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In June 1885, three Frenchmen arrived in London. One was a Prince, one was a Count, and the third was a commoner with an Italian surname. The Count subsequently described their purpose as ‘intellectual and decorative shopping’.

Or we might begin in Paris the previous summer, with Oscar and Constance Wilde on their honeymoon. Oscar is reading a recently published French novel and, despite the occasion, happily giving interviews to the press.

Or we could begin with a bullet, and the gun which fired it. That usually works: a sturdy rule of theatre declares that if you show a gun in the first act, it will assuredly be fired in the last. But which gun, and which bullet? There were so many of them around at the time.

We might even begin across the Atlantic, in Kentucky, back in 1809, when Ephraim McDowell, the son of Scottish and Irish immigrants, operated on Jane Crawford to remove an ovarian cyst containing fifteen litres of liquid. This strand of the story, at least, has a happy ending.

Then there is the man lying on his bed in Boulogne-sur-Mer – perhaps with a wife beside him, perhaps alone – wondering what to do. No, that’s not quite right: he knew what to do, he just didn’t know when or whether he would be able to do what he wanted to do.

Or we might begin, prosaically, with the coat. Unless it is better described as a dressing gown. Red – or, more exactly, scarlet – full length, from neck to ankle, allowing the sight of some ruched white linen at the wrists and throat. Beneath, a single brocade slipper allows tiny dashes of yellow and blue into the composition.

Is it unfair to begin with the coat, rather than the man inside it? But the coat, or rather its depiction, is how we remember him today, if we remember him at all. How would he have felt about that? Relieved, amused, a trifle insulted? That depends on how, at this distance, we read his character.

But his coat reminds us of another coat, painted by the same artist. It is wrapped around a handsome young man of good – or at least prominent – family. Yet despite standing for the most famous portrait painter of the day, the young man is not happy. The weather is mild, but the coat he is being asked to wear is of heavy tweed, intended for an altogether different season. He complains to the painter about its choice. The painter replies – and we only have his words, so cannot tell the tone on a scale from gently teasing to professionally commanding to magisterially contemptuous – the painter replies: ‘It’s not about you, it’s about the coat.’ And it’s true that, as with the red dressing gown, the coat is now remembered more than its young inhabitant. Art outlasts individual whim, family pride, society’s orthodoxy; art always has time on its side.

So let’s continue with the tangible, the particular, the everyday: with the red coat. Because that’s how I first encountered the picture and the man: in 2015, hanging in the National Portrait Gallery in London, on loan from America. I called it a dressing gown just now; but that’s not quite right either. He hardly has pyjamas underneath – unless those lacy cuffs and collar were part of a nightshirt, which seems unlikely. Do we call it a day coat, perhaps? Its owner has hardly just fallen out of bed. We know that the picture was painted in the late mornings, after which artist and subject had lunch together; we also know that the subject’s wife was astonished at the painter’s large appetite. We know that the subject is at home, because the picture’s title tells us so. That ‘home’ is expressed by a deeper hue of red: a burgundy background setting off the central scarlet figure. There are heavy curtains tied back by a loop; and a further, different swathe of fabric, all of which melts into a floor of the same burgundy colour without any obvious dividing line. It is all highly theatrical: there is swagger not just in the pose but also in the pictorial style.

It was painted four years before that trip to London. Its subject – the commoner with the Italian name – is thirty-five, handsome, bearded, gazing confidently over our left shoulder. He is virile, yet slender, and gradually, after the picture’s first impact, when we might well think that ‘it’s all about the coat’, we realise that it isn’t. It’s more about the hands. The left hand is on the hip; the right hand is on the chest. The fingers are the most expressive part of the portrait. Each is articulated differently: fully extended, half-bent, fully bent. If asked to guess the man’s profession blind, we might think him a virtuoso pianist.

    Right hand on chest, left hand on hip. Or maybe something more suggestive than this: right hand on heart, left hand on loins. Was that part of the artist’s intention? Three years later, he painted a portrait of a society woman that had a scandalous effect at the Salon. (Could the Paris of the Belle Epoque be shocked? Certainly; and it could be just as hypocritical as London.) The right hand plays with what looks to be a toggle fastening. The left hand is hooked into one of the coat’s twin waist cords, which echo the curtain loops in the background. The eye follows them along to a complicated knot, from which dangle a pair of feathery, furry tassels, one on top of the other. They hang just below groin level, like a scarlet bull’s pizzle. Did the painter intend this? Who can tell? He left no account of the picture. But he was a sly as well as a magnificent painter; also, a painter of magnificence, not afraid of controversy, indeed perhaps drawn towards it.

The pose is noble, heroic, but the hands make it subtler and more complicated. Not the hands of a concert pianist, as it turns out, but of a doctor, a surgeon, a gynaecologist.

And the scarlet pizzle? All in good time.

So yes, let’s begin with that visit to London in the summer of 1885.

The Prince was Edmond de Polignac.

The Count was Robert de Montesquiou-Fezensac.

The commoner with the Italian name was Dr Samuel Jean Pozzi.

Their first item of intellectual shopping was the Handel Festival at Crystal Palace, where they heard Israel in Egypt to celebrate the bicentenary of the composer’s birth. Polignac noted that, ‘The performance made a gigantic effect. The 4,000 executants royally fêted le grand Haendel [sic].’

The three shoppers also came bearing a letter of introduction from John Singer Sargent, the painter of Dr Pozzi at Home. It was addressed to Henry James, who had seen the picture at the Royal Academy in 1882, and whom Sargent was to paint in full mastery years later, in 1913, when James was seventy. The letter began:


Dear James,

I remember that you once said that an occasional Frenchman was not an unpleasant diversion to you in London, and I have been so bold as to give a card of introduction to you to two friends of mine. One is Dr S. Pozzi, the man in the red gown (not always), a very brilliant creature, and the other is the unique extra-human Montesquiou.
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Dr Pozzi at Home, John Singer Sargent (1881)


Strangely, this is the only letter from Sargent to James which survives. The painter seems unaware that Polignac was also to be of the party, an addition which would surely have pleased and interested Henry James. Or perhaps not. Proust used to say that the Prince was like ‘a disused dungeon converted into a library’.

Pozzi was then thirty-eight, Montesquiou thirty, James forty-two and Polignac fifty-one.

James had been renting a cottage on Hampstead Heath for the previous two months and was about to return to Bournemouth, but put off his departure. He devoted two days, 2 and 3 July 1885, to entertaining these three Frenchmen who, the novelist subsequently wrote, had been ‘yearning to see London aestheticism’.

James’s biographer Leon Edel describes Pozzi as ‘a society doctor, a book-collector, and a generally cultivated conversationalist’. The conversation went unrecorded, the book collection is long dispersed, leaving only the society doctor. In that red gown (not always).

The Count and the Prince came from old aristocratic lines. The Count claimed descendence from D’Artagnan the Musketeer, and his grandfather had been an aide-de-camp to Napoleon. The Prince’s grandmother had been a close friend of Marie Antoinette; his father was Minister of State in Charles X’s government and the author of the July Ordinances, whose absolutism set off the 1830 Revolution. Under the new government, the Prince’s father was sentenced to ‘civil death’, so that legally he did not exist. Frenchly, however, the non-existent man was permitted conjugal visits during his imprisonment, one of which resulted in Edmond. On his birth certificate, in the space for ‘Father’, the civilly dead aristocrat was listed as ‘The Prince called Marquis de Chalançon, currently travelling’.

The Pozzis were Italian Protestants from the Valtellina in northern Lombardy. In the religious wars of the early seventeenth century, a Pozzi was among many burnt to death for their faith in the Protestant temple of Teglio in 1620. Shortly afterwards, the family moved to Switzerland. Samuel Pozzi’s grandfather Dominique was the first to arrive in France, crossing the country in slow stages and finally setting up as a patissier in Agen; he Frenchified the family name to Pozzy. The last of his eleven children – inevitably called Benjamin – became a Protestant minister in Bergerac. The pastor’s family was pious and republican, devoted to God and conscious of its social and moral duties. Samuel’s mother, Inès Escot-Meslon, from the Périgord gentry, brought into the marriage the charming eighteenth-century manor house of La Graulet, a few kilometres outside Bergerac, which Pozzi was to cherish and expand all his life. Always frail, and worn out by child-bearing, she died when he was ten; the pastor swiftly remarried a ‘young and robust’ Englishwoman, Marie-Anne Kempe. Samuel grew up speaking both French and English. He also, in 1873, restored the family name to Pozzi.

‘What a strange trio,’ muses Pozzi’s biographer Claude Vanderpooten of that London trip. Partly he means the disparity of rank; but also, perhaps, the presence of a famously heterosexual commoner alongside two aristocrats of ‘Hellenic tendencies’. (And if they sound like characters out of Proust, that is because they are all – partially, refractedly – related to characters in Proust.) There were two immediate destinations for Parisian aesthetes visiting London at that time: Liberty & Co., opened in Regent Street in 1875, and the Grosvenor Gallery. Montesquiou had admired Burne-Jones’s The Beguiling of Merlin at the 1875 Paris Salon. Now they met the painter himself, who took them to the ‘Abbey-Phalanstery’ of William Morris, where the Count selected some fabrics, and to the studio of William De Morgan. They also met Lawrence Alma-Tadema. They went to Bond Street for tweeds and suitings, hats and coats and shirts and ties and scents; to Chelsea to seek out Carlyle’s house; and to bookshops.

James hosted them assiduously. He reported finding Montesquiou ‘curious but slight’, and Pozzi ‘charming’ (again, Polignac seems to have passed unnoticed). He had them to dinner at the Reform Club, where he introduced them to Whistler, to whom Montesquiou became powerfully devoted. James also arranged for them to visit Whistler’s Peacock Room at the house of the shipping magnate F. R. Leyland. But by then Pozzi had been called back to Paris by a telegram from the wife of one of his celebrity clients, Alexandre Dumas fils.

From Paris, on 5 July, Pozzi wrote asking the Count to return to Liberty’s and add to the order he had already placed there. He wanted ‘thirty rolls of the seaweed-coloured curtain material of which I enclose a sample. Please pay on my behalf. I shall owe you thirty schillings [sic] and much gratitude.’ He signs himself ‘The devoted friend of your Preraphaelitehood’.

When that ‘strange trio’ arrived in London, none of them was much known outside their immediate circles. Prince Edmond de Polignac had unrealised musical ambitions, and had spent many years, at the insistence of his family, touring Europe in a genial, half-hearted, theoretical search for a wife; somehow, he – more than she – always evaded capture. Pozzi was a decade into his career as a doctor, surgeon and socialite, working in a public hospital while building up a fashionable private clientele. Each would attain a certain level of fame and satisfaction in future years. And this fame, such as it was, had the advantage of being based – as far as it ever is – on a public knowledge of more or less exactly who they were.

Montesquiou’s case was more complicated. He was the best-known of the three in the world they mostly shared: a society figure, dandy, aesthete, connoisseur, quick wit and arbiter of fashion. He also had literary ambitions, writing Parnassian poetry in strict metre and squibbish vers de société. As a young man about town, he had once been introduced to Flaubert at the Hotel Meurice. He was so overcome that he found himself speechless (a very rare occurrence), but consoled himself that ‘I had at least touched his hand and so received from him, if not a torch, at least a single flame.’ However, a rare and unenviable fate was already beginning to close in on the Count: that of being confused in the public mind – or at least the readerly mind – with an alter ego. His life, and afterlife, were to be dogged by shadow versions of himself.
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Montesquiou was thirty when he arrived in London in June 1885. Exactly a year earlier, in June 1884, Joris-Karl Huysmans had published his sixth novel, A Rebours – translated as Against the Grain or Against Nature – featuring a twenty-nine-year-old aristocrat, Duc Jean Floressas des Esseintes. Huysmans’ five previous novels had been exercises in Zola-esque realism; now he threw all that aside. A Rebours is a dreamily meditative bible of decadence. Des Esseintes is a dandy and aesthete, sickly from too much inbreeding, the last of his line, with strange and corrupting tastes, a love of apparel, jewellery, scents, rare books and fine bindings. Huysmans, a minor civil servant who knew Montesquiou only by repute, had obtained a background briefing about the Count’s house from his friend the poet Mallarmé. The Count had fresh and idiosyncratic theories of home decoration: he displayed a sledge on a polar bearskin, items of church furniture, an array of silk socks in a glass case, and a live, gilded tortoise. That such details were authentic was vexing to Montesquiou, because some readers would hear the clicking latch of a roman à clef and assume that everything else in the novel was true too. The story goes that Montesquiou once ordered some rare volumes from a bookseller who happened to be one of Huysmans’ friends; when he went to collect them, the bookseller, failing to recognise the Count, commented annoyingly, ‘Why, Monsieur, these are books fit for Des Esseintes.’ (Or perhaps he had recognised him.)

And here is another parallel. The year before Montesquiou made his first trip to London, his shadowy fictional counterpart had set out with exactly the same intention, and this ‘journey’ forms one of the novel’s most celebrated chapters. Des Esseintes is living in spiritual if suburban isolation at Fontenay; one morning, he asks his manservant to lay out a suit ordered from London, where all well-dressed Parisians obtained their clothes. He takes the train to Paris, arriving at the Gare de Sceaux. The weather is filthy. He hires a cab, which he rents by the hour. It takes him first to Galignani’s bookshop in the rue de Rivoli, where he examines guides to London. Browsing in Baedeker, he finds a list of London art galleries, which sets him dreaming about modern British art, and especially Millais and G. F. Watts: the latter’s pictures seem to him as if ‘sketched by an ailing Gustave Moreau’. The weather outside continues to be atrocious – ‘an instalment of English life paid to him on account here in Paris.’ The cabbie drives him to the Bodega, which, despite its name, is a haunt of the English; here both expatriates and tourists find the fortified wines they prefer. He sees ‘a line of tables loaded with baskets of Palmer’s biscuits, and stale, salty cakes, and plates heaped with mince pies and sandwiches whose tasteless exteriors contained burning mustard-plasters’. He drinks a glass of port, then one of amontillado sherry. He is surrounded by English people, and finds them mutating into characters from Dickens. ‘He settled down comfortably in this London of the imagination.’

Hunger announces itself: he is driven to a tavern in the rue d’Amsterdam opposite the Gare Saint-Lazare, from where the boat train will depart. This is recognisably Austin’s Bar, otherwise the English Tavern, later the Bar Britannia (and still extant as the Hotel Britannia). His dinner consists of greasy oxtail soup, smoked haddock, roast beef and potatoes, Stilton cheese and rhubarb pie; he drinks two pints of ale, a glass of porter, coffee laced with gin, then a brandy; between the porter and the coffee he smokes a cigarette.

At the Tavern, as at the Bodega, he is surrounded by ‘a crowd of islanders with china-blue eyes, crimson complexions, and earnest or arrogant expressions, skimming through foreign newspapers; but here there were a few women dining in pairs without male escorts, robust Englishwomen with boyish faces, teeth as big as palette-knives, cheeks as red as apples, long hands and long feet. They were enthusiastically attacking helpings of rump-steak pie.’

(This thing about Englishwomen. They are the subject of generic mockery in France at this time, seen as large, ruddy, awkward outdoorswomen, manifestly inferior to Frenchwomen, and especially Parisiennes, who are the perfection of the species. Englishwomen are often described as being oddly unawakened in their sexual presence, which in turn could only be the fault of Englishmen, unable to ignite their wives – or even their mistresses – into sexual beings. This conviction that the British and sex are a matter for concerned pity is a persistent dogma. I remember being in Paris shortly after the news broke of Prince Charles’s continuing relationship with Camilla Parker-Bowles throughout his marriage to ‘LaddyDi’, as the French pronounced her. ‘How extraordinary,’ more than one delighted Parisian murmur informed me, ‘to choose a mistress who is plainer than one’s wife!’ Really, these Anglo-Saxons, ils sont incorrigibles.)

Des Esseintes still has time to catch his train, but finds himself reflecting that when he had previously travelled abroad – to Holland – his expectation that Dutch life would be similar to Dutch art had been rudely unfulfilled. What if London life similarly fell short of his Dickensian preconceptions? ‘What was the point of moving,’ he asks himself, ‘when a fellow could travel magnificently just by sitting in a chair? Wasn’t he already in London?’ Why risk reality when the imagination can be equally, if not more, compelling? And so the faithful but expensive cabbie takes his fare back to the Gare de Sceaux, from where he returns home.

Montesquiou caught the train, Des Esseintes missed it; Montesquiou is social, Des Esseintes a recluse; Montesquiou gave little thought to religion (except for its artefacts), Des Esseintes, like his creator, was heading tormentedly back to Rome. And so on. But still Des Esseintes ‘was’ Montesquiou: the world knew. And I knew too, because when I bought my Penguin edition of Against Nature in 1967, the cover was a headshot from Boldini’s portrait of Le comte Robert de Montesquiou.
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Count Robert de Montesquiou, Giovanni Boldini (1897)
Des Esseintes never got to London, nor did Huysmans; while A Rebours was not translated into English until 1922, fifteen years after its author’s death, and a year after that of Robert de Montesquiou. But in another way the book did cross the Channel, arriving in London very precisely on the afternoon of 3 April 1895. It – or at least its title and contents – was produced in evidence by Edward Carson QC MP, at the Old Bailey during the second of Oscar Wilde’s three trials. The barrister, acting for Lord Queensberry, is asking about a scene in Wilde’s novel The Picture of Dorian Gray. It concerns Lord Henry Wotton’s gift to Gray of a French novel – in itself a sinister matter, as any patriotic British jury might be tempted to conclude. Wilde at first half-denies, but then admits, that the book in question is indeed A Rebours. At the same time, Wilde tries to distance himself from Huysmans’ novel, saying, ‘I do not admire it very much myself,’ and, ‘I consider it a badly written book.’

Wilde must have been hoping that the other side didn’t subscribe to a press-cuttings service. Because while on honeymoon a decade previously, he had given an interview to the Morning News (20 June 1884) in which he stated: ‘This last book of Huysmans’ is one of the best I have ever seen.’ But then Wilde lied a lot during his trials. He is nowadays viewed as a gay saint, a martyr to English puritanism and heteronormality. He was all this, but not just this. It was, after all, Wilde who brought the criminal action against Lord Queensberry in the first place. If he was brave, he was also foolish, and dangerously vain. To read the transcript of that second trial is to witness a man weirdly confident that the repartee which delighted the West End would work equally well in a high court of justice. He parades his wit; he patronises Carson by explaining to him what art and morality are; and he never scruples to lie on the central issue – that he has committed homosexual acts. By the law of the land he was, at the end of the third trial, correctly convicted.

He also discovers that – despite a historical overlap between lawyers and dramatists – the courtroom is only partly theatre. So as he cracks jokes and seeks to torment Carson with sophistication, he forgets two things: first, that a jury is not a dressed-up theatre audience – six of the twelve came from Clapton in East London, and there was a bootmaker, a butcher and a bank messenger among them; and secondly, that a QC likes nothing better than an over-confident witness who thinks himself a star, and consequently overreaches.

In The Picture of Dorian Gray Wilde gives a lyrical summary of A Rebours, which Carson reads out to the jury:


It was the strangest book he [Gray] had ever read. It seemed to him that in exquisite raiment, and to the delicate sound of flutes, the sins of the world were passing in dumb show before him. Things he had dimly dreamed of were made suddenly real to him. Things of which he had never dreamed were gradually revealed … The life of the senses was described in terms of mystical philosophy. One hardly knew at times whether one was reading the spiritual ecstasies of some medieval saint or the morbid confessions of a modern sinner. It was a poisonous book. The heavy odour of incense seemed to cling about its pages and to trouble the brain.



Carson asks if A Rebours is an immoral book. He knows how Wilde will answer, because they have been there before. ‘Not very well written,’ Wilde answers, ‘but I would not call it an immoral book. It is not well written.’ Carson has previously established that in Wilde’s view there is no such thing as a moral or immoral book, only books that are well written or badly written. Carson plays the plodder: ‘May I take it that no matter how immoral a book was, if it was well written it would be a good book?’ Wilde explains that a well-written book produces a sense of beauty, and an ill-written one a sense of disgust.



	Carson:
	A well-written book putting forth sodomitical views might be a good book?



	Wilde:
	No work of art ever puts forward views of any kind.



	Carson:
	What?




Like any effective lawyer, Carson repeats the phrase he wants the jury to remember. ‘Was A Rebours a sodomitical book?’ ‘Was it a book, sir, dealing with undisguised sodomy?’ At one point, Wilde offers the literary (and convoluted) defence that while his description of ‘the strangest book [Dorian Gray] ever read’ was remarkably close to A Rebours, when, later on, he actually quotes from this French novel, the passages were not citations from A Rebours itself, but ones invented by him. Carson is unmoved: ‘My Lord, I asked him the question as to whether the book A Rebours was a book depicting sodomy.’ And so on. The jury has surely got the point.

It is the strangest English trial of a French book. Not of some imported piece of pornography, but the trial of an untranslated French novel’s influence on an English novel, and whether in consequence it might be correct to assume that the author of the English novel was a ‘posing somdomite’, in Queensberry’s famous misspelling. There is, alas, no evidence that Huysmans either knew at the time or later discovered that his novel had been put on such a quasi-trial at the Old Bailey in London.

The fact that France was generally a source of Filth was common English knowledge by the time of the Wilde trials. Only seven years previously, following a campaign by the National Vigilance Association, Edward Vizetelly, the publisher of (already somewhat bowdlerised) translations of Zola’s novels, was prosecuted for his firm’s edition of La Terre. At the Central Criminal Court the solicitor general, Mr Poland, declared that the novel was ‘filthy from beginning to end’, and that while a routinely filthy book might contain one, two or even three filthy passages, The Earth contained no fewer than twenty-one, each of which he intended to read to the jury. The recorder agreed that though they were ‘all revolting to a degree … they are charged in the indictment, and must be proved’. One juryman, quailing at the burden of his duty, nervously asked, ‘But is it necessary to read them all?’ Mr Poland reminded the jury that it was going to be just as unpleasant for him to have to read the extracts out as for them to have to listen, but proposed this solution: ‘If you think, subject to what may be said by my learned friend on the part of the defence, that these passages are obscene, I will stop reading them at once.’

At which point Mr Williams, counsel for Vizetelly, wisely changed his client’s plea to guilty, thus sparing the jury public embarrassment. There then followed one of those comic exchanges which decorate any obscenity trial:



	Mr Williams:
	I would remind your Lordship that these works were works of a great French author.



	The solicitor general:
	A voluminous French author.



	The recorder:
	A popular French author.



	Mr Williams:
	An author who ranks high among the literary men of France.




Whichever it was, Vizetelly was fined £100 and bound over to keep the peace for twelve months.

The British press responded to the Vizetelly case with a mixture of applause, moral indignation, patriotism, and a certain suspicion: not about the filthiness, but rather the identity of the Filth-locator. National Vigilance was, after all, one of the cherished functions of the press, rather than of some other, equally self-appointed censor. A more thoughtful point was made by the Liverpool Mercury:


Where we find an inconsistency is the impunity enjoyed by those who retail the same works when clothed in the original French. If the English versions are offensive to the law, it is hard to understand why the far more revolting French versions are allowed to circulate. The effect must be as grave upon the more educated as upon the less educated. A man is not a superior person morally because he can read French, and there is no logical reason why he should be privileged on this account to touch and look on rank fruits which are wisely forbidden to the exclusively English reader.



This was perceptive: four years previously, Oscar Wilde, despite being on his honeymoon, was eager and able to read a corrupting novel in the original French, with all too predictable and public consequences.

Montesquiou and Polignac had met in Cannes in 1875, at the villa of Polignac’s niece the Duchesse de Luynes. Montesquiou was not yet twenty, but fully-formed in taste and vanity. The two men took walks together between Cannes and Menton; over glasses of sherry they read one another their favourite passages of literature. Polignac introduced Montesquiou to music he was unfamiliar with; the Count returned the favour with prose and poetry. Though there was twenty years between them, they shared an equality of artistic understanding, with the Count’s self-assurance set against the Prince’s doubts. Polignac, as a closeted homosexual, certainly responded to Montesquiou’s confidence around such matters; though the Count was not so much out of the closet, more one who decorated its door with flowers and verses and surprising colours, as if this were normal. The Count had known Pozzi only a year or two at the time of their excursion to London. What might account for the addition of his presence? True, he spoke excellent English, but then so did Edmond de Polignac, having been brought up trilingually (French, English, German). A more likely explanation might lie in the nature of shopping. All shoppers – from the High Street to the ‘intellectual and decorative’ end of the spectrum – love and need other shoppers, especially those, like Pozzi, who go about it in a zealous, companionable, tasteful (and equally well-funded) manner.

But there is another possible explanation: gratitude. In late June of 1884, a year before the London trip, Pozzi received a present from Montesquiou: a luxurious Morocco-leather travelling bag from Asprey’s in Mayfair, stamped on its top side with a gilt coronet and the letter R. When he opened it, he discovered a series of envelopes of diminishing size, one enclosing the next. At the centre, in the smallest envelope, was a poem by the Count, written in scarlet and violet inks, thanking Pozzi for having treated what is referred to as ‘my dead-leaf vitality’. Pozzi’s surgeon-biographer, Claude Vanderpooten, interprets the phrase and the poem as depicting sexual failure – either impotence or perhaps premature ejaculation. He further speculates that Pozzi treated the condition by means of ‘empirical, fraternal, friendly psychotherapy’, and that the ‘infirmity’ became ‘definitive’. A poetic, if not necessarily fictional, diagnosis a century after the facts. Whatever they were, the invitation to Pozzi could have been a thank you for his treatment – and also an occasion for him to use his travelling bag.

But if the biographer is right, here is another curious parallel. In the prologue to A Rebours, we are told that Des Esseintes, as a young man about Paris, had greatly indulged his sexual appetite. First with singers and actresses, then with mistresses ‘already famed for their depravity’, and finally with prostitutes, until satiety, self-disgust and doctors’ warnings about syphilis make him give up sex. But only for a while. After this break, his imagination is fired again, this time by his own kind, by ‘unnatural love-affairs and perverse pleasures’. Again, there is satiety, nervous strain and a collapse into lethargy. Furthermore, ‘impotence was not far off’. (Huysmans himself, if less extravagantly debauched than his creation, had also suffered from impotence.)

Des Esseintes, however, being both a dandy and a contrarian, does not despair at this turn of events; rather, he rejoices in it. Impotence is, after all, one way of leaving the world, and withdrawing from it in a larger way is exactly what he is planning to do. If he is to become a successful modern hermit, then loss of sexual appetite will obviously help. So in the novel’s first chapter, Des Esseintes celebrates this development with a ‘black’ dinner. Invitations are sent out in the style of funeral notices; the decor, flowers and tablecloths are all black; so is the food and wine; so are the waitresses; while in the background a hidden orchestra plays funeral marches. It is a camp and cheerful farewell to the annoying press of potency.

Quite what Montesquiou made of these four paragraphs is unknown. They must have struck him as a coincidence rather than a giveaway. Though in any case, the dandy-aesthete in general loves to flutter the norms; and sex, even in its more variant manifestations, can become normative, and therefore bourgeois. Sex also leads to marriage and family, and responsibility, and a career, and a seat on the board, friendship with the local bishop, and so on. Impotence might be playfully parlayed into a statement of revolt against the despised bourgeoisie, and further evidence of the aesthete’s superiority.

The first bullet in this story is historical and very literary. Count Robert de Montesquiou had a cabinet of curiosities – indeed, his whole house amounted to one, the outward display of his inner aestheticism and connoisseurship. Léon Daudet, elder son of the novelist Alphonse Daudet, recalled in one of his many volumes of memoir being given a curated tour by the Count of especially prized items. One was ‘the bullet that killed Pushkin’. The poet had been killed in a duel in 1837 with Georges-Charles de Heeckeren d’Anthès, a French officer in the Russian Chevalier Guard Regiment. The manner of his death was one Pozzi would become all too familiar with, and would try in his lifetime to mitigate or circumvent. The bullet had entered Pushkin’s body at the hip and proceeded on into the abdomen. No surgery was possible at that time, and after two days agonising, the poet died. Eighteen years later, Montesquiou was born. How the bullet came to be in the Count’s collection is not recorded.

Pozzi came from the provincial bourgeoisie, whom Montesquiou would instinctively look down on. The Count delighted in displaying ‘the aristocratic pleasure of displeasing’ (the phrase is from Baudelaire). But Pozzi escaped his censure and, most of the time, his snobbery. He had what might be called ‘the bourgeois pleasure of pleasing’, and was from the start an adroit social tactician.

When he arrived in Paris to study medicine in 1864, he was not entirely without connections. He had friends from the Protestant south-west among his fellow students; and already in place was a Pozzi cousin, Alexandre Laboulbène, twenty years his senior, a well-known society doctor, whose patients included the ruling family of Napoleon III. Pozzi was charming and ambitious; mainly, though, he was a star student. In 1872 he won the gold medal for best intern of the year. He specialised in the abdomen. In 1873 he gained his doctorate on fistulas of the upper rectum. His thesis was entitled ‘The value of hysterectomy in treating fibroid tumours of the uterus’. And he found a key patron in Paul Broca (another Protestant from the south-west), a famous surgeon at the Lourcine-Pascal Hospital; also, the founder of the Anthropological Society, which Pozzi joined. Broca put Pozzi’s name forward to co-translate Darwin’s The Expression of the Emotions in Man and Animals, published in France in 1874. When Broca died suddenly in 1880 at the age of fifty-six, his autopsy was divided between four of his colleagues: Pozzi was awarded the skull and the brains. Years later, the Lourcine-Pascal was renamed the Broca Hospital; and for thirty years, Pozzi was its skull and brains.

[image: ]

His other patron in those early days was the Parnassian poet Leconte de Lisle. They appear to have met around 1870, when the poet and his wife took Pozzi under their wing. Leconte, the son of a military surgeon, was a great believer in the reunification of science and poetry, so long divorced from one another. He was also a freethinker, and helped extinguish any lingering religious faith Pozzi might have brought from Bergerac. He took him into literary circles, and introduced him to Victor Hugo; he listened to Pozzi’s not very good verses, and encouraged him to learn German. When Leconte died in 1894, he made Pozzi his literary executor, and left him his library and papers.

Leconte was a key if unwitting contact in promoting Pozzi’s early – indeed, precocious – affair with Sarah Bernhardt. He was a medical student in his mid-twenties; she was two years older and already a rising star: an actress with a new kind of naturalness (though, naturally, a naturalness that was entirely controlled), and of a different physical type – slenderer and more petite – than the average leading lady. A fellow medical student later recalled how he and Pozzi had invited Bernhardt to supper to meet the poet. He came, she recited from memory what sounds like half his oeuvre, the poet wept and kissed her hands; the evening was a great success. Soon Pozzi would be having supper chez Bernhardt – with her and her small son, the boy’s tutor, and a niece given into her care. They would dine en famille, the children would be sent to bed, and the two young adults left alone. Quite what started when, we cannot know, nor how long it went on; but the affair matured into a friendship lasting half a century. Each of them wore a godlike tag: he was always ‘Docteur Dieu’ to her, while she was ‘the Divine Sarah’ to (almost) everyone. He also had a more terrestrial nickname, bestowed by the society hostess Mme Aubernon: ‘L’Amour médecin.’ This is the title of a Molière play, ‘Love is the Best Medicine’, though more usually rendered in Pozzi’s case as ‘Dr Love’.

[image: Sarah Bernhardt by Nadar (c.1864)]
Sarah Bernhardt by Nadar (c.1864)
They were well matched in temperament: passionate, but with a low degree of possessiveness – or a high degree of restlessness. Bernhardt knew how to flatter the male ego while defusing buckish rivalry; also, how to keep things light when necessary. They were each greedy for lovers. Pozzi’s biographer gives a Leporello-like list of the physical types Pozzi was attracted to (i.e. every type), and then adds, with an odd primness (or naivety), ‘He is sincere, every time.’ Also, ‘One thing is certain, all these women remained his friends.’ This does sound much too good to be true.

The details, even many of the names, are guesswork. Pozzi was highly discreet, and seems not to have gossiped; or if he did, the gossip was not written down. His letters to Bernhardt do not survive; some of hers to him do. They deal in heartfelt expressions, and immediate needs; but it’s hard to sense the texture, or even the frequency, of the relationship in these early years. In one letter, she writes to him: ‘I lied to you, it’s true, but I never deceived you.’ This sounds a very French piece of sophistry, but it makes a certain sense: I always told you I would sleep with others, and if it was necessary to tell you a lie to do so, then the larger truth holds even if the lesser one is broken.

One key to their relationship, according to Pozzi’s biographer, was ‘the known affinity between
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Montesquiou as the Head of John the Baptist
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        Wilde as a Greek
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[image: Comte Henry and Comtesse Elisabeth de Greffulhe]
Comte Henry and Comtesse Elisabeth de Greffulhe
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[image: Pozzi: ‘disgustingly handsome’, according to Alice, Princesse de Monaco]
Pozzi: ‘disgustingly handsome’, according to Alice, Princesse de Monaco
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Montesquiou and Yturri in oriental costume
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[image: Jules Barbey d’Aurevilly, Charles Emile Auguste Carolus-Duran (1860)]
Jules Barbey d’Aurevilly, Charles Emile Auguste Carolus-Duran (1860)
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[image: Samuel, Thérèse and Catherine Pozzi at La Graulet]
Samuel, Thérèse and Catherine Pozzi at La Graulet








[image: Jean Lorrain, Antonio de la Gandara (1898)]
Jean Lorrain, Antonio de la Gandara (1898)












[image: Jean Lorrain as a Dying Warrior, chez Sarah Bernhardt]
Jean Lorrain as a Dying Warrior, chez Sarah Bernhardt
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A Rumour at Work























[image: Bernhardt (left) and Montesquiou dressed for Le Passant]
Bernhardt (left) and Montesquiou dressed for Le Passant
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[image: Pozzi with the heavily-moustached Robert Proust]
Pozzi with the heavily-moustached Robert Proust
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L’Apparition, Gustave Moreau (1876)













Five Glimpses of Pozzi

Pozzi in the Saleroom







Pozzi in the Salon


Pozzi in the Smoking Room
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Pozzi Abroad
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Pozzi at the Medical Students’ Ball
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Madame X, John Singer Sargent (1884)












[image: Madame Gautreau Drinking a Toast, John Singer Sargent (1882–83)]
Madame Gautreau Drinking a Toast, John Singer Sargent (1882–83)
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[image: Carolus-Duran, John Singer Sargent (1879)]
Carolus-Duran, John Singer Sargent (1879)
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Arrangement in Black and Gold, James McNeill Whistler (1891–92)

[image: ]




[image: Le Cercle de la rue Royale (detail), James Tissot (1868)]
Le Cercle de la rue Royale (detail), James Tissot (1868)
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Self-portrait, Winnaretta Singer (1885)
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[image: Léon Delafosse, John Singer Sargent (1895–98)]
Léon Delafosse, John Singer Sargent (1895–98)
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How to Be a Guest






[image: The Sedelmayer Family (detail), Franz Rumpler (1879) – Emma is on the right]
The Sedelmayer Family (detail), Franz Rumpler (1879) – Emma is on the right
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A ward at the Broca Hospital, with frescoed walls
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Health Restored to the Sick, Georges Clairin
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[image: Catherine Pozzi at eighteen]
Catherine Pozzi at eighteen























[image: Pozzi among his treasures]
Pozzi among his treasures
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[image: Audrey Deacon in her coffin]
Audrey Deacon in her coffin
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[image: Catherine and Jean as children (left); Jean and Catherine, c.1903 (right)]
Catherine and Jean as children (left); Jean and Catherine, c.1903 (right)











[image: Catherine Pozzi, in Parisian fashion, among her fellow students at Oxford]
Catherine Pozzi, in Parisian fashion, among her fellow students at Oxford
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Louis-François Bertin, Jean-Auguste-Dominique Ingres (1832)
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[image: Pozzi by Léon Bonnat (1910)]
Pozzi by Léon Bonnat (1910)
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How to Treat Your Literary (and Social) Inferiors
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Things we Cannot Know
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Pozzi in uniform






























[image: Pozzi’s cortège passes the Arc de Triomphe]
Pozzi’s cortège passes the Arc de Triomphe
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Thérèse Pozzi in old age
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