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Author’s Note

For seventy years, within a few hundred yards of Paris, modern art was argued over out loud every evening at the tables of a dozen cafés. This book follows those places rather than the biographies: the Procope and the boulevards, the Guerbois and the Nouvelle Athènes, the Chat Noir, the Lapin Agile, the Bateau-Lavoir, the poets of the Left Bank, the Vavin crossroads, the Americans of the 1920s, the Dadaists and the Surrealists.

I have tried to say who the people sitting at those tables really were: where they came from, who was waiting for them at home, how much they had in their pockets, what they died of. Names are easy to list. A life is what makes a name worth remembering.

The thesis is simple. The café was not the backdrop of modern art. It was its machinery: the heat the studios lacked, the light that cost too much, the credit the banks refused, the audience the museums denied, and the one thing that could be found nowhere else, someone willing to look at your work and tell you it was not good enough.




Prologue: The New Shoes

On the morning of Wednesday, 23 February 1870, a group of gentlemen in dark overcoats got off the train at Saint-Germain-en-Laye, a dozen miles (about 20 km) west of Paris, and walked towards the forest.

Nobody looked at them twice. The line from Paris to Saint-Germain was the oldest passenger railway in France, it had been running since 1837, and well-dressed men came out from the city every day to walk under the oaks of the royal forest. That these particular men were carrying two swords wrapped in cloth, and a doctor’s bag, was not something a stationmaster would notice unless he had been told.

It was a little before eleven. In films, duels are fought at dawn. In Paris they were fought early, yes, so as not to be seen, but early meant after breakfast.

Two of the men in that group had come to try to kill each other, and both of them would rather have been anywhere else.

The first was a painter of thirty-eight, the son of a judge, elegant even now, with a fair beard and the manners of the boulevards: Édouard Manet, at that moment the most laughed-at artist in France. The second was a writer of thirty-six, a critic who had founded a magazine at twenty-three, written novels that did not sell, and spent most of his evenings for years at the same café table as the man who was now waiting for him on the other side of a clearing: Edmond Duranty. Three days earlier Duranty had published a few lukewarm lines about Manet. That same evening, in front of everyone, in the café where they both sat every week, Manet had slapped him across the face.

After a slap, nobody was master of anything any more. A procedure took over. The man who had been struck chose whether to ask for satisfaction, and in the Paris of letters the answer was compulsory: a writer who took a public slap and kept quiet was finished, not as a writer but as a man. Within a day or two each side named its seconds, and from that moment the two principals no longer spoke to each other. The seconds spoke, and settled everything: the weapon, the conditions, the place, the hour, the doctor. Their first duty, formally, was to try to reconcile the parties. Their second, if reconciliation failed, was to draw up a procès-verbal, a signed record, the piece of paper that turned a sword wound into an affair of honour instead of an attempted murder. Without that paper the man left standing risked prison.

Manet had named four seconds, which already says something; two were usually enough. One of them was Émile Zola, thirty, a journalist who had lost his column four years earlier for defending Manet’s paintings. Another was Paul Lafargue, twenty-eight, a Franco-Cuban medical student who had never quite qualified and who two years before had married Laura, the second daughter of Karl Marx; the man who appears in the record of a duel between a painter and a critic would spend the rest of his life writing about socialism, and would publish a famous pamphlet called The Right to Be Lazy. Paris in those years was a small town.

The seconds had negotiated for three days and failed. The weapon was the sword.

There is a second idea the films have left behind, also wrong: that the conditions were always “to first blood” or “to the death”, like two items on a menu. In France, for a matter like this, death was hardly ever stipulated. It was agreed that the fight would go on until the seconds declared honour satisfied, and they declared it at the first serious wound, or sooner. Which meant something simple and very unpleasant. Neither man knew, getting into the carriage that morning, when it would end, or how.

Because a sword kills by accident. Nobody has to mean it. It is enough that the point, instead of sliding, goes in.

Of what happened between their arrival and the first engagement there is no account. There is Zola’s record, which is an administrative document and says only what it has to say. But we know what those minutes were like, because they were described a hundred times: the seconds pacing out the ground and looking for the spot where neither man would have the sun in his eyes; the doctor opening his bag and closing it again; the coats taken off and folded over a branch; the shirts; the February cold on a sweating back; the blades checked and handed over.

And we know one thing about Manet, the only personal thing left of that morning, and it is worth more than everything else. He had bought new shoes.

The fencing manuals of the time advised exactly the opposite. For a sword fight you want old, tight shoes that do not slip on wet ground, because in an exchange you move back and forth on a yard (a metre) of mud, and the first thing to betray you is your foot. Manet, who knew nothing about duels and everything about elegance, had gone out and bought himself a pair of new shoes for the morning on which he might die. It is the gesture of a terrified man fixing on the one thing he can still control.

Duranty, on the other side of the clearing, was in no better shape. Neither of them had ever taken a serious fencing lesson. They were two men of nearly forty, a painter and a journalist, holding a weapon they did not know how to use, in front of six or seven acquaintances watching in silence.

In those minutes people talk louder than they need to. Everyone does it. It is the one detail I allow myself to add without having read it anywhere, because it is how the human body works when it is afraid and cannot say so: the voice rises, the sentences become short and cheerful, someone makes a joke and laughs a little too long, and nobody looks anybody in the face.

Then the seconds stepped back and told them to begin.

There was a single engagement. One. Zola recorded it with the precision of a surveyor: a single exchange “of such violence that both swords were bent”. They did not feint, they did not study each other, there was nothing of what you see in the cinema. Two frightened men threw themselves at each other with all the strength they had, in a hurry to have it over, and met with a blow that twisted the steel of both blades.

Manet’s point caught Duranty below the chest, on the right. It slid along a rib. That is what the record says: the sword glanced off a rib. Had it passed an inch (two centimetres) further over, between the ribs instead of across one, this story would begin with a funeral, and the history of French painting would have one more corpse and one murderer.

The seconds stepped in, looked at the wound, and declared that honour was satisfied and there was no reason to continue. The doctor bandaged it. Zola took out paper and pen and wrote the record, and that sheet still exists, with his signature at the bottom.

Then they got back into the carriage and returned to Paris, and it was all over before lunch.

There is one last thing, and it is what makes the story moving instead of merely stupid. Back home, Manet found the new shoes under his feet, bought for the occasion, worn once to wound a friend. He had them sent to Duranty. Duranty sent them back.

They were friends again almost at once. Duranty went on sitting at the same table, went on writing about that painting, and in 1876 published La Nouvelle Peinture, one of the first texts to try to explain to the public what those painters were really attempting, Manet included. In 1879 Degas painted his portrait, seated among his books, his fingers pressed to his temple. The next year, on 9 April 1880, Duranty died. He was forty-six.

Read with today’s eyes it looks like nothing more than the foolishness of two touchy men. It was, rather, the normal working of a world in which reputation was the only capital an artist owned, in which it was defended in public because it had been attacked in public, and in which there was a written procedure for settling the matter in a morning and sitting down at the same table again in the evening.

The slap and the sword were not the opposite of friendship between them. They were an expected part of it.

And the following Thursday the table at the Café Guerbois was taken as usual. One of the men sitting at it had a bandage under his shirt. Nobody, presumably, mentioned it.

This book is about that table, and the tables that came after it: a dozen cafés, a few hundred yards of Paris, seventy years. To understand why a painter would rather fight a duel than be ignored by a friend in a newspaper, we have to go back almost two hundred years, to a Sicilian who bought a bathhouse.




1. The Right to Stay Seated

On 9 February 1651 a boy was born in Sicily and christened Francesco Procopio Cutò. His father was Onofrio, his mother Domenica Semarqua, and the family name, which had a Greek ring to it, would later be turned into French in a form that is still painted over the door of the oldest café in Paris. Where exactly he was born is still argued over. Tradition says Aci Trezza, the fishing village under Etna where the lava rocks stand in the sea; the more recent documents say Palermo. Sicilians care about the question a great deal. It changes nothing about what came after.

We know almost nothing about the boy until the moment he turns up in Paris, which is how history treats nearly everyone in this book: they begin to exist on the day they walk into a city that keeps registers. We know that he arrived, that he learned his trade in a world where coffee was already going round (Levantine merchants brought it in, and it was sold mostly by street hawkers, on the run, poured from pots they kept as hot as they could), and that in 1685, at thirty-four, he was granted French nationality.

That was not a bureaucratic detail. It was the turning point of his life. As a foreigner he could not fully own property, could not defend himself well in court, and lived on the tolerance of people who mattered. As a Frenchman he could open a business and keep it. A year later he did.

The place he chose was in the rue des Fossés-Saint-Germain-des-Prés, now the rue de l’Ancienne-Comédie, at number 13. It was a bathhouse. He bought it and emptied it of everything inside, the tubs, the stoves, the pipes, the smell, and furnished it again from scratch.

The invention was there, and it was not the coffee.

Picture it from the point of view of a Parisian in 1686 who walks past and looks in through the open door. He expects a shop: a counter, the gloom, the owner in an apron. Instead he sees crystal chandeliers. He sees mirrors on the walls, which in the seventeenth century were expensive objects, and he sees a great many of them. He sees marble tables. He sees boys serving in Armenian dress, with sashes round their waists, because the owner has understood that the drink must be sold together with its strangeness. He sees sorbet served in porcelain cups to people who do not own porcelain.

And then he sees the thing that should not be there in a shop. He sees people sitting down. Sitting for no reason, waiting for nothing, and for a long time.

What Procopio had put into that room was the furniture of a private drawing room, offered to anyone with the price of a cup in his pocket. It was a social invention more than a commercial one. Until then a man in Paris could sit somewhere warm in only two places: at home, if he had a decent one, or in the home of someone who had invited him. The salon was a privilege; you entered it by birth, by patronage, by luck. The Procope turned the privilege into a service you paid for, and the price was low.

Three years later fortune walked in on its own. In 1689 the Comédie-Française moved into the building opposite. Consider what it meant, in a century when the theatre was the only show in existence, to have one across the street. It meant that three or four hundred people, two or three evenings a week, came out at the same time into the same street, full of an opinion and with nowhere to put it. It meant that the actors, once they had taken off their make-up, crossed over and sat down. It meant that the authors came to hear what was being said about them, and the critics came to be heard.

From that moment the Procope stopped being a shop and became an address.

The life of the man who had opened it deserves telling, because it looks like the lives of many others we shall meet: long, hard-working and full of funerals. He married three times. In 1675, at Saint-Sulpice, he married Marguerite Crouin, who gave him eight children. In 1696 he married Anne Françoise Garnier, who gave him four more. In 1717, at sixty-six, he married Julie Parmentier, who gave him one. Thirteen children and two wives buried: the ordinary domestic arithmetic of a seventeenth-century man who reached old age. Behind those three lines in the parish register lie two women’s funerals, an unknown number of children who died young and whom the registers did not always bother to record, and a man who at sixty-six started again.

He died in Paris on 10 February 1727, the day after his seventy-sixth birthday.

He left no doctrine. He left a room with chairs in it, and the habit of filling them.


While Procopio was hanging his mirrors, another man was opening another coffee house on the other side of the Channel. Edward Lloyd, of whom we know little more than his name and his trade, kept a coffee house in Tower Street, in the City of London, by 1688. It stood near the river, and it filled up with sea captains, ship-owners and merchants who needed to know which vessels had arrived, which had sunk, and what the cargoes were worth. Lloyd understood what his customers were buying, and it was not coffee. He gave them news: lists of ships, reports from the ports, a pulpit from which sales were announced. The men at his tables began to insure each other’s voyages, signing their names one under another on a sheet of paper, which is where the word “underwriter” comes from. The coffee house closed long ago. The insurance market that grew out of it still carries Lloyd’s name. In London the café became a stock exchange. In Paris, as we shall see, it became something stranger: a court of art with no judge.





There is a chemical detail worth stopping for, because its cultural consequences were enormous and it is usually taken for granted.

Wine closes, coffee opens. Drinking wine, a conversation sooner or later loses its edges: the sentences get longer, the arguments repeat, and after three hours the discussion has dissolved into affection or into a brawl. Drinking coffee, after three hours the discussion is still there, sharper than before, and everyone remembers exactly what the other man said. Coffee is the drink of quarrelsome memory.

To see how new this was, you have to remember what Parisians drank before, and why.

They drank wine, and they drank it all day long, starting in the morning. Not out of vice: out of necessity. In a city that emptied its waste into the street and drew its water from the Seine, water carried disease, and people knew it from experience long before science explained it. Those who drank water fell ill more often than those who drank watered wine. A Paris labourer in the nineteenth century paid ten centimes for a litre (about two pints) of wine and thought of it as food, not alcohol. He drank it at breakfast. He drank it at work. A grown man spent the day in a state of very slight, constant alteration, and that was normal.

Onto this habit, from the end of the seventeenth century, was grafted a hot drink that cost more, did not feed you, did not console you and kept you awake. It had no obvious reason to succeed. It succeeded enormously, and the reason was that it let people do something they could not do before: keep company for hours without losing the thread.

This does not mean that nobody drank alcohol in the cafés of Paris. They drank a great deal, and later in this book we shall talk about it without either scandal or celebration, because it was part of life in those years, like the coal and the fog. It means something else: the institution was born with a promise of clear heads, and a clear head is the condition of a useful disagreement. Two drunks do not quarrel about ideas. They quarrel about people.

The café, as a place, inherited this quality from the drink. It was where you could stay awake for a long time, together, for next to nothing, contradicting each other.



Tradition says that at a table in the Procope Diderot and d’Alembert talked over the plan of the Encyclopédie, and that Voltaire, though he was a man of aristocratic drawing rooms, came there to drink a brew of coffee and chocolate. The tradition is surer about Voltaire the customer than about the Encyclopédie table, which belongs to that grey zone where a plausible fact hardens by being told again and again. The two should be kept apart, because in a book like this the difference between what is established and what is handed down is part of the story.

Voltaire was born François-Marie Arouet in 1694, the son of a Paris notary, and spent much of his life either in exile, in the Bastille, or living off the profits of his pen and some shrewd speculation. He made enemies of kings and bishops with equal pleasure and ended his days a rich man on an estate near the Swiss border, where he could escape across the frontier if the police came. A figure circulates about him that should be passed on for what it is, a legend with some truth in it: forty cups a day. Nobody counted them. What is documented is that he drank a lot of coffee, that he cut it with chocolate, and that he lived to eighty-three, which allowed him to answer those who warned him the drink was a slow poison: evidently very slow.

The other customers of that century were men with very concrete problems, and one of them deserves his whole story, because it demolishes the idea that the Enlightenment was an affair of comfortable gentlemen in wigs.

Denis Diderot was the son of a cutler from Langres, in Champagne, who had wanted him to be a priest. He came to Paris, refused every respectable career, lived on translations and hack work, married a seamstress against his father’s will, and in 1749 was locked in the fortress of Vincennes for a book on the blind that smelled of atheism. He spent twenty years on the Encyclopédie. He worked under censorship, and censorship was not an idea; it was the very real possibility of going back to prison. Halfway through, d’Alembert grew tired of the threats and left him alone with it. The pay was modest, and the family lived on it. When the time came to give his daughter a dowry, the man who was cataloguing all human knowledge did not have the money. He sold his library. Catherine of Russia bought it, left it in his house, and paid him a salary to be its librarian.

Keep that scene in mind, a man who sells his own books and goes on living among them as a guest, because it is the first appearance of a figure who will cross this whole book: the thinker who produces enormous value and manages to keep almost none of it.

Jean-Jacques Rousseau, a watchmaker’s son from Geneva who had run away at sixteen and taught himself everything, did something on 18 December 1752 that anyone who has ever handed in a piece of work will understand at once. That evening his comedy Narcisse was opening. He did not go. He sat in the Procope waiting for the news, and when people began to come in from the theatre he was the first to say, loudly, that the play was boring. He had panned himself before the others could, which is an act of pride and an act of fear at the same time, and in the café it could be done. In that room there was an audience available at any hour, and that is exactly the service a painter rejected by the Salon would come looking for a hundred and thirty years later.

Forty years on, in the same rooms, Marat, Danton and Robespierre met. Here, according to the story that has come down, the Phrygian cap, the red bonnet of the Revolution, was put on show for the first time. Benjamin Franklin passed through as well, and John Paul Jones, the Scottish-born sea captain who fought for the Americans, in the years when America was looking in Paris for the money and the ships to make its own revolution. Which means that in that room, within twenty years, people talked about overturning two worlds.

What is certain, and matters more than any anecdote, is the principle that had settled into those rooms: a man with no title and no land could sit at a table, hear politics and science argued, and at some point give his own opinion. Nobody asked for his credentials. He only had to pay for his drink and keep up with the conversation.

A century after the opening, in 1789, people met in the same rooms to talk about things that would bring many of the customers to power and some of them to the scaffold. The café had proved to be a machine that makes public opinion, a device for turning private persons into a body that argues.

Artists would notice a hundred and fifty years late, and then they would do the same thing with painting.



Between 1853 and 1870 Paris was opened up like a piece of fruit.

You have to try to imagine what an ordinary Parisian saw in those seventeen years, because the figures alone do not say it. He saw men arrive with measuring chains. Then a paper was pasted on the wall: the compulsory purchase order. Then came the démolisseurs, and they began with the roof. They took it off, knocked the floors down one after another, and for weeks the façade stood up on its own, with the marks of the wallpaper and the fireplaces hanging in mid-air, like a house cut open for an anatomy lesson. Then that came down too. For almost twenty years a cloud of plaster dust hung over Paris and never quite settled, and the sound of pickaxes could be heard through closed windows.

The man behind it was Georges-Eugène Haussmann, a Protestant from an Alsatian family, born in Paris in 1809, a tall, heavy, tireless prefect who had spent his career administering the provinces and had a talent for doing what he was told on a vast scale. Napoleon III, who had lived in exile in London and admired its parks and its drains, appointed him Prefect of the Seine in June 1853 and handed him a map with the new streets already drawn in coloured pencil.

Now the figures. Haussmann had 19,730 buildings demolished, which contained a hundred and twenty thousand homes. In their place he built thirty-four thousand buildings, with two hundred and fifteen thousand homes. The average width of the streets went from twelve to twenty-four metres (from about 40 to 80 feet). In seventeen years six hundred thousand trees were planted. The sewers quadrupled. The first phase cost two hundred and seventy-eight million francs; the second had been estimated at a hundred and eighty and cost four hundred and ten.

These figures can be read in two ways, and the second is the one that matters to us.

The first is the way of the boulevards: wide, straight, tree-lined, lit by gas, with the immense pavements that are still the most generous thing in the city. The second is that a hundred and twenty thousand homes demolished means a great many people who had to go and live somewhere else, and somewhere else was further away, further uphill and worse. Compensation for tenants was derisory or nonexistent; the landlord was paid, the people who lived there were not. The central districts emptied of the poor; Belleville, the Batignolles and the twentieth arrondissement filled up. In 1865, in a city that was becoming the shop window of Europe, forty-two per cent of the population, seven hundred and eighty thousand people, was too poor to pay taxes.

Not everyone applauded. Charles Baudelaire, the poet of Les Fleurs du mal, who had grown up in those old streets and been tried for obscenity in 1857, wrote that old Paris was no more, “the form of a city changes faster, alas, than a mortal’s heart”, and he wrote it as one writes of a death. Émile Zola would call the new city an enormous hypocrisy. Jules Ferry, who was not a poet but a lawyer and a politician, published a pamphlet whose title played on the comic tales of Hoffmann: Les Comptes fantastiques d’Haussmann, the fantastic accounts. He was right about the accounts. In 1870 Haussmann was dismissed.

There is a tail to the story, and I tell it here because it will come back. In May 1871, when the French army retook Paris from the Commune district by district, the last barricade to fall was in Belleville. That is, exactly where the people driven out of the centre by the demolitions had ended up. Some have written that the Commune was the revenge of the evicted. It is an interpretation, not a theorem; but the geography is what it is, and the division between the rich west and the poor east that Haussmann drew in those seventeen years is still there today.

Keep this movement in mind, because it is the same one that, forty years later, would carry penniless painters up a hill out of the way where the rents were low. Montmartre was not an aesthetic choice. It was the result of a calculation.


At the same time, a hundred miles (about 300 km) to the north, London had a problem it could smell. In the hot summer of 1858 the Thames, which received the sewage of two and a half million people, began to stink so badly that the curtains of the new Houses of Parliament were soaked in chloride of lime so that the members could go on sitting. The newspapers called it the Great Stink. Within weeks Parliament, which had argued about the matter for years, voted the money. The engineer Joseph Bazalgette, a quiet man of French descent with enormous whiskers, built in the following fifteen years some eighty-two miles (130 km) of great brick intercepting sewers and the embankments along the river that hide them. He sized the pipes generously, saying they would only be built once. He was right: London still uses them. Paris and London were rebuilt in the same years, one for the eye and one for the nose.



On the new pavements, meanwhile, something happened that no town plan had foreseen. The cafés came out of doors. They put their tables outside, under awnings, and the customer found himself sitting in a place that was neither inside nor out: sheltered but in public, comfortable but exposed, able to see the whole street and be seen by the whole street. The Paris terrace is an accidental invention of town planning, and on that invention modern art sat for seventy years.

Gas did the rest. In 1850 Paris had nine thousand gas lamps, and it would have many more. With lighting, the evening stopped being a dead hour and became the best part of the day. The painter who could no longer work once natural light had gone went out, and found a lit city outside and other people like him. The evening gatherings of the artistic groups, all of them, without exception, for seventy years, were born from a technical fact: light was cheap, and it was outside the house.



Now we have to do the sums, because without the sums bohemia becomes a fairy tale.

Begin with what people earned. A French factory worker, between 1860 and 1865, took home two francs forty-five a day; in the Paris region you could get three. A woman worker at the end of the century was still under two and a half. A maidservant in the 1820s was worth a franc forty a day, a cook barely one. On the other side of the ledger: in 1890 a litre of wine cost ten centimes, a litre of milk the same, a pork chop twenty-five centimes, a kilo (about 2 lb) of coal five. In 1895 a kilo of bread cost thirty-five centimes.

Line the figures up. A Paris worker laboured a whole day for the equivalent of seven kilos (some 15 lb) of bread, or twenty-five litres of wine, or about fifty kilos (110 lb) of coal.

Now look at the room in which those people slept, because it is the measure that makes everything else understandable.

The rooms on the top floors of Paris buildings, the ones that came to be called chambres de bonne because the servants of the grand apartments slept there, were under the roof, and the roof was zinc. You reached them by the service stairs, which were often open to the air: six or seven floors climbed outdoors. The room was a few square metres, often less than a hundred square feet. The water, when there was any, was cold. The lavatory was on the landing, shared. There was no heating, and under a sheet of zinc that has a precise and brutal effect: in winter the temperature inside chases the temperature outside a few hours behind; in summer the sun on the metal turns the room into an oven. Those rooms went on killing people during heatwaves well into our own century.

In this account, coal is the decisive item. Five centimes a kilo seems little until you try to heat such a space with a small cast-iron stove: you need several kilos a day, and several kilos a day, for someone with no fixed income, was out of the question. Then there was the problem of carrying it up. Six floors, one sack at a time.

At this point the calculation a young man made every evening, at about five o’clock, becomes obvious, and there is nothing romantic about it. Staying in his room meant freezing, burning candles and seeing no one. Going down to the café meant spending the price of a drink, a few centimes, a small but not negligible fraction of a worker’s day, and getting in
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