot, and had the sensation that he and the barber shared a secret understanding. Buried in the barber’s monologue about iron stocks and the pleasure of mohair in winter, there was something clandestine. The barber’s face was whey-colored and pocked with age; it suggested ravaged wisdom. He looked at Louis in the mirror and there was a pause, as if here he would name the unknown shadow. Their eyes met briefly, then Corbin puzzled over a rogue whisker. He opened his straight razor, and for a moment Louis saw it as a silver glaive flashing beside his neck.

He emerged from the barbershop replenished, a slight sting of cologne on his cheeks. The air felt brazen, sharp as pine needles. He walked down the street carefully, light on his arches, like some provincial mayor rehearsing a stage walk. He wanted to savor everything, the clack of his shoes on the macadam, the press and tuck of his waistcoat. He had made further inquiries about Isobel Le Fournier. This was not just to prove her continued existence and take her portrait. It was, in a way, to close his accounts with life before The End, to balance the ledger where her name appeared mostly on the left and in red. He had removed a page from the Paris directory where the addresses of the city’s two Le Fourniers were listed—one in Faubourg St. Victor and the other in Montmartre. He climbed up into his carriage and rode towards the first address.

Many years before, Isobel had been living under this surname, and it stood to reason that the name had persisted. Of course it was quite likely that Isobel did not live in Paris; after all, he knew her last to be living in Lyons, married to a banker. But Louis believed he had seen flashes of her around Paris—a woman with fine-boned hands one October day at the Sorbonne. He was late to deliver a lecture on his daguerreotype process when he saw her from a distance of fifty feet. Her hair was pinned under a brocaded scarf, and she was collecting autumn leaves and pressing them into a heavy book. It was not a physical recognition but the resonance of behavior. If Louis extrapolated from what he remembered of her during their last meeting in 1807, when she was twenty-two and he was nineteen, and added forty years of weather, revolution, illness, childbearing, she was more or less what he imagined: a woman aged with grace, a certain defiance in the way she gathered gold-and wine-colored leaves from the Sorbonne lawn while law students clopped across the pavestone in their gowns. Another time, he saw this same woman driving her own carriage, hurrying along Rue St. Honoré, this time with her hair down. Louis had emerged from the haze of a tobacconist and squinted into the glare of the street. The woman’s silken hair ribboned in the wind and there was a moment, an interstice, of hapless eye contact between them. Again, it was not so much recognition as pause. Thepast asserting itself in the present. It was that slightly dazed expression between strangers which suggests anything from daydreams to bemusements at a hat or gown, to that subtle infatuation with the mystery of another person’s existence. The carriage drove on. Louis watched it disappear, the bolt of the woman’s hair diminishing into the crowded street. Then there was last week’s sighting of Isobel—but that was altogether different. The sight of her youthful aspect in a deserted wineshop window was surely a delusion, something that came in the twilight of a seizure.

The first address was buried inside an enclave of widows. Austere mansions gave way to crumbling homesteads on acre plots, verandas worn to driftwood. These were the houses of the old guard, indigo and coffee barons whose fortunes had been winnowed by the revolution. These merchants, it seemed to Louis, had died all at once, leaving an army of widows to live like squatters. Three undertakers and a carpenter’s casket shop occupied the head of the road. Widows, dressed in black day dresses and woolen shawls, were out buying bread and glancing at the coffins that faced the street. Some of them traveled in pairs and made gestures to coffins of pine and walnut and beech, and Louis found himself wondering what interest these dovetailed boxes held after the loved one had departed. Were they discussing innovations in the field of coffinry? Had prices gone up with decades of revolution and restoration? Was inflation such that a man already in the ground was a man dispatched with some thrift?

Dotted among the black-shawled widows—flanked and dispersed like a murder of crows—were shopgirls and maids on their days off, carrying apples and boxed cakes, dressed in scarlet and burgundy. One girl wore a bright purple hat under which she ate a wedge of Brie from a bakery stoop. These were the women who no doubt worked for the wealthier widows, tending their soup and death vigil. Who is better prepared for the end? Louis wondered. The widows who had found a kind of integrity in their grief, donning black for a year or more, distilling life down to its essentials—prayer and bread and vigilantly run households; or the young girls who were oblivious to calamity and death, whose awareness of life’s inclination towards decay was based on scrubbing creosote from fireplaces and wringing the necks of chickens each Sunday for a widow’s after-church meal. Who will die more righteously? The woman in black or the woman eating Brie in a doorway?

Louis stopped his carriage in front of the last house on a dead-end street. The roadside ditches were full of mown thistle and briar, and the air was redolent of dead flowers. He descended from his carriage. The house was fronted by a high-walled courtyard and a hem of brushwood. He walked towards the wall of small Roman brick and placed his hands against the wrought-iron gate. The house was in a state of ill repair. The eaves sagged. A bloom of ground-rot had inched beneath a windowsill. These could be symptoms of grief and regret, he thought, the hallmarks of a woman plagued by her past. It had once been an elegant house—there was a patina of wealth beneath the rot. It had been built as a provincial château, twenty minutes from the Champs-Élysées. There were garden beds, parterres of roses, flowerpots that made Louis think of Isobel’s country upbringing and earthy ways. Then he noticed a figure kneeling and weeding at the edge of a flower bed. It was an elderly woman, tossing tentacled weeds into a pile. She wore a white scarf and a blue housedress instead of a widow’s smock and shawl. If Isobel had lived to be over sixty and was now widowed, then surely she would have defied the custom of somber dress in some measure. Louis watched the woman for several minutes, the way her gloved hands picked at the base of flower stems, the economy of her hand at a trowel, the suggestion of prayer in the way she knelt beside her camellias. He realized he was gripping the iron gate, and suddenly the ancient hinges let out a rusty moan. The woman looked up from her gardening. When she stood, she wiped her cheek with the back of her wrist and Louis felt his shoulders turn for the carriage. He would say that he’d lost his way, an errand man on a cul-de-sac. She walked towards the gate, removing her gloves.

“Monsieur?” she said. It was less of a question than a statement—a man is standing outside my gate. This may not have happened for some time.

“Madame, I am sorry to intrude.” He studied her face for memorable traits. “I seem to have lost my way.”

“I see,” she said.

“I am delivering flowers to a Madame Le Fournier.”

She looked at his fine-weave trousers, then at the empty carriage. “But you have no flowers?”

“Yes,” said Louis. “You see, I have been robbed. And I must find Madame Isobel Le Fournier to explain the theft of her flowers. There were road bandits.”

“You poor man. I am Madame Le Fournier, but I haven’t received flowers in many years. Are you sure of the address?” The woman cocked her head to one side.

Her eyes, he could see now, were blue instead of green. Could eye color change in the old and widowed as it did in infants? Could grief turn a woman’s gaze from jade to cornflower blue?

“Quite certain,” he said.

“Who was the sender?”

“Do you know a Monsieur Louis Daguerre?”

There was a slight quiver in her voice. “Of course,” she said. She loosened her scarf and retied the bow under her chin. “Half the country knows that braggart’s name because of that abomination of his. If you ask me, it’s not God’s intention to suspend our images in such a manner. It’s idolatry.”

He knew now it was a different woman; he was simultaneously thankful and dashed.

The old woman, a different Le Fournier whose stories of romance and widowhood were entirely unrelated to Louis Daguerre, placed her two varicose hands against the iron gate and began a tirade. “The saints and apostles do not wish us to harbor vanity. No. For when the Day of Judgment arrives, we shall be appraised according to measure. The seraphs will ripple over the fields. A great sweeping storm and a cleansing of the likes we’ve never seen. The vain and the proud will be among the first to perish. My monsieur died in the battle of Waterloo with his face in the mud, martyred by the emperor, and he, my husband, cared nothing for his own image. Never looked at mirrors. You will not find mirrors in my house to this day.” She let out an asthmatic but satisfied breath. She glanced back at the garden beds. Her bottom lip gave a tremulous pout. “My flowers are being eaten by worms.”

“I’m sorry to have troubled you, good madame.”

“Tell Monsieur Daguerre that giving widows flowers will not make them buy his daguerreotype. Not while an angel is called Gabriel.”

Louis began a retreat from the gate. “Good day, madame.”

She swatted at something in the air and lowered her face. Louis climbed up into his carriage and drove back through the neighborhood of sackcloth.








Four



Louis lived inside his rooftop camera near Orléans, making that awkward passage from boy to young man. In many ways his boyhood mirrored the revolution—born in 1787, two years before the Bastille fell; showed signs of rebellion against his father as Parisians raided the royal tombs of the Abbey of Saint-Denis; clambered towards puberty during a coup d’état; departed for Paris in 1804, aged sixteen, to find his place in the world as Napoleon crowned himself emperor.

But at fourteen—two years after he’d watched sunlight etch a walnut tree onto his ceiling—he was a sensitive boy lost to love and distraction. He spoke about sunsets and the lustrous effect of high noon on bird plumage; he quoted Voltaire; he walked alone through thickets of orrisroot with a set of magnifying glasses, in pursuit of miniature kingdoms. With the bonehandled glasses and a leather notebook to record his observations, he would sit before a dynasty of granulated quartz and clover and study it for hours through the various lenses. He discovered colonies of ants, parades of aphids, gangs of pollinating honeybees. He studied the way the light intensified when he used a higher magnification. He set dried leaves or dead butterfly wings aflame with narrow bands of condensed sunlight. He felt a part of things. Sometimes he hid in the rhododendron tunnel and flashed secret, glassine messages to Isobel as she worked in the upstairs of the château.

Isobel cared nothing for the vagaries of light. She washed bed linens and sometimes served at table inside the mansion. She knew about arnica and nettle teas, about the day in the spring when rapeseed sprouted from sandy soils. She made poultices with cheesecloth and mustard leaves. As she walked around the estate—smelling of herbs and camphor—she sang pastoral melodies, shepherds’ laments. When Louis was sick, or when he pretended to be sick, she wore a white apothecary apron and carried a mortar and pestle in a small basket. They struck up an arrangement out of mutual need: Louis needed a woman to study, to fall in love with, and Isobel needed distraction from her household chores. She loved him, but there was nothing carnal in her affection—he was the unformed kernel growing inside the husk of a man. He wrote her love letters, made her crowns of tuberoses, painted watercolors of her transformed into a nymph on a bed of heather. He was in love with her, and she was in love with the man he might become.

She was, of course, three years older than he. This age gap—a stone dashed across the pond of his longing—kept their love-friendship within certain bounds. Regardless, there was something wild about her love for him. Sometimes when he appeared in a pair of ill-fitting pantaloons and a broad-rimmed beaver hat, off to see his Latin tutor, she wanted to strip him bare and roll with him in a paddock of oat grass. But this was not lust. No, this was the boisterous love that swells inside a woman who wants to marry a man who is still a boy at heart. This was the vision a girl-maid has of marrying her sister in the male guise—someone to wash her hair with rainwater and rose hips, to read her sonnets, to lie with her in a field of wheat and renounce the follies of the age. But this person, this boy-man she imagined spending a life with, would never possess her body or mind.

 

As Louis grew into a young man who wandered through the walnut grove with a set of watercolors instead of sitting at his desk with a set of calipers, his father became irksome. Although the clerk served the remains of an aristocracy, he found the laziness and ethereal concerns of the upper class intolerable. Monsieur Daguerre was a clerk with an impeccable sense of timing and order; he believed in an honest day’s work, sacrifice for king and country, marriage before the age of twenty. The house at the end of the glade—remodeled as a tribute to his services to the crown—was run with regimental precision. Each dawn Madame Daguerre served hearty breakfasts of soup and bread and eggs; she darned her husband’s black stockings the last Sunday of the month. To ensure his punctuality, Monsieur Daguerre synchronized the cottage clocks with those inside the château. The machinery of a household, he believed, needed to be as simple and reliable as a winepress. Nothing faddish, nothing wanton. God had designed man to calibrate with nature: to sleep with the stars, wake with the sun, hunger in proportion to his yields.
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