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  Praise for The Vertigo Years


  


  Bloms achievement in The Vertigo years is to inhabit the desires and anxieties of people hurtling forward towards an abyss, with little knowledge of what
  lies ahead . . . In sparkling prose and with a trained eye for telling details and anecdotes, [he] has sketched the outlines of a total history of the last long decade of the long nineteenth
  century


  Times Literary Supplement


  


  This fascinating book devotes a chapter to each of the years from 1900 to 1914 [and] convincingly argues that everything that was to become important during the 20th
  century, from quantum physics and female emancipation to the consumer society and the power of the media, had already made a deep impression before the assassination of the Archduke Franz
  Ferdinand


  Good Book Guide


  


  A lively and original essay on western culture in the turbulent years 19001914 . . . The Vertigo Years brims with wide knowledge and sceptical
  intelligence


  The Royal Academy Magazine


  


  An account of fourteen years preceding the First World War, which saw the rise of a new world order, revealing the extent to which the twentieth century was essentially
  framed before the First World War


  History Today
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  They are standing on the side of a tree-lined country road; men and boys mostly, full of anticipation. The heat of the summer bears down on them.
  They look down the road stretching out ahead, as far as they can see. A faint humming sound becomes audible. A car appears on the straight line between the streets, small and surrounded by a cloud
  of dust, and growing, growing with every passing second. It hurtles towards the spectators, its powerful engine speeding it on, roaring ever more loudly, a vision of concentrated power.


  One of the onlookers, a young man of eighteen, readies his camera to take the shot he has been waiting for. The vehicle is coming closer, roaring, pulsing with energy. Now it is almost there.
  The teenage photographer is looking intently through his lens. He can see clearly the driver and his passenger behind the huge bonnet, sees the number six painted on the petrol tank, feels the
  shockwave of noise and power as the engine speeds past him. He has released the shutter that very moment. Now, as the dust settles around him, he must wait to see how the photo will be.


  When he sees the picture he has taken on that 26 June 1912 at the French Grand Prix, the young photographer is disappointed. The number six car is only half in the frame, the background smudged
  and strangely distended. He puts the photo away. He is Jacques Henri Lartigue. The image he considers a failure will be exhibited forty years later and will make him famous, showing all the rush,
  the energy, the velocity that were so important during the years between the turn of the century and the autumn of 1914.


  Today, the period before the outbreak of the First World War is often regarded as idyllic: the time before the fall, the good old days, a belle poque celebrated
  in lavishly decorated films, a beautiful, intact society about to be shattered by the forces driving it inexorably towards disaster. After 1918, according to this reading of
  events, the phoenix of modernity arose from the ashes of the old world.


  To most people who lived around 1900 this nostalgic view with its emphasis on solidity and grace would have come as a surprise. Their experience of this period was as yet unembellished by
  reminiscence. It was more raw, and marked by fascinations and fears much closer to our own time. Then as now, rapid changes in technology, globalization, communication technologies and changes in
  the social fabric dominated conversations and newspaper articles; then as now, cultures of mass consumption stamped their mark on the time; then as now, the feeling of living in an accelerating
  world, of speeding into the unknown, was overwhelming. This is why Lartigues photo is so fitting as an emblem for its time. A boy in love with fast cars and velocity, his preoccupations
  mirrored those of a time during which racing drivers were popular heroes, new speed records were established and broken every week, and mass production, here in the shape of hand-held cameras, was
  changing everybodys lives.


  Velocity can be frightening as well as deeply exhilarating, and it is this fear and rejection of change that also echoes across the century. In 1900 the most profound change of all was that in
  the relationship between men and women, and many indications point towards a deep anxiety on the part of men whose position seemed no longer secure. For the first time in European history women
  were being educated en masse, earning their own money, demanding the vote and, crucially, suggesting that in an industrial age physical strength and martial virtues were becoming useless. Men
  reacted with an aggressive restatement of the old values; never before had so many uniforms been seen on the street or so many duels fought, never before had there been so many classified
  advertisements for treatments allegedly curing male maladies and weak nerves; and never before had so many men complained of exhaustion and nervousness, and found
  themselves admitted to sanatoriums and even mental hospitals.


  Today, identities are questioned in different ways and anxieties are articulated differently, but they still emerge along sexual lines, often as questioned manliness. Resentment at a perceived
  emasculation by the former colonial powers or the arrogant West have led young Muslim men to assert themselves by taking up arms or becoming suicide bombers  another echo of
  that earlier time, when anarchist terrorists were blowing themselves up by the dozen in attacks on members of the Russian government.


  Around 1900, men worrying about not being manly enough found evidence for their deficiency in the decline of fertility in Europe, particularly among the middle classes, while according to the
  polemicists of the day, the lower classes and the peoples in the colonies were rapidly outbreeding civilized whites. We hear echoes of this debate
  today in the hysterical polemics about birth rates among Muslim immigrants to Europe, much-debated forecasts about the growth of the worlds population, and the decline of numbers in Europe
  and the USA, not to mention biological research indicating the decline of fertility among Western men.


  Speed and exhilaration, anxiety and vertigo were recurrent themes of the years between 1900 and 1914, during which cities exploded in size and societies were transformed, mass production seized
  hold of everyday life, newspapers turned into media empires, cinema audiences were in the tens of millions, and globalization brought meat from New Zealand and grain from Canada to British dinner
  plates, decimating the incomes of the old landed classes and enabling the rise of new kinds of people: engineers, technocrats, city-dwellers. Modernity did not rise virgin-born from the trenches of
  the Somme. Well before 1914, it had already taken a firm hold on the minds and lives of Europe. The War acted not as a creator, but as a catalyst, forcing old structures to collapse more quickly
  and new identities to assert themselves more readily.


  The Vertigo Years had much in common with our own day, not least their openness: in 1910 and even in 1914, nobody felt confident of the shape the future world would have, of who would wield
  power, what political constellation would be victorious, or what kind of society would emerge from the headlong transformation. By contrast, during the second half of the twentieth century the Cold
  War created a quite different situation: the outcome seemed uncertain, but it was perfectly clear what was at stake, and equally clear that one of two ideological systems would eventually be
  victorious. With the collapse of the Soviet empire, some of the openness and uncertainty of the Vertigo Years have reappeared, and today it is much more difficult to say what the future will bring
  for our societies.


  In a large part, the uncertain future facing us early in the twenty-first century arose from the inventions, thoughts and transformations of those unusually rich fifteen years between 1900 and
  1914, a period of extraordinary creativity in the arts and sciences, of enormous change in society and in the very image people had of themselves. Everything that was to become important during the
  twentieth century  from quantum physics to womens emancipation, from abstract art to space travel, from communism and fascism to the consumer society, from industrialized slaughter to
  the power of the media  had already made deep impressions in the years before 1914, so that the rest of the century was little more than an exercise, wonderful and hideous by turn, in living
  out and exploring these new possibilities.


  To understand this exhilarating and contradictory time, and to see the parallels and differences between it and our present, we must approach it without teleological
  preconceptions, without seeing these years exclusively in terms of what would or would not lead to the Great War. Instead, we need to look at it with the immediacy of the young Lartigue as he
  pointed his camera at the number six racing car. If the outcome appears distorted, a subjective image catching only part of the reality, nonetheless it remains the best way to capture the
  swiftness, the rush, the immediacy of the experience of life during this time.


  In the spirit of trying to discover this time on its own terms, I would like to invite you to perform a thought experiment: imagine that a voracious but highly selective plague of bookworms had
  attacked the worlds libraries eating through books and photos, films and other records, and devouring all historical information dealing with the time between July 1914 and 2000; imagine you
  knew nothing about the Sarajevo assassination, the Somme, the Great Crash, the Reichskristallnacht, Stalingrad, Auschwitz, Hiroshima, the gulags, or the Berlin Wall, but that history had
  gently dawned into memory after the turn of the millennium. Imagine you would not see the biographies, thoughts and deeds of the people living in and around 1910 through the prism of a century of
  monstrous crimes and monumental achievements, but that you could remove these historical spectacles for a while. Imagine yourself looking at the years 1900 to 1914 without the long shadows of the
  future darkening their historical present, a living moment with all its complexity and its contradictions, its hopes and fears, and with an open future, just as it was lived by the people of that
  time.
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  1900:


  The Dynamo and the Virgin


 








 
    
      So, youre going to come, you are already coming, you have come, monsieur et madame, to our beautiful Exposition universelle of 1900. You are in Paris; from afar you
      have already seen, as in a dream, the structures of the Exposition standing out against the sky of the great city. What programme should you adopt? Where to begin?

 from the official
      guide book to the 1900 World Fair


      A simple agonising problem should occupy all of French thought: How can we stop France from disappearing? How can we keep the French race on earth? Next to
      this vital question all others vanish . . .


       Jacques Bertillon, La dpopulation de la France

    

  


  She was monstrous, if oddly prophetic: there she stood, a buxom bourgeoise 20 feet high, right at the top of the huge Monumental Gate to the Paris
  Exposition Universelle of 1900, the very entrance to a new century. Sailing ahead with the striking aplomb of a battleship on navy day and dressed in fashionable clothes, the plaster
  allegory of the city of Paris looked like an imperious matron chaperoning a spoilt daughter through the Galeries Lafayette: busty, bustling, arrogant. One could positively hear her barking orders
  at a timid sales assistant. The critics were not kind: ridiculous, simply atrocious and a triumph of prostitution were among the descriptions used by
  reviewers.


  The sculptor Paul Moreau-Vauthier (18711936), a rising star of twenty-nine, had conceived of the daring idea of showing Paris as a modern Parisienne  not as a sylphlike girl or a
  Greek goddess in antique drapery, but contemporary and assured, a mature woman looking forward full of confidence to a new century. He had taken the actress Sarah Bernhardt, the Divine
  Sarah, as a model and commissioned the fashion house of Paquin to design a splendid, up-to-the-minute outfit for his work, which was to become a miraculous merging of legendary grace and
  metropolitan couture.


  
    [image: ]

  


  1. Monstrously prophetic: La Parisienne crowning the exhibiton gate, designed to admit 60,000 people per hour.


  The result was as calamitous as the official opening itself. The French president, Emile Loubert, had been forced to conduct the solemn ceremony uniting all the grandest beards and tailcoats in
  the Republic amid the mud, puddles and scaffolding of a partial building site, and the first visitors who came streaming in to see what was the worlds most ambitious fair ever found many of
  the halls half empty. A contemporary cartoon shows a bewildered crowd caught amid scaffolding and No entry signs. The caption reads Whats on show at the World
  Fair.


  Over the following weeks all the remaining attractions were installed and even the last exhibitor had found his place among the multitudes. The ticket booths at the main gate, underneath the
  unloved allegory of the great city itself, had been constructed to process sixty thousand visitors an hour, and they were working at capacity. By the end of the exhibition period, some 50 million
  people had visited the 112-hectare grounds in the heart of Paris, an average of six hundred thousand every single day during weekends.


  The exhibition was a grand, outrageous extravaganza, not only a trade fair and scientific convention, but first and foremost a gigantic fairground for local visitors and tourists from Europe,
  the United States and all around the world. Among them was Jean Sauvage, a schoolteacher from Berlin (German, despite his French name), who lovingly described every detail of
  his trip to Paris in an essay published in the yearbook of the Seventh Berlin District High School in 1900. Having arrived in the French capital (a single second class ticket cost me 69
  marks and a few pennies) in the early evening, the enterprising educator recounted the typical tourist experience, warning his readers of the vicissitudes of being a tourist in a foreign
  place: it is better to buy a hat over there . . . A hat purchased in Germany means that one is recognized as a foreigner even more quickly . . . and becomes the target of constant assaults
  by tourist guides.


  Suitably disguised as a Frenchman, Sauvage made an extended tour through the city. Sauvage by name but civilized by nature, he was determined to let no detail of daily life escape him.


  
    
	
      The sight of the broad, beautiful streets with their tall trees (many of them plane trees) and lively traffic makes one feel elated. A multitude of shops with their
      different displays animate shoppers. Many shopkeepers set out their wares on boxes, crates and wooden trestles far into the street to lure customers. Here we can see masses of clothes, there
      the contents of a soap shop on the pavement, and there foodstuffs; an art dealer offers objets anciens; here we find fresh green asparagus which people love here, there oysters and rare
      snails (hutres, escargots). . . . The street is littered with innumerable scraps of paper containing advertisements for restaurants and department stores. I take some of these
      advertisements with me.

    

  

  

  
  Sauvage was amazed by the rhythm and speed of life in the metropolis. Even cycle paths were provided:


  
    
	
      There are many automobiles in the streets. The velocipedists are fewer in number than in our streets; on the Avenue de la Grande Arme and elsewhere they have a
      beautiful asphalt lane to themselves. I noticed most of all that [the velocipedists] are less of a nuisance than in Berlin; the constant ringing of bells which makes one so nervous is hardly
      there at all . . .


      Tramways and omnibuses are there in plenty. The difference between Berlin and Paris is not great: there are still a few horse-powered and heavy steam-powered vehicles, but there is a
      beautiful electric tram towards the Bois de Vincennes.

    

  

  


  If traffic was similar at home, the teacher found other customs very different indeed: I noticed the many urinoires, which are displayed with great lack of modesty. Even cabinets daisance [public toilets] are plentiful; close to the Palais Royal there is a whole long passage in a house with a great number of them,
  which are used assiduously. The urinoires on the Boulevards are usually situated around advertising columns, which in turn are used for advertisements: you read here: Lextrait de
  viande Liebig indispensable dans toute bonne cuisine, or Bec Auer, or Tendeur pour pantalons. Sauvage had to admit that this arrangement had its advantages, but when he saw
  one of these installations right at the foot of a public monument his sense of propriety was outraged. These French were quite unlike the Germans, after all.


  Moving on through the cacophony of advertisements  a roadside automation bears the slogan: Electrisez-vous!  and still cunningly disguised in his French hat,
  Sauvage finally visited the object of his journey, the World Fair itself. He was stunned. I feel incapable of describing even a small part of this gigantic work, he confessed.


  Stretching along the Seine from the graceful newly built bridge dedicated to Tsar Alexander III at the beginning of the Champs-Elyses to the Champ de Mars and the area between the
  Trocadero and the Eiffel Tower (sole survivor of the previous World Fair in 1889), the huge display aimed to titillate, awe and overwhelm. France, it proclaimed, was still the worlds
  foremost nation. The centrepiece was a group of buildings resembling a gigantic wedding cake  all turreted white icing and allegorical drapery, containing the palaces (every building was a
  palace here) of decoration, furniture, design and other industries.


  All major nations had been given space here to create an architectural representation of their culture. Actually, not quite all  the United States had initially been left out of the
  first, riverside, rank in this prestigious parade of countries (though Monaco had secured a spot), and only after kicking up a diplomatic storm were the others made to give up pieces of their land
  to make place for the new pretender. This was only fair, it was felt, even if the defiant Ferdinand Peck, Commissioner-General of the United States, was judged to have overstepped the mark, having
  not only the tactlessness to remind his hosts that American trade figures were greater than those of France and Germany put together, but also the presumption to state: the United States
  have so developed as to entitle them not only to an exalted place among the nations of the earth, but to the foremost rank of all in advanced civilization. Eh, non! thought his French
  counterparts privately, with supreme self-assurance, but they gave him almost everything he wanted.


  The national pavilions bore eloquent witness to a certain image of Europe and the United States, for with the notable exception of Finland (represented by a flowing art nouveau building), all
  nations had chosen to represent themselves through pastiches of historic architecture: Gothic for Germany, the nation that simply had to have the highest spire of all; Renaissance for Italy;
  medieval Moorish for Spain. Britain was represented by a mock Jacobean building by Edwin Lutyens, modelled on the town hall of Bradford-upon-Avon. The United States plumped for Capitol classicism,
  a building with a dome 156 feet high, crowned by a golden eagle. Identity, these structures suggested, was made up of the distant past, be it in the old countries or in the New World.


  
    [image: ]

  


  2. Dressed up in old robes: national pavilions at the 1900 World Fair.


  If the past held sway on the right bank area, on the left bank it ran wild. Here was one of the exhibitions principal tourist attractions: vieux
  Paris, a fantastical and fantastically kitschy recreation of what Victor Hugo had imagined medieval Paris to have been like, complete with turrets (a hanged man swung from one of them)
  and wooden-framed houses, a living Quasimodo, dozens of damsels, and knights attacking each other with wooden swords. Street pedlars in historical dress sold refreshments and miniature Eiffel Towers. The theme park, it turns out, is no invention of our time.


  Beneath the turrets, putti and rococo scroll work of the official Fair architecture lay a different world: a thrusting, confident modernism. Machines glistened everywhere and new engines and
  inventions crowded the exhibition halls. The intrepid Berlin teacher Sauvage was determined to see as much as humanly possible. He visited the great exhibition of fruits in the banqueting hall
  built for 25,000 people; he tried the electric moving walkway with its three different speeds; he was nearly knocked out by the mirages appearing before his eyes in the Hall of Illusions; he
  visited the metallurgical exhibits, saw the worlds largest diamond; he inspected X-ray machines in action and marvelled at African termite mounds, was wide-eyed at the sight of the Palace of
  Electricity illuminated by 5,000 light bulbs, dazzled by searchlights with the power of 300 million candles, awed by a huge crane built by C. Flohr in Berlin (another area in which German
  engineering still has claimed victory!) and humbled by the purring dynamos supplying all these wonders with energy: you look at these huge machines with great respect and also with a
  distinct chill running down your spine . . . if this power is unchained, it will smash a tiny human being to individual atoms.


  Sauvage was not the only one to be overwhelmed by the uncanny sight of machines running almost silently and creating an unseen force that could move mountains. The most intense, most lyrical and
  most exalted admirer of these dynamos was the historian and novelist Henry Adams (18381918), in Paris on a study visit from the United States. In his autobiography The Education of Henry
  Adams he recounts his (third-person) confrontation with the machine as a religious revelation:


  
    
      To Adams the dynamo became a symbol of infinity. As he grew accustomed to the great gallery of machines, he began to feel the forty-foot dynamos as a moral force, much as
      the early Christians felt the Cross. The planet itself seemed less impressive, in its old-fashioned, deliberate, annual or daily revolution, than this huge wheel, revolving within
      arms-length at some vertiginous speed, and barely murmuring,  scarcely humming an audible warning to stand a hairs-breadth further for respect of power,  while it
      would not wake the baby lying close against its frame. Before the end, one began to pray to it; inherited instinct taught the natural expression of man before silent and infinite force. Among
      the thousand symbols of ultimate energy the dynamo was not so human as some, but it was the most expressive.

    

  


  The colonial exhibition across the river, by the Trocadero Palace, was not dedicated exclusively to French colonies (France had the second-largest colonial
  empire of the day), but it made sure that the British possessions did not outshine those of the host nation. Here visitors could watch the inhabitants of various remote territories carrying on
  their lives as if there were not thousands of pairs of eyes trained on them, and a thousand French hearts beating a little more proudly at the thought that these were their subjects, too.


  This was a graceful and harmlessly exciting world. You could shop at a Cairo souk, admire Algerian craftsmen and eat in Chinese restaurants, you could visit the Cambodian pagoda and watch happy
  and contented natives in colourful costumes. The African inhabitants of the pavilion of French Congo were particularly well nourished and beautifully dressed. Women with large jars on their heads
  walked past curious onlookers amid the lush rainforest vegetation, the men looked proud yet joyful, liable to break out in song and dance any minute. There was not even the remotest indication of
  what was taking place in their Congolese homelands, of the largest genocide the earth had witnessed, perpetrated under the personal supervision of his Majesty King Leopold of Belgium, one of the
  celebrated guests of the 1900 Exhibition.


  


  


  A Nation Vanishes


  


  Most of the grand faades of this essence of an age, as the official commemorative twenty-volume publication called it, have long been broken up or melted
  down, and still the Paris Exhibition remains fascinating for its sheer gaudy wealth, for its innumerable anecdotes and curious details, for what it stated so obviously, and for what it refused to
  say. Away from the official speeches and reassurances of universal brotherhood and national greatness, the glitter of the exhibition was welcome and the entire display had served as a highly
  ornamented carpet spread over the unprecedented loss of confidence and the gaping social fissures running through France itself.


  The World Fair presented a new, technological world dressed in the comforting ruffles of olden times. On the centenary of the French Revolution the 1889 Paris World Fair had boldly shone into
  the future, its emblem the unornamented structure of the Eiffel Tower and its legendary beam of light. In 1900 there was little appetite for daring statements. The French wanted to be distracted
  and entertained, not astonished or even shocked.


  To many French men and women the new century was not just uncertain, but threatening. Within a single generation, the country had lost a war to Germany. It had endured the
  humiliation of seeing, in 1871, its emperor Napoleon III taken prisoner and forced to abdicate, being made to cede the contested territories of Alsace-Lorraine to Germany. To cap it all, the French
  had witnessed the rise of a new German empire and the coronation of its emperor, Wilhelm I, in the Hall of Mirrors in Versailles, the epicentre of French royal glory. In the wake of the lost war,
  the Paris Commune had risen against a weak and reactionary government that had retreated to the provinces to escape the Germans. Worse still, the rebellion was brutally crushed by the French army
  which, after retaking the city, court-martialled and executed 20,000 of its own citizens within a single week, the semaine sanglante. More recently, in 1894, in the Dreyfus case, an innocent
  Jewish officer had been set up, accused of high treason and condemned to life imprisonment in a patently rigged trial, an affair that had split the nation down the middle and had made bitter
  enemies of former friends and even family members. The division was still festering like an open wound, as the dreyfusards were pressing for a retrial of the honest captain, who was
  languishing in solitary confinement on Devils Island, off French Guyana.


  The rift between Dreyfuss foes and his supporters (mainly socialist or bourgeois and progressive) was carried into the private sphere: once good friends, the Impressionist painters Degas
  and Pissarro would never speak again because of the affair, and Degas, an impassioned opponent of Dreyfus, even sacked a model because of her sympathies for the Jewish captain. The very air of the
  capital seemed to be partitioned. As feelings came to boiling point, Emile Zolas 1898 article Jaccuse! in LAurore summed up the argument for the
  defence: I have but one passion, that of enlightenment, in the name of humanity, which has suffered so much and has a right to happiness. My impassioned protest is nothing but the cry of my
  soul. May they dare to put me on trial [for slander] so that the entire affair will come to light! He was not put on trial, but after several days of street disturbances and threats he had
  to seek refuge in England until things cooled off. Four years after his return, Zola was asphyxiated in his house during the night due to a blocked chimney. The death was recorded as an accident. A
  roofer admitted several years later that he had worked on the house next door and had put a piece of wood over Zolas chimney to kill the writer as revenge for his defence of the Jewish
  captain.


  


  


  Dreyfus and the Spectre of Decline


  


  Dreyfus had become a symbol for Frances malaise. Only a generation earlier, France had been the undisputed centre of the cultural universe, dictating the worlds
  fashions and the taste in music and literature of civilized people everywhere, and in 1870 the French historian Joseph de Maistre could still write with cast-iron and lavishly gilded
  confidence that artists across the world were condemned to a local reputation until Paris consented to make them famous . . . Perhaps nothing is properly understood in Europe until the
  French have explained it.


  Thirty years later this was no longer true. London had become the worlds financial centre; Germanys scientists and engineers led the world. France itself had become a nation
  haunted by the spectre of defeat, of territorial loss, of its decline and decadence under the threat of physical extinction. In contrast to other European populations, the French head-count was
  stagnant. In 1891, for the first time, more French people had died than were born. If the countrys population had not declined between 1850 and 1900 (it had even risen from 36 to 39
  million), that was due to immigration, mainly from Belgium, Italy and Poland. During the same period, the populations of Germany and Britain had risen by 20 per cent despite considerable
  emigration, while the Habsburg subjects had almost doubled and the number of Russians almost trebled. Frances mothers were no longer bearing enough children and, more terrifyingly still, the
  men of the nation no longer seemed able to beget them as they used to. France, many authors said, had become sterile; its culture and way of life would simply vanish within a hundred years.
  Next to this vital question all others disappear, wrote the historian Jacques Bertillon in 1911, . . . the death of France will be one of the crucial facts of the nineteenth
  and twentieth centuries. France was being left behind, while the hereditary enemy to the east, the new German empire, was forging ahead not only in population terms, but also
  in the sciences (German researchers received more Nobel Prizes in physics and chemistry than any other country), in armaments and in industrial development. France, it seemed, was not only
  defeated, it was slowly dying off and fading into a shadow of its former grandeur.


  Undermined by fear and shaken by an atmosphere of anxious pessimism, the French wanted a jolly, unthreatening World Exhibition, and most of all they had wanted a success. Boldness of vision was
  not what was required by the organizers: retrospective splendour and entertainment ruled. Everybody should be impressed by the status quo, everybody would enjoy themselves  even if the
  papier mch turrets of Vieux France looked more like a gaudy parody of national greatness than actual proof.


  Not everybody was fooled by the glorious faade: It remains to be seen, wrote the French essayist Eugne-Melchior de Vog after the
  exhibition gates had closed for the last time, what this Exhibition has given us that is new . . . In 1889, steel [the Eiffel Tower] offered itself up bravely to our eyes, alone and bare; it
  made us appreciate its virtues as an architectural element. Since then, one has the impression that it has felt the shame of man after committing Original Sin, and has felt the need to cover itself
  up. Today, steel wraps itself in plaster.


  The original sin was the ever-divisive Dreyfus affair. The Jewish officer was simply the ideal bogeyman for a nation that appeared to have lost its way. Ever since Edouard Drumont
  (18441917) had published his best-selling La France juive in 1886 (it had reached 200 editions by 1914), anti-semitism had been commonplace among the nationalist right and became a
  rallying cry that united both Catholics and Republican atheists under one banner. Dreyfus was ideally suited for fables about conspiracies, foreigners and international capital. As a Jew, he was
  identified with international capital and the end of Frances traditionally rural way of life; as a native of Alsace, historically disputed between Germany and France, he was suspected of
  divided loyalties, of being a traitor selling his country to the proliferating Germans and their innumerable children in navy uniforms. As an officer he also represented manly virtues and an army
  keen to cleanse itself of the whiff of defeat as history itself was threatening to overwhelm the French. If the nations men were no longer man enough to father children in sufficient
  numbers, perhaps the rot had reached the very core of Frances historical greatness and virility, the military caste  in his Interpretation of Dreams, published in 1899, Freud,
  who had done medical research in Paris, had taken the nexus between officers and exaggerated masculinity for granted. The captain simply had the grotesque bad luck of being everything his country
  feared and wanted to hate. For me, the Frenchmen of today  a recent crisis has made that all too clear  may live side by side, do the same jobs, partake of the same
  disappointments, the same pleasures, but they no longer do it with the same soul, a character in the novel LEtape by the anti-Dreyfus writer Paul Bourget recounts.


  The mantra of the nationalists was la terre et les morts, the soil and the dead, the French equivalent to the German Blut und Boden. It had been formulated by
  Maurice Barrs (18621923), a bona fide immortel because of his membership in that most exclusive of old mens clubs, the Acadmie franaise.
  Barrs had started his writing career as a typical fin-de-sicle hedonist, whose programmatic novel Le culte de moi propagated total, solipsistic selfishness and gained him a considerable literary reputation. Later on, the professional egoist got bored with his own company and involved himself in the politics of national
  community.


  Some of Europes most dangerous demagogues on the political right have regarded their political role as essentially aesthetic, in the service of a higher beauty and purity, and
  Barrs was no exception. Like so many converts, he detested nothing more than his own past, and in particular the decadence that he had once preached. Catholic France, he believed, had been
  corrupted by a conspiracy of Protestants, Jews and Freemasons, destroyers of the organic solidarity that should reign between members of one nation united by our dead and the
  produce of our soil. Every act that distorts our soil and our dead drives us deeper into the lie that sterilizes us. The spectre of infertility rose up again, this time in the
  shape of a rustic Catholic castrated by Ahasver, the Wandering Jew. Everything comes from the Jew, and everything comes back to the Jew, wrote Edouard Drumont in his La France
  juive.


  While antisemitism was an obvious motivation in the Dreyfus case, the population debate also played a major role. Critics such as the sociologist Ren Gonnard were quick to pounce on the
  supposed reasons for the national decline: life in the city, lack of faith, general pessimism, a decadent over-refinement among the middle classes, and other hallmarks of modern life visible
  especially in the big man-eating cities. France, the most cultivated of nations, was particularly badly hit by this: it happens to be the case that our French civilization with
  its laws and customs exaggerates this effect, forcing one to fear a depopulation in the literal sense of the term, Gonnard warned. France was becoming impotent, unmanly, and weak despite all
  measures taken to the contrary, notably a ban on abortion (which would become a capital crime during the Vichy regime) and even on advertising contraceptives  the Gentlemens
  rubber goods appearing in the papers of the day in other countries.


  Even Dreyfuss champion Emile Zola was moved to write a novel entitled Fcondit (1899), in which he contrasted the fate of two couples: egotistical, rich
  city-dwellers who invest everything in their only son (who dies, of course), while the heroic husband and wife at the heart of the story choose the simple life and a wealth of children, resulting
  in love and fulfilment. Zola had been brooding on the novel for some years. As early as 1896 he had written in Le Figaro: My novel . . . will be an immense fresco showing how a city
  like Paris kills germs, devours living beings, consumes abortions to become what it is, the very place of the life of tomorrow.


  The image of the city-ogre  eyes glaring with electric light, a body of stone and steel, annihilating parasites and life alike and swallowing its inhabitants with
  insatiable hunger  goes right back to the crazed god Saturn making a feast of his own children: the creator who destroys, the metropolis as an evil place, sucking the blood of those drawn to
  it  the vampire capitalism in full flight.


  This political attitude had a strong influence on the arts and their presentation at the 1900 World Fair. The Grand Palais and Petit Palais, two truly palatial exhibition halls (two vestiges of
  the exhibition that can still be seen in Paris) were built in order to demonstrate la gloire de la France by hosting displays of works of art. Most of the works shown here during the
  exhibition obeyed the official aesthetics of turn-of-the-century French art: heavily academic fare  heroic nudity, sentimental grandeur and chaste beauty in plaster and marble, bronze and
  oil. A flanking display contained a retrospective of French artists of the past. Only one smaller collection struck a different note, so different that when President Loubert attempted to enter it,
  a conservative art critic barred his way, crying: Dont enter, monsieur le Prsident, the shame of France is in there! It was an exhibit of radicals,
  curated by the art collector Roger Marx. The shameful secret was the work of Gauguin, Seurat, Czanne, Pissarro, Picasso, Manet and Monet, degenerate art avant la lettre.


  Much of French art was animated by a sense of stock-taking and remembrance. Most famously, this introspective private reconstruction of a past world is embodied in A la recherche du temps
  perdu by Marcel Proust, a writer at the centre of the elegant Paris scene. Far removed from the brutality of working-class life and the anxious selfishness of the petite bourgeoisie,
  Proust and his circle led a life of enchanted, languid luxury amid a succession of elegant salons, balls, and outings to the nearby Bois de Boulogne, a universe of true sophistication (in the minds
  of its denizens at least), spanning only a few square kilometres between the Bois, the Place de la Concorde, the great and ostentatious Opra and the Parc Monceau on the capitals
  right bank.


  Another artistic project, hugely ambitious in scale, chimed with the mood of the 1900 Paris Exposition Universelle and its retrospective presentation. Eugne Atget
  (18571927), a photographer with a patient and lyrical eye, devoted his entire working life to the city he loved and its magic, which, he was convinced, would vanish soon, submerged by the
  building sites of a loud new world. Having spent three decades roaming the streets of the city with a huge camera and tripod, Atget created a magical, silent world of deserted streets, mute
  buildings and empty interiors, a huge, minutely detailed inventory like that of some nameless official dutifully listing every chair and every last silver spoon left behind by
  a dying duchess. Atgets Paris is infinitely evocative, but almost always dead, devoid of human presence, or rather of a human present, for the presence of innumerable past inhabitants can
  still be read in the worn steps and faded walls and in the very air around them.


  This nostalgia was not innocent; it was poisoned by the knowledge that an era had passed by, while a new one had not yet shown its face. Change was everywhere, but the speed of evolution
  obscured the immutable values and principles many sought. Novelists chronicling the lives of gilded youth could not help but notice that they had lost their parents robust drive and
  principles and that the heroic period of construction was drawing to a close. This idea of decline in literature was not limited to Paris, or to France. Novels published throughout Europe between
  1900 and the beginning of the War analysed the demise of a world full of energy (manliness, again) and confidence. For almost two decades European and American bookshops were piled with elegiac or
  satirical stories of ruined families: the sophisticated play with lost youth in Hugo von Hofmannsthals librettos, and the ironic analysis in Robert Musils Man Without Qualities
  (published later but started during and dealing with the period), while Rainer Maria Rilkes nightmarish The Notebooks of Malte Laurids Brigge (1910) and Karel-Matej Capek-Chods
  The Turbine (published 1916) from the Czech crown lands of the moribund Habsburg empire mark out central Europe as the richest vein of doom.


  In the German Reich, Thomas Manns implacably detached Buddenbrooks (1901) and The Magic Mountain (begun 1913, published 1924) traced the undoing of the grande
  bourgeoisie while, in a pleasing inversion, his brother Heinrich chronicled the irrepressible rise of Germany in the shape of a nasty nationalist petit bourgeois in The Loyal
  Subject (1919). The novel The Flax Field (1907) by the Belgian Flemish writer Stijn Streuvels situates the conflict in a rural context, in which a young man no longer wants to lead the
  life of his ancestors. Even if the young farmer comes to his senses at his fathers deathbed, it is clear that this is only a temporary reprieve. In an existentialist version of the theme,
  the exasperated protagonist of the Spaniard Miguel de Unamunos novel Mist (1914) turns on his author to demand an answer to the riddle of his existence. When he finds that the author
  is planning to kill him, he commits suicide as a last and futile assertion of independence. In Trieste, still part of Austria-Hungary but Italian-speaking, the young Italo Svevos
  Senilit (1898) showed its young protagonist stricken with premature senility while falling hopelessly in love  a nightmarish image of infertility and lost self-confidence.


  It is not difficult to see a social, societal parallel in these accounts of once-great families stumbling to their graves, of old nobility corrupted and men paralysed by
  thought or infirmity while a new generation of nasty social climbers is taking their place. Chekhovs plays are pervaded by this imagery. In Maksim Gorkys 1902 play The
  Philistines the ageing tradesman Vassily looks at his sons revolutionary sympathies with contempt, and into the future with naked fear: Whats in store? I look around and
  everything is breaking up. Everythings in pieces. These times we live in? What if something really happened? Who would look after us? Your mother and I are getting older and it seems
  everything could . . . destroy us . . . People want to destroy our family. Beware of them, they want to destroy us all. And I feel it, all so close. This terrible . . . terrible disaster.
  Death was in the air. Emile Durkheim, one of the first modern social scientists, chose for one of his major studies (published in 1897) a subject he thought symptomatic of society: suicide.


  This was a nervous generation which had lost the sure footing and sturdy gait of the pioneer. The decadent aestheticism of the fin de sicle, of a Wilde or Huysmans or of the young
  Barrs, had been based on the boredom of the sons of wealth and security who amuse themselves by rebelling against the ethos of puritan morality and public service: a wicked, world-weary
  elegance. The new wave of writing was different. Growing out of the speed of change and the misgivings about progress and liberal ideals, it was existential and marked by fear and decline, not
  decadence. It saw no way out and offered none. Whereas the nerves of the artists around 1890 had been attuned to the vibrating wings of a butterfly and wanted to rise into the air themselves, those
  of their successors were laid bare by the incessant rattle of factories and trains. As we will see later, neurosis became a leading idea not only in fiction (I am a neurasthenic.
  Thats my profession and my fate, declares a character in a novella by Heinrich Mann) but also in medicine. The young Sigmund Freud had travelled to Jean-Martin Charcots Paris
  practice to study this phenomenon and the new scientific attention lavished upon it, and sanatoriums across Europe made a tidy living out of treating nervous disorders and mental breakdowns not
  only of hysterical women, but increasingly of men who felt overwhelmed and undermined.


  


  


  The Dynamo and the Virgin


  


  If fear of the future was particularly strong in France and expressed itself both in the hysteria surrounding the Dreyfus trial and in the aesthetic conception of the 1900 World
  Fair, not everyone was afraid of the impending change. Those curious enough to think about the cultural transformation enacted by technology found their imaginations taking
  flight in front of the huge dynamos in the halls of machines. The modest debutante of 1889 has grown big and strong, wrote Melchior de Vog about this strange
  machine.


  
    
      She has her own palace, her furniture. The little dynamo has increased in size and strength. It was a metre large, now it measures ten; it produced the power of 500 horses,
      now it provides 5,000 . . . If it can move our Mtropolitain which sometimes even works [a swipe against the first Mtro line, still having teething troubles] it has not yet taken
      possession of a locomotive on our great lines, or of an ocean liner.

    

  


  The Berlin teacher Jean Sauvage had felt a chill run down his spine as he contemplated the machines. No one, though, was as prophetically perceptive as the American Henry Adams,
  who recognized them as the very essence of the age to come in his autobiography: he [Adams] found himself lying in the Gallery of Machines at the Great Exposition of 1900, his historical neck broken by the sudden irruption of forces totally new. So far, Adams believed, the West had been inspired by the force of feminine creativity symbolized once
  by the power of sex, by the terrifying attraction of Venus, and neutralized by Christianity in the person of the Virgin Mary. This transition from a heathen, sexual force to Christian and finally
  modern womanhood had, the historian wrote, robbed culture of its vitality, especially in his own country.


  
    [image: ]

  


  3. The power of a new age: the hall of dynamos at the 1900 World Fair.


  
    
      The Woman had once been supreme; in France she still seemed potent, not merely as a sentiment, but as a force. Why was she unknown in America? For evidently America was
      ashamed of her, and she was ashamed of herself, otherwise they would not have strewn fig-leaves so profusely all over her. When she was a true force, she was ignorant of fig-leaves, but the
      monthly-magazine-made American female had not a feature that would have been recognised by Adam. The trait was notorious, and often humorous, but any one brought up among Puritans knew that sex
      was sin. In any previous age, sex was strength. Neither art nor beauty was needed . . . Adams began to ponder, asking himself whether he knew of any American artist who had ever insisted on the
      power of sex, as every classic had always done . . . American art, like the American language and American education, was as far as possible sexless.

    

  


  There is an echo in this critical evaluation of the French debate about sterility and the decline of population. Both Adams and his Continental counterparts felt that a
  cultural, creative force had been lost and trivialized, even if Adams localized the problem not in his own time but in the very beginnings of Christianity. The world of advertising and mass
  production might have brought forth the sexless monthly-magazine-made American female, but her antecedent was the virginal mother of God, not the procreative force of Venus. It seems significant
  that for many European writers the problem lay not with womanhood, but with impotence. France was no longer manly, it was effeminate and dissipated.


  To Adams (and to many others, as we shall see) the answer to this perceived exhaustion of Western culture lay in the vast, brute force of technology. The nearest approach to the
  revolution of 1900 was that of 310, when Constantine set up the Cross, he summarized, and he was quite serious. Another visitor to the exhibition who felt the same kind of awe and whose
  reaction is characterized by a similar mixture of impatience with the old and a religious perspective on the new was the French avant-garde poet Guillaume Apollinaire (18801918):


  
    
      
        
          In the end you are weary of this ancient world


          O shepherd Eiffel Tower, the flock of bridges is bleating


          You have enough of living in Greek and Roman antiquity


          


          Here, even automobiles look ancient


          Only religion has remained entirely new only religion


          Has remained simple like the hangars of airports

        

      

    

  


  The only faith possible was an amalgam of the ancient and the avant garde. The present was irredeemably vulgar, be it for Adams and his women stripped of sex by their puritan
  world and debased by mass-produced magazines, or for Apollinaire, who saw people burying themselves in the prospectus the catalogues the posters singing at the top of their
  voices.


  When the Universal Exhibition closed in November with a dinner given for twenty thousand French mayors from all over the country down to the smallest villages (service during this culinary
  extravaganza was assured by waiters zooming along the tables in motorcars), it was judged to have been a success, an ample demonstration of Frances continuing might and importance, of
  international harmony and modern technology. What was more, it had almost recouped the huge investments made, and even though twenty times the citys population had visited, no major incident
  had marred the event.


  La Parisienne, the fashionably dressed emblem of Paris enthroned on top of the monumental entrance to the 1900 Fair, had received a terrible press and had been seen as an embarrassment.
  In November she was taken down and unceremoniously packed off to the wreckers, like most of the elaborate structures and ornaments conceived and created for the Fair. Judging from contemporary
  illustrations, the artistic merits of the sculpture were no more questionable than those of most works of art shown during the exhibition. Perhaps the real reason for the uproar caused by la
  Parisienne was precisely that she was not allegorical enough. The preoccupation with birth rates and infertility, the overtones of castration and strangulation in the
  antisemitic clichs of the day, and more generally the obsession with moral corruption and decline, are indicative of anxieties about another, unstoppable, development that would
  revolutionize society: the changing role of women. Like Dreyfus, the huge, self-assured and contemporary woman greeting all visitors embodied deep public fears. She was too real, too disquietingly
  powerful. Hers was too much the shape of things to come.


  
    [image: ]

  


  Suddenly everything was illuminated: lightning strikes the Eiffel Tower.
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  1901:


  The Changing of the Guard


 



 
    
      I lived in a closed world trying to ignore the new times and to preserve to the bitter end the old habits and illusions.


       Comtesse Jean de Pange, Comment jai vu 1900


      Our ancestors kept the political power of the state in the hands of those who had property . . . but their successors had destroyed that system, and placed political power
      in the hands of the multitude, and we must take the consequences.


       The Duke of Northumberland, 1908

    

  


  When the moment came, it was the grandson who insisted on closing the old womans eyes, a last gesture of respect and admiration, accorded to
  him by his two uncles, her sons. He reached across with his healthy right arm to fulfil this last obligation. His left arm, withered since childhood, hung by his side. He was Emperor Wilhelm II of
  Germany. His grandmother, who had died on 22 January 1901, was Queen Victoria.


  For many years, the empire had been ruled not from London but from Osborne House, the island estate built in European style, far away from it all on the Isle of Wight, a refuge which had allowed
  the ageing sovereign to live among mementoes of her late husband, to escape her subjects incessant demands for official appearances, and her sons pop-eyed vulgarity. The Queen had
  become a remote presence, an invocation (Gentlemen, the Queen!), an unseen certainty taken for granted by everyone from Glasgow to Melbourne. Her reign had lasted sixty-four years;
  she was the only ruler hundreds of millions of people across the globe had ever known.


  In our own day, in which every value is contested and contestable, it is difficult to understand the unshakable faith the Victorians had in themselves: their sense of purpose, of mission, of
  God-given entitlement. It was not the meek, but the British who had inherited the earth. Britain was the richest nation and the most powerful, producing (in 1850) half of the
  worlds industrial goods; the British had brought the gospels and the rules of cricket to natives in the remotest rainforests and deserts, and they had managed to concentrate their phenomenal
  power in the drawing-rooms of a few gentlemens clubs on Pall Mall in London, the discreet epicentre of the worlds largest capital. While the governors of Europes other great
  powers appeared regularly in grand, tasselled uniforms, Britain was essentially a civilian culture; while elsewhere the seat of government was an elaborate, neo-something palace, Her
  Majestys prime minister resided, in quiet confidence, in a plain-fronted terraced brick house on Downing Street.


  Naturally, the social conventions of the time locked the right people into civilian uniforms and hierarchies that were every bit as strict as those of any regiment, with no need
  for sabres or helmets to signal their intent. Even the vulgarian Prince of Wales, later King Edward VII, proved unyielding in this respect: I thought everyone must know that a short jacket
  is always worn with a silk hat at a private view in the morning, he complained when his assistant private secretary Frederick Ponsonby had negligently appeared at a Royal Academy exhibition
  in the wrong attire. The preoccupation with propriety extended to the remotest points of the empire and to the most unlikely occasions. Survival kits of the 1860s, packed in wooden barrels and
  deposited on tropical islands for use by the shipwrecked on their way to New Zealand, contained, as well as the predictably useful knife, matches, rope, and fish-hooks, a three-piece tweed suit
   presumably to allow any latter-day Robinson Crusoe to welcome his rescuers with appropriate decorum.


  I believe that the British race is the greatest of the governing races that the world has ever seen, remarked the empires colonial secretary, Joseph Chamberlain. It
  is not enough to occupy great spaces of the worlds surface unless you can make the best of them. It is the duty of a landlord to develop his estate. And develop they did: by trade and
  warfare, by training armies and missionaries, by building railways and prefabricated corrugated-iron chapels for dispatch to far-flung colonies.


  It had been a time of constant exploits on the most colossal scale, whose very failures seemed heroic to those in the home country. In 1854, during the Crimean War, 673 British cavalrymen with
  sabres drawn staged a staggeringly and knowingly futile attack on entrenched Russian artillery positions. One hundred and eighteen men were killed and 127 wounded, and the attack became a gallant
  myth of valour and self-sacrifice, the proverbial Charge of the Light Brigade, set in verse by the Queens Poet Laureate, Alfred Lord Tennyson: Theirs not to make
  reply, / Theirs not to reason why, / Theirs but to do and die: / Into the valley of Death / Rode the six hundred. When in 1885 political dithering in London left General Charles George
  Gordon without reinforcements at Khartoum in the Sudan, with his troops overwhelmed by Dervish attackers, Gordon calmly dressed in his best white uniform and faced his enemies alone. They riddled
  him with spears. He became a martyr of empire, praised in distinctively religious language by the bishop of Thetford: Oh, brethren, we have known others like him, with that beautiful
  combination of courage and tenderness, the reflection of Him, who was and is the Lion of the tribe of Judah, and the Lamb of God.


  This was an empire built for eternity, for the eye of God: Londons very sewers had been constructed with huge vaulting ceilings worthy of cathedrals and no nation could rival
  Britains possessions, her navy, or her glory, which was celebrated on an appropriately grand scale, never more so than on the occasion of the Queens diamond jubilee in 1897. It was a
  gigantic demonstration of imperial splendour, with 64,000 soldiers marching through the capital, including, in Barbara Tuchmans almost poetic enumeration:


  
    
      . . . the Cape Mounted Rifles, the Canadian Hussars, the New South Wales Lancers, the Trinidad Light Horse, the magnificent turbaned and bearded Lancers of Khapurthala, the
      Badnagar and other Indian states, the Zaptichs of Cyprus in tasseled fezzes on black-maned ponies. Dark-skinned infantry regiments, terrible

    

  


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
    
  


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
    
      
    

  


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
    
  


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
    
  


  

  

  

  

  



  


  


  


  


  Philipp Blom was born in Hamburg and trained as an historian in Vienna and Oxford. He is the author of To Have and To Hold: An Intimate History of Collectors and
  Collecting and Encyclopdie: The Triumph of Reason in an Unreasonable Age. He is a journalist and broadcaster, writing regularly for journals and newspapers in Europe and the
  United States. He lives in Vienna.
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