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PROLOGUE

ON THE FIRST WARM DAY IN MAY . . .

THERE ARE CERTAIN MORNINGS IN EARLY SPRING WHEN women, on a whim, decide it’s the day to start going bare-legged or to wear a hat, while men loop a scarf around their neck and shake the creases out of the linen jacket stuffed in the back of the closet since September.

Jane came from somewhere in the Midwest. Each spring, France fills with women like her. They appear overnight, just as drifting dandelion seeds cover Europe in thistledown. Like those seeds, they follow wind and whim from London to Rome to Berlin to Paris, looking for something that Des Moines, Iowa, or Rapid City, South Dakota, doesn’t provide—girls of summer who, as Stephen Sondheim explains in his song of that name, may, in contracting “a touch of the sun,” also incur “a touch of the moon.”

In Paris, these lost ladies take a cooking course at Le Cordon Bleu, a refresher class in conversational French at the Alliance Française, attend readings at Shakespeare and Company or the American Library, even risk a flirtation with someone met in a café. But if they are readers, they sign up for walking tours around the haunts of Hemingway, Fitzgerald, Gertrude Stein, and other expatriate writers.

This is where I meet them, since, for Anglophones who have made their lives here, the role of guide, interpreter, and “someone I know in Paris” comes with the territory.

I’d agreed to show Jane and her traveling companion around the literary sites of Saint-Germain-des-Prés, but when we met that Sunday morning, she was alone.

“My friend didn’t feel up to it,” she explained. “He decided to stay at the hotel.”

I could visualize the type; a little hungover, a little lazy, and not all that interested in writers he hoped he’d left behind in American Literature 101.

“That’s a pity,” I said, glancing at the cloudless sky. “The weather’s perfect.”

She looked wistful. “We’d booked a tour of Montmartre yesterday,” she said, “but he said he couldn’t face all those hills, so we didn’t do that, either. I’m really sorry to have missed it.”

“Well,” I said, “would you rather go to Montmartre today instead of Saint-Germain?”

“Oh, that’s not necessary,” she said, surprised.

“It’s no problem,” I said. “Saint-Germain has waited five centuries. It’ll still be here when you want to see it.”

So we took the bus up Boulevard Saint-Michel, and thirty minutes later, the funicular car carried us the last few hundred meters to the summit of Montmartre, the steep-sided 170-meter-high tableland on the northern edge of the city that Parisians call la butte.

The bulbous white domes of the Basilica of Sacré-Coeur loomed above us, reminding me, as usual, of a cluster of mushrooms. “Grandiose rather than beautiful,” thought one architectural historian, trying to be kind.

Hundreds of visitors were already sitting on the steps below the cathedral or leaning on the balustrade of the terrace that, like a box at the opera, offers an unrivaled panorama of the city. Some were simply enjoying the morning, others listening to Paraguayan harpist Hugo Barahona, as much a fixture of Montmartre as the caricaturists on Place du Tertre vying to draw your portrait.

He’d claimed his usual spot, on the steps below the promenade, facing away from the city—a shrewd choice, since the whole of Paris provided him with an unsurpassable backdrop. He agreed with Gertrude Stein’s companion, Alice Toklas, who said, “I like a good view, but I prefer to sit with my back to it.”
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The Basilica of Sacré-Coeur.



His harp’s metallic zither-like jangle, hinting at a tonal tradition remote from here, was one more element among the thousands that made up Montmartre’s unique personality. Here, even music has a touch of strange. As he paused between numbers, I dropped five euros into his basket and murmured a request.

In better weather, a few mute “living statues,” skin painted chalk-white, pose at the foot of the stairs leading up the church. One, standing on a plinth, his knees at our face level, wore the robe and laurel wreath of an Italian Renaissance scholar. Had he chosen to speak, the man might have explained that his outfit copied that worn by Dante as fellow poet Virgil led him on a tour of Hell in The Divine Comedy. Any such explanation, however, would have been a waste of time, since not many American colleges teach early Italian poetry (or poetry of any kind), and few visitors catch the reference.

I photographed the two together, the modern Dante unbending sufficiently to lift a marmoreal hand above Jane’s head in benediction. At that instant, Barahona began playing the tune I’d requested, “La Complainte de la Butte” (“The Lament of the Butte”)—the theme for the Jean Renoir film French Cancan. Georges van Parys’s melancholy waltz filtered through the tourist chatter, carrying its message of loneliness and isolation.



       The stairways up to la butte can make the wretched sigh,

       While windmill wings of the moulins shelter you and I . . .



Time to go, before the perfect moment passed.

“What a marvelous day,” Jane said later, over lunch on the terrace of our apartment. “I’m so glad we went.”

“I’m sorry your friend couldn’t be with us.”

She turned her head away and looked out over the roofs of Paris, as if she couldn’t quite remember who I was talking about.

“We haven’t been together for long,” she said at last, “and we’ve never done a trip like this. I hoped . . .”

She paused, then said with a sense of a mind made up, “I’m going to leave him.”

I laughed.

“What’s so funny?” she asked, a little annoyed.

“Oh, nothing.”

But I could only think, Chalk up another victory for Montmartre.




INTRODUCTION

WE ALL KNOW PLACES IN THE WORLD WHERE CONSCIOUSNESS slows, and the soul, however briefly, achieves repose. For me, one of them is a bridge over the shallow stream that runs through the home of the impressionist painter Claude Monet at Giverny. Watching water plants entwine in the slowly flowing water induces the same calm I felt in Japan while contemplating a few square meters of gravel and some ancient stones in the imperial gardens of Kyoto. Though on opposite sides of the world, each evoked the same timeless tranquility.

Other locations excite rather than relax us. Like those that encourage reflection, they are no respecter of antiquity: sparks struck from old stones burn as fiercely as those from the new. But where those sparks fall, passions ignite, sometimes illuminating, at other times destroying.

Again, the effect is subjective. No matter how deeply I breathe the air of Berlin, I have yet to detect even a whiff of the legendary Berliner Luft or Berlin Air, an invisible gas that supposedly rises from marshes beneath that city, inspiring and exciting. If I felt that exhilaration anywhere, it was in Los Angeles, where I often woke to a sense of infinite possibility, and ready, as Lewis Carroll wrote, to “believe as many as six impossible things before breakfast.”
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The water lily garden at Claude Monet’s Giverny home.



In Paris, one district more than any other demonstrates this capacity to induce in people a readiness, even a hunger, for change. Though superficially tranquil, Montmartre, the hilltop village on the city’s northern edge, has repeatedly erupted in revolution—in art, in politics, in culture—and left the world fundamentally changed.

Given its sleepy beginnings, who could have foreseen that, within a few years of becoming part of the city in 1860, events in Montmartre would grip the world?

As a Prussian army ringed Paris, starving it of munitions, food, even water, the wind that had only ever driven flour mills was harnessed to carry news-laden balloons above enemy lines.

Barely was the siege lifted than Montmartre declared itself an anarchist state, the Commune, independent of both Paris and the nation. Yet, within a generation, it turned its back on politics to become a laboratory of experiment in painting—only to discard art also, and re-emerge as a community synonymous with sensuality and sex. Of all these upheavals, however, only ruins, statues, and memorials remain. It’s as if each sweep of history expunges what went before, as an eraser wipes a blackboard clean.

Today Montmartre is quiet once again. But only someone with no sense of history would gamble on it remaining so. Repeatedly its citizens have demonstrated a capacity for self-transformation. They set the world on fire more than once in the past. They may yet do so again.

But what else would you expect of a nation with a patron saint like Denis?




1

LOSING YOUR HEAD

THE LONG WALK OF SAINT DENIS

AMONG THE STATUES FLANKING THE MAIN ENTRANCE TO the cathedral of Notre Dame is one of a man cradling his own severed head. He is Saint Denis (pronounced Der-ny), who, if legend is to believed, walked for kilometers in this state while his head never stopped preaching.

Even more than most tales from the third century, stories about Denis need to be taken on faith. Most can only be traced back to AD 500 and a life of Saint Genevieve written by one of her followers. It was Genevieve, through this scribe, who described how, around AD 250, when Lutèce or Lutetia, as Paris was then known, was still an outpost of Rome, a Denys or maybe Dionysius and six other priests arrived in the valley of the Seine. Sent by Pope Fabian, they had orders to convert the heathen Gauls. Fabian having since died, however, the seven were on their own.

Their arrival troubled the local prefect, Sisinnius Fesceninus. No colonial administrator ever forgot what had happened in Judaea two centuries earlier when a charismatic zealot, with only a handful of followers, plunged the region into chaos, interrupting trade and committing the army to an expensive police action. Pontius Pilate, the prefect who tried to wash his hands of the whole business, leaving it to be settled by the locals, not only lost his job but committed suicide.

After that, Rome cracked down on Christianity. To remind citizens where their loyalty lay, the law required every Roman to sacrifice to the gods at least once each year, and produce a certificate to prove they’d done so.

Summoning Denis and his two lieutenants, Rusticus and Eleutherius, the prefect suggested they slaughter an animal or offer some other tribute to one of Rome’s numerous deities. The trio refused. Even more provocatively, Denis installed himself on the Île de la Cité, near the present site of Notre Dame, appointed himself and his two followers bishops, and urged local Christians not only to ignore the law on sacrifice but to attack the temples where Romans worshipped.

What followed can scarcely have been a surprise to either Denis or his acolytes. Brought before Sisinnius for the second time, they were elaborately tortured, but still refused to submit. Seeing little alternative, the prefect ordered them publicly beheaded. At the same time, he launched a general purge of Christians. In case the lesson should be lost on the locals, the decapitations were to take place before the temple of the god Mercury, on the summit of the highest point around, a nameless bluff to the north, soon to become known as the hill of the martyr: Montmartre.

But soldiers being soldiers, the men detailed to execute Denis and his acolytes took one look at the steep hillside and decided to kill them lower down the slope, and toss their bodies into the Seine, then, as now, a convenient way to dispose of embarrassing evidence.

The prospect of an execution drew spectators, including some of Denis’s followers, among them a wealthy Roman lady, Catulla. Once she enters the story, however, accounts of the execution and its aftermath begin to diverge.

Officially, all three men were decapitated and their corpses thrown into the Seine, to be recovered by their followers and, under Catulla’s direction, given decent burial. In the unofficial version, however, Denis, on losing his head, is said to have calmly picked it up from the mud and set off up the hill. Even more astonishing, as he walked, his head continued to speak, preaching a sermon on love and forgiveness. Trailed by Catulla and a wondering crowd, he carried it up the slope of Montmartre, pausing at a spring to wash the blood from his face. Still declaiming, he crossed the butte and ambled down the other side. Four miles farther on, at Catolacus, Catulla’s estate, he handed her his head, lay down, and died. She buried him on the spot, from which wheat and other plants sprouted: proof, claimed Catulla and her fellow believers, of his divine status. Reflecting this aspect of the legend, images of Denis often show vines or flowers where his head should be.

Could there be a grain of truth lurking in this fantastic tale? A few details give it slight credibility. As buried seeds germinate on exposure to sunlight, flowers and greenery often grow on new graves. As for the severed head and the sermon, execution by sword was, literally, hit or miss. A clumsy swipe could strike the back of the head rather than the neck, slicing off part of the skull. Had this happened to Denis, he might have survived such an injury for a short time, even mumbled a few words; enough, anyway, for gossip to amplify into a sermon.

As Rome’s influence waned in Gaul and Christianity spread through the Frankish kingdom that replaced it, so did the tale of Denis’s headless promenade. Despite this, five hundred years passed before he was canonized. If progress was slow, blame it on the curious fact that he wasn’t the only martyr reputed to have survived beheading. By one count, there were 134 of them—enough to have their own designation: cephalophores.
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Saint Denis preaches to astonished Romans. (Joseph Kuhn-Régnier)



Before it recognizes a saint, the church requires evidence of miracles performed in his or her name. On this count, Denis was a winner. Because of his calm in the face of death, praying to him was credited with subduing the frenzy of someone bitten by a rabid animal, and even with driving out devils from those possessed by them. More prosaically, a quick appeal to Denis was said to cure a headache.

Why select Denis as France’s patron saint and not someone more proactive, like the tireless Saint Genevieve? She’s credited with organizing the “prayer marathon” in 451 that dissuaded that fifth-century Hitler, Attila the Hun, from sacking the city, for which she received the lesser role of patron of Paris alone. Was it because not even decapitation stopped Denis from talking? Who better, the church may have reasoned, to represent a nation for which conversation is almost as important as life itself?





WHERE DENIS DIED

Because of the church’s endorsement, Denis didn’t drift off into the limbo of the remaining 133 cephalophores but lingered in the limelight, not displaced even by such flamboyant rivals as Joan of Arc. Shrines were built at every stop on his miraculous stroll, some of them, as in the case of Sacré-Coeur, adapted to venerate more modern examples of sacrifice as well.

In the half millennium following his death, scholars with a knowledge of mythology noticed how much his story paralleled the myth of Orpheus, whose head, ripped off by his female admirers and thrown in the ocean, continued to sing while his hands accompanied him on the lyre. Of this theory, approaching heresy, the wisest said nothing; heretics tended to end up burned at the stake. Besides, there was wisdom in letting the unlettered cling to their dreams. As a twentieth-century savant succinctly put it, “When the legend becomes fact, print the legend.”

Traditionally, the actual site of Denis’s execution is now occupied by the Metro station of Abbesses, halfway up the southern slope of Montmartre. Quick to remind us of its past, Montmartre has matched stops on Denis’s walk to reminders of contemporary tyranny. On rue Yvonne Le Tac











ALSO BY JOHN BAXTER

Saint-Germain-des-Prés

Five Nights in Paris

Paris at the End of the World

The Perfect Meal

The Most Beautiful Walk in the World

Von Sternberg

Carnal Knowledge

Immoveable Feast

We’ll Always Have Paris

A Pound of Paper

Science Fiction in the Cinema

Buñuel

Fellini

Stanley Kubrick

Steven Spielberg

Woody Allen

George Lucas

De Niro

TRANSLATED BY JOHN BAXTER

My Lady Opium by Claude Farrère

Morphine by Jean-Louis Dubut de Laforest

The Diary of a Chambermaid by Octave Mirbeau

Gamiani, or Two Nights of Excess by Alfred de Musset



[image: Bookperk sign-up advertisement]



COPYRIGHT

[image: image]

MONTMARTRE. Copyright © 2017 by John Baxter. All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. By payment of the required fees, you have been granted the nonexclusive, nontransferable right to access and read the text of this e-book on-screen. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, downloaded, decompiled, reverse-engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereafter invented, without the express written permission of HarperCollins e-books.

FIRST EDITION

Map by Tony Foster

ISBN 978-0-06-243189-9

EPub Edition April 2017 ISBN 9780062431929





ABOUT THE PUBLISHER


Australia

HarperCollins Publishers Australia Pty. Ltd.

Level 13, 201 Elizabeth Street

Sydney, NSW 2000, Australia

www.harpercollins.com.au

Canada

HarperCollins Canada

2 Bloor Street East - 20th Floor

Toronto, ON M4W 1A8, Canada

www.harpercollins.ca

New Zealand

HarperCollins Publishers New Zealand

Unit D1, 63 Apollo Drive

Rosedale 0632

Auckland, New Zealand

www.harpercollins.co.nz

United Kingdom

HarperCollins Publishers Ltd.

1 London Bridge Street

London SE1 9GF, UK

www.harpercollins.co.uk

United States

HarperCollins Publishers Inc.

195 Broadway

New York, NY 10007

www.harpercollins.com


OEBPS/images/f004.jpg





OEBPS/images/f015.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
MONTMARTRE

£

Paris’s Village of
Art and Sin

John Baxter





OEBPS/images/f0vi.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780062431929_Cover.jpg
PARIS'S VILLAGE
F ART AND SIN






OEBPS/images/f0ix.jpg
0o 9"
< %
9 % e SamtPier
e, ouart
¢ 20 @ o
£ % G 00
i0™9 o,
o ace p,
z & 3 ate
% kA %
- '%Pta % s
(1) =
§
Montmartre
1 LeGrand Duc 12 Bateau Lavoir
2 Musée de a Vie Romantique 13 Place deTertre
3 Le Grand Guignol 14 Maison Henri de Toulouse Lautrec
4 Cabaretdes Truands 15 Maison Tristan Tzara
5 Moulin Rou 16 Hotel Alsina
6 Cabaret |'Enfer et Ciel 17 Chateau des Brouillards
7 Cabaretde Néant 18 Lapin Agile
8 Cabaret Chat Noir 19 Museum of Montmartre
9 Park Jehan Rictus 20 Basilica de Sacré Coeur
10 Montmartre Cemetery 21 Rue Maurice Utrillo

1 Café des Deux Mouline





OEBPS/images/bookperk-boba-V1.jpg
Bookperk

and get e-book
bargains, sneak peeks, special offers, and
more—delivered straight to your inbox.





OEBPS/images/copy.jpg
EHafperColling






OEBPS/images/f008.jpg





