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INTRODUCTION

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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