
Table of Contents

Welcome to French Populists

About the Publisher

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Welcome to French Populists

[image: image]


(Langres  Haute Marne)

[image: image]
from N° 19 biennial magazine Singuliers founded in Paris in 1988

[image: image]
I apologize for taking so long to get back to you after your last article, but my pace is slow – even though the work in the house is finished –, and I wasn't sure what to do : give up on new explanations or put things back together. In the end, I thought it would be best if I went back to the drawing board...

And what about me ?! It's been long enough now that I've landed, that I've settled down – me "the Parisian" as they say – here, in this little town in the countryside, this big forgotten village with its suburbs below ; but I didn't ask the permission of the natives : so, I had only to stay there, in the capital ! My arrival was a small event because the people here have only one idea : to leave. I don't go out much, usually once a week and early enough to gather the groceries ; sometimes the green shutters stay closed for a day, more rarely for a few days, and in any case for no more than a week. After a long renovation, despite the move in, I don't open the door very often anymore. I am said to be very discreet and rather friendly. Although there were some vague rumors at first in this city of gossips, no one could be convinced of a precise opinion. I immediately sympathized with the neighbor, an old lady with flowers, even if she cried too much for the death of her little dog. Strange people live in this region ! It is not so much that they want to have the last word in the conversations they provoke, as they do elsewhere, but it is indeed the gossip that constitutes their favorite occupation and to a degree that I have not yet noticed anywhere. They talk about themselves so that you come to tell your life story ; or they talk about others for exactly the same purpose... The craftsman, who intervened in the house, looks like an old sub-prefecture playboy with a worn-out forty, he may even be a tattooed former skinhead ; he wears sunglasses in all weathers like a bellicose for a county town ; he is also an amateur accordionist who animates dances with other more or less failed musicians ; as for his smile, it is a bit stupid and slightly vicious. I have never really understood if he also wanted to play the architect with the assurance of someone who does not have the skill. If I speak of him as a typical portrait, borrowing from his acolytes in other building trades, it is to give him some consistency... The stairs of the house have, to avoid slipping, their steps covered with a carpet that reminds us of Haussmann buildings. On each level, the doors are almost always open : on the second floor, a vast bathroom with a large window, and the same white tiles with black cabochons that also cover the entire floor of the first floor where the living room is, and then a room at the back of which sits a large fireplace from the Louis XIII period that is slightly wobbly – even older joists have sagged in the living room ; on the second floor, another room with a narrow bed along the wall opposite the street ; then the study – and a small door just beside it to lead into the attic –, the study that allows you to be surprised by the view of the lake because you don't expect it when you pass in the street.

On the main square of my new town, a nasty statue glorifies a local boy who quickly left to have his talent recognized elsewhere : what would he have done if he had stayed here ? Today this little town is dying, so many properties are for sale, especially stores, and whole buildings too... The craftsman who has been on the rampage in my new home is Italian by his father, he is less so on the side of his mother who is Corsican ; he was not long in telling that his grandparents walked barefoot. At first he was a tiler too, but now his family is at the head of a small company with a few employees who are plasterers, carpenters, painters too, and then he came to take care of the project management ; he is the president of the soccer club. However, it is necessary to see what the house of a craftsman looks like before entrusting him with any work. Here the work was not easy, because the house is old, very old, if only because of the protruding pegs of the frame, whose solidity is that of an apparent fragility – wobbly like me !... In this sub-prefecture which can only continue to take itself for what it is no longer, a private school of the Saint-Sacrement rubs shoulders with a secular school ; for some time now, several dozens of migrants have been housed in a former old people's home, and parents of both establishments seem to be fearful for their offspring. The majority of the population votes right-wing in the elections, even if up to now this part of the department is the only one to have distinguished itself by its relative moderation... And this morning the old lady with the flowers was really upset, because two municipal policemen gave her a ticket for walking her dog without a leash : the sub-prefect, suspended elsewhere, reinstated here for a prefect's pension, which he will be able to benefit from as if nothing had happened, must have whistled at the two idle cops ; this sub-prefect ? a simple "attaché principal" at Paris City Hall could occupy his post... I am satisfied to be on good terms with the postwoman ; as for the pastry cook, like a maid, she gives a customer "Madame la Comtesse". As for the notables, they are infrequent. One of them was president of a regional historical society, and was in charge of the speech for the presentation of a republican decoration to the former bishop. And then there was, not far away, this sickly jurist who was rotting in his too large, certainly icy and probably unsaleable house ; he lived with a sort of housekeeper, a mistress-wife of approximate elegance, who never greeted anyone. I can imagine how unseemly my arrival from Paris must have seemed to them : what an idea to come here to end up dying like them !

The pollution of the capital is not lacking... I had to have the roof renovated the first winter, at the worst moment with wind and snow ; that's to say that the craftsman, who managed the whole renovation, was up to the task. There is also the cellar : it has been finished, especially since there is even central heating that goes down there ; it is a medieval chapel.

It's strange how time passes so quickly when here I have almost nothing to do. In Paris I was restless and I found time long, so long even some days !... The survivor of the wobbly coroner's from across the street, has been for an hour at her usual observation point from the street, her kitchen window, pierced in the gable wall. The master craftsman had told me that he didn't like her very much, adding at once that it doesn't mean much, since he doesn't like the Italians either, of whom he is a  descendant : he finds that they roll around on the floor for nothing... Ah ! Yes, I do some other little things : sometimes I take the parcels of my old neighbor to the flowers ; sometimes I go on one of the rare benches of the rampart at two steps, and I wait that the passers-by stare at me, which never fails to happen. Ah ! this curiosity that makes people chatter in small provincial towns, in these sub-prefectures nostalgic for a past where they were better than this, a bit like my country that continues to remember Versailles in order to cling to a past greatness... And I think again of the master builder, a transalpine descendant. I, a German great-grandmother, was pushed as a baby across the Atlantic with her mother who came from Germany to New York, the father having died during the crossing from Europe ; the infant returned with the middle name of "Washington". What would have happened if they had both been able to stay ? Would a descendant, a kind of other me, have voted for Trump ?... In New York, I went there as elsewhere, and I didn't stay there either.

There is news about the work – if I keep coming back to it, it's because the case is not over. A policeman came to the site to see the deception. I had already refused to pay for everything. There is more than one person in the canton who is angry with me, and not only the craftsman in charge of the project. People here are stubborn, they always want to have the last word, they never admit that they are wrong, especially in front of a Parisian. On my side, whether it's stupidity or meanness, I have learned in any case not to give in to jerks... The craftsman at fault may feel protected, in his capacity as head of the small local soccer club, by the mayor, who is obviously anti-marriage for all. As their town is inexorably emptying, one would think that the rare newcomers would be welcomed with at least as much consideration as in any other municipality taken at random, for example by a small welcome note put in the mailbox, failing that of the friendship glass served annually in some municipalities in honor of the new batch of arrivals. But there are no newcomers, or so few that it would be too obvious to gather them. And then a national museum, established by the whims of an old regime minister who became a deputy again, is so little frequented that it is necessary to save on sparkling wine. Only the small local associations of the municipality's courtiers still serve peanuts, managed by occasional entertainers who think they are artists for the sole reason that they receive grants. It's amazing how they have come to believe that only what is subsidized has value ! As for the notary, his young first clerk, who is already too body-built, has just become a notary himself. These more or less small notables frequent the only caterer of the city which has the merit in their eyes to be too expensive for the purchasing power of most of the inhabitants of the corner... I think again of my cellar-chapel where I will be found, perhaps, hung to the hook stuck at the bottom in the top of the vault in full arch : the death of a hermit in the showbiz, hung there to a butcher's hook ; if that happened, the cathedral would be full of curious people : no one would believe in the suicide. This basement would have deserved to be admired by the departmental architect of the buildings of France if it was not so stupidly sufficient. A subterranean : to come here was already to bury oneself voluntarily – a vocation of burial better than of reclusion. If I didn't flee Paris, at least I escaped from it. In the meantime, in order to be at ease, it is advisable to make good enemies whom one chooses, and for that one must take seriously what one is in their eyes, even if it is not much... Exceptionally, I go out to lunch, in the only restaurant that pleases me, because it is especially for the dessert : a vacherin as in my childhood.

Not to be taken seriously is definitely one of the secrets to get rid of the others who take themselves for what they are not. To do this, you have to try to be nothing, or at least not much, because you can't see how to pretend to be anything better in this world. As for passing for what one is not, that can be even more useful... I am daydreaming as usual. If the local notary is single, his sisters are married and must have their children at the Blessed Sacrament establishment next door – wives and children that the husbands display like so many exhibits. The older sister is a lawyer, with a spouse who thinks he's an antique dealer, and the younger sister is a bailiff. Everything is done in the family for the client, who benefits from the more or less objective advice of a small clan that only lacks titles of nobility. Ah ! this bourgeoisie which is the type to place a tureen on a doily in the middle of a table, whereas here a private mansion is hardly worth the price of a two-roomed flat in the center of Paris... I, the Parisian, did not want to mix with this elite illuminating, with its lights, the suburbs of such a beautiful lost hole. I had to disturb the complaisant entre-soi of this country – but to what extent exactly ?

The local devotees must probably consider me a strange parishioner : I am not often seen going to mass... As for the other laymen, it is not much better. I think of one of the characters of this big village, one of these insignificant persons in charge of the patrimony at the town hall ; he had visited the house when it was for
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