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INTRODUCTION

Ever since its publication in 1891, J. K. Huysmans’ Là-Bas has provoked controversy. On its first appearance in print – it was serialised in the newspaper Écho de Paris – irate readers complained to the editor and threatened to cancel their subscriptions. When it was published in book form a few months later, it was banned from sale in railway station kiosks, which only had the effect of whetting the public’s appetite for it. The book’s subject matter was so daring that an English translation wasn’t even attempted until thirty years afterwards, and when it was, its American publisher was politely asked to withdraw it, following a complaint from the Society for the Suppression of Vice that it constituted an outrage on public morals. And this despite the fact that the translation had been toned down and some of its most controversial passages excised. Indeed, Là-Bas has never, until now, been publicly available in a complete and unexpurgated English translation.

But though there have been attempts to suppress Là-Bas, the book has never suffered from a shortage of readers. Even during periods when English translations of the book have been denied the usual channels of distribution, Là-Bas has still managed to find an audience through pirated editions (including an edition illustrated with Félicien Rops’ darkly Satanic etchings) and through special limited editions aimed at the bibliophile and the collector. Although there are numerous contenders, not least among them Huysmans’ earlier novel A Rebours (1884), Là-Bas surely has a claim to be the cult novel of the nineteenth century.

With its uncompromising depiction of acts of sexual intercourse, its graphic account of an orgiastic Black Mass, its equally graphic and repellent descriptions of child murder and mutilation, it is easy to see why the book became so notorious. Notoriety, however, isn’t always good for a book’s long-term reputation. Là-Bas’ subject matter may have ensured it a place in the canon of cult books dealing with Satanism, but it has  also had the effect of preventing it from being taken seriously as a work of literature, and as a result it rarely finds its way onto college reading lists. The only work by Huysmans to have attained this status is A Rebours, which, validated by its influence on Oscar Wilde’s The Picture of Dorian Gray, has become required reading for students of the fin de siècle period. At the time of its publication, however, A Rebours had a relatively small readership and the ideas it contained appealed to an equally small number of aesthetes. By contrast, Là-Bas was Huysmans’ first bestseller, capturing the public imagination and capitalising on a renewed interest in mysticism and the occult. With its allusions to, and fierce polemical discussions about, the occult, conspiracy theories, cultural imperialism in the shape of creeping Americanisation, mass murderers, female promiscuity, Satanic abuse, the shortcomings of materialism, hysteria, alchemy, alternative religions, homeopathy, mysticism and hypnotism, the novel is a compendium of the anxieties, fears and delusions of the late nineteenth century.

What is clear from this list is that if Là-Bas is firmly rooted in its time, it is also a remarkably contemporary novel: its concerns are still our concerns. Today, as in the 1890s, the authority of conventional religion is being undermined and alternative spiritualities are thriving; orthodox medicine is under attack from a flood of alternative or complementary therapies; and the issue of violence dominates our consciousness of ourselves and the society we live in. Reading Là-Bas, we are inevitably reminded of recent cases of juvenile murder and serial killing, or the seemingly endemic outbreaks of sexual abuse that are reported almost daily in the media. Là-Bas reminds us that we have always been capable of gross acts of violence that challenge our notion of what it means to be human, and that one of the functions of art in a civilised society is to find new metaphors to help us assimilate those aspects of humanity we find most problematic. Là-Bas is a book to make us look again at what we are and what we believe, and to decide whether we are on the road to heaven, là-haut, or on the road to hell, là-bas.


Là-Bas in context: from materialism to mysticism

The writer known to literary history as J. K. Huysmans was born Charles-Marie-Georges Huysmans in 1848, in Paris. His decision to change his name was significant. Huysmans always felt himself to be a northerner by temperament – his father, Victor-Godfried Huysmans, was a Dutch-born commercial artist who had moved to Paris as a young man – so when he took on his new identity as a writer, he tried to emphasise his ancestry by spelling his Christian names in what he thought was their Dutch form: Joris-Karl.

Descended from a long line of painters on his father’s side, Huysmans was proud of his artistic heritage, and he often referred to the fact that a painting by Cornelius Huysmans, one of his ancestors, hung in the Louvre. Huysmans’ lifelong passion for art was not only reflected in what he wrote about – his first published journalism was a piece on contemporary landscape painters, and his last, posthumously published book was a volume on Flemish Primitive painters – but also in his method of writing. Indeed, he claimed that as a writer he was simply doing with his pen what his forefathers had done with brushes.

As with Charles Baudelaire, the defining moment of Huysmans’ childhood was the premature death of his father in 1857, and his mother’s hasty remarriage a year later. Huysmans rarely mentions his mother, Malvina, either indirectly in his fiction or directly in his correspondence, and it is probable that his deeply-entrenched feelings of misogyny stem from what he saw as this betrayal of his father’s memory. In contrast to the father he admired, Huysmans’ step-father, Jules Og, was a Protestant businessman with nothing of the artist about him. He and Malvina had two children, both girls, which further exacerbated the future writer’s sense of being an outsider in his own family.

Thanks to a family connection at the Ministry of the Interior, the eighteen-year-old Huysmans, after passing his Baccalaureate in 1866, entered the Civil Service as a clerk of the sixth class. He went on to work at the Ministry for over  thirty years, retiring only in 1898 when his earnings from writing – his novel of the previous year, La Cathédrale, having become a runaway bestseller – outstripped his salary. It has always been one of the puzzling aspects of Huysmans’ personality how he managed to maintain his dual career as a writer and civil servant for so long, especially given the controversial and unconventional nature of his books. In 1876, for example, he had to apply for extra leave in order to go to Brussels to arrange the publication of his novel about a prostitute, which he felt would be prosecuted for immorality if it was published in Paris. Remarkably, his writings were rarely, if ever, brought up by his superiors, and some of his colleagues never even suspected he was a writer at all.

The only serious interruption to Huysmans’ life as a writer-cum-civil-servant was the advent of the Franco- Prussian war, in which he spent August and September of 1870 as a conscript in the sixth battalion of the Garde Mobile. He saw little action and was soon invalided out with dysentery. His experiences of the war did, however, furnish him with material for a short story, Sac au dos, which was later published in Les Soirées de Médan (1880), a collection of short fiction by Émile Zola and five of his Naturalist ‘disciples’, who used to meet regularly at the master’s country retreat in Médan.

One of the distinguishing traits of Huysmans’ fiction is that his male characters often experience a very strong mixture of attraction and repulsion towards women. Some biographers have traced this ambivalence to Huysmans’ first sexual experience, which was probably at the age of sixteen with a prostitute in her fifties. In any event, sex was always a problematic area for Huysmans and he once wrote to his friend the poet, Théodore Hannon, that he suffered from periodic bouts of impotence. Huysmans never married and he often resorted to prostitutes, something which weighed greatly on his mind later in life prior to his conversion to Catholicism.

It is possible that Huysmans first met his long-standing mistress, Anna Meunier, some time before the Franco- Prussian war, but it is certain that by 1872 she was regularly  spending weekends at his flat in the Rue de Sèvres. She had two daughters from a previous relationship, and this was the closest Huysmans ever came to a conventional family of his own. His relationship with Anna was not a smooth one, however, not least because she suffered from a mysterious illness, which attacked her both physically and mentally. After prolonged suffering, she had to be hospitalised in 1893 and she died in the Sainte-Anne asylum in Paris in 1895. These traumatic events heightened Huysmans’ sense of disgust about the body, and about the female body in particular, and propelled him further into the spiritual world, a world in which physical corruption had no part.

Huysmans published his first book Le Drageoir à épices, a collection of prose poems and sketches, at his own expense in 1874. It sold very few copies, but attracted the attention of a number of influential critics. From then on, Huysmans quickly established himself in the Parisian literary scene, and by the end of the 1870s he was a frequent guest at Flaubert’s Sunday afternoon salons, had visited Goncourt’s exotic grenier at Auteuil, and had become an integral part of Zola’s Médan group, alongside writers such as Guy de Maupassant, Henry Céard and Léon Hennique.

During this period, Huysmans produced some of the blackest, most unrelentingly cynical works in the Naturalist canon. His first novel, Marthe, histoire d’une fille (1876), was a remarkable low-life portrait of a working class prostitute and her middle class lover. It anticipated Edmond de Goncourt’s novel of the same subject, La Fille Elisa (1877), and was the first in what seemed to be a new genre of eponymously-titled novels about prostitutes that culminated in Zola’s Nana (1881). Les Soeurs Vatard (1879), Huysmans’ next novel, was a bleak portrayal of two women working in a printing factory, and was followed in 1881 by En Ménage, a bitterly ironic tirade against the bourgeois institution of marriage.

By the early 1880s, however, Huysmans was becoming increasingly dissatisfied with Naturalism, not so much in terms of form or style – Huysmans employed the same Naturalist techniques throughout his career, whether he was  writing about Parisian prostitutes or saints in the Middle Ages – but as an intellectual, emotional and spiritual philosophy. Frustrated by Naturalism’s limitations, Huysmans began to push back the boundaries of what constituted the subject of a work of fiction. A Rebours (1884), like Flaubert’s Bouvard et Pecuchet (1881), was a novel without a plot, a compendium or encyclopaedia of sensation, which reflected, and arguably invented, the contemporary aesthetics of decadence. With En Rade (1887), Huysmans’ anomalous position as a Naturalist reached its breaking point, the book being unequally divided between Naturalist-style descriptions of the grim realities of rural life, and three highly-stylised dream sequences in which the erotic and the fabulous seem to have free play.

It was not, however, until the publication of Là-Bas (1891) that Huysmans made his break with the Naturalists public. The novel begins with a debate between two of its leading characters, Durtal and des Hermies, on the failures of Naturalism, a debate which can be seen as a specific refutation of the very ideas that Zola had outlined in his 1868 preface to the second edition of Thérèse Raquin (1867). Zola had famously written that in his novel he had “simply applied to two living bodies the analytical method that surgeons apply to corpses”. Huysmans felt that this kind of analysis, in which the remorse of his characters “really amounts to a simple organic disorder”, was grossly reductionist and took no account of the human soul or its aspirations. What Huysmans was searching for was a new aesthetic form, one that could synthesise the mundane and the transcendent, and he found it not by looking to the modern literary avant-garde, but to the Flemish Primitive painters of the sixteenth century. In 1888, Huysmans had visited a little museum gallery in Cassel where he saw Matthias Grünewald’s stunning Crucifixion. What captivated him was how Grünewald had managed not only to be completely Naturalistic in his technique, painting one of the most uncompromising, unromanticised views of Christ in the whole of Christian iconography, but also to infuse his paintings with a sense of transcendence, of the life of the soul  to which Huysmans felt himself drawn. Inspired by Grünewald’s painting, Huysmans’ broke through the impasse of Naturalism to formulate a new aesthetic theory, “spiritual Naturalism”, which, in a letter to the art critic Jules Destrée, he defined as “absolute realism combined with flights of the soul”.

From one of his unpublished notebooks, it is clear that Huysmans intended his new book, which he entitled “Là-Bas, voyager en soi-même” (Là-Bas, a journey into the self), to be an exploration of Durtal’s state of consciousness. In contrast to des Esseintes in A Rebours, who tries to alter his state of mind by changing his surroundings, and Jacques Marles in En Rade, who tries to find an antidote to his mood of depression in the French countryside, Durtal’s existential discontent leads him to try to change the conditions of his life from within. In this sense, Huysmans’ novel of contemporary Satanism can be seen as a spiritual or psychological parallel to the novels of Jules Verne (1828–1905), whose “journeys” round the world or to the centre of the earth had captured the imagination of his generation. While Verne’s exploratory novels can be seen as symbols of capitalist expansionism, and seem to embody a positivist ethic of discovery and exploration of the outside world, the journey taken by Durtal in Là-Bas constitutes a different order of experience, one that privileges subjectivity over the objectivity of science. Durtal’s obsession with his own state of mind – and with the state of his soul – anticipates Modernism’s fascination with the ego and with the unconscious.

For Huysmans, the step from materialism to Christian mysticism was a large one, and it could only be bridged indirectly – and unconventionally – through his investigations into contemporary Satanism. Of course Huysmans was not alone in his interest in the occult. If Là-Bas is a reflection of a personal “search for the absolute”, it is also a reflection of the general explosion of interest in mysticism, spiritualism and the occult that was such a prominent feature of the 1880s and 1890s. As Joanny Bricaud, the author of J.-K. Huysmans et le satanisme (1912), said of the period, “hardly a month goes by  without the press informing us about magic spells or Black Masses celebrated by sacrilegious maniacs who are secretly perpetrating the filthy rites of Satanism”. Huysmans himself kept a scrapbook of clippings from newspapers and journals of the day dealing with instances of vampirism, the Black Mass and the theft of Eucharists from Parisian churches.

Là-Bas is often described as one of the classic novels of the occult, but with hindsight it is clear that the book prefigures Huysmans’ later conversion. Indeed, it was instrumental in it, for having become convinced of the reality of the supernatural through his dealings with the occult, it was only logical that Huysmans should accept the reality of the supernatural in the shape of a Christian God. It is also apparent that what Huysmans had uncovered in the course of his researches for Là-Bas so disgusted and distressed him that he suffered a violent reaction against the book’s subject matter. He later described Là-Bas as a “black book” which he had attempted to exorcise by writing his “white book”, En Route (1895). This was the first of Huysmans’ ostensibly pro-Catholic works and took Durtal on to the next stage of his development, recounting his experiences during a retreat to a monastery. The remaining two volumes of this “spiritual autobiography” were La Cathédrale (1898), which established Huysmans firmly in the Catholic revival with its extended explorations of the aesthetics of Catholic symbolism, and L’Oblat (1901), which outlined Huysmans’ views on human suffering and introduced the doctrine of mystical substitution, the belief that through religious devotion, it is possible to take on the sufferings of those too weak to bear them.

In his last major works, most notably Sainte Lydwine de Schiedam (1901) and Les Foules de Lourdes (1906), Huysmans dropped the fictional form altogether and embarked on explorations of mystical states of consciousness. In the former, which is in effect a modern-day hagiography, Huysmans traced the life of the early fifteenth-century mystic and provided a definitive statement of his fervently-held ideas about mystical substitution. In the latter, he looked at the contrast between the mystical visions of Bernadette Soubirous –  whose sightings of the Virgin Mary were instrumental in the founding of the shrine at Lourdes – and their crass embodiment by the Catholic hierarchy and the mass of the faithful.

Huysmans died in 1907, after having been diagnosed with cancer of the mouth two years previously. His final years were lived in great pain, but, like the saint whose life he had portrayed a few years before, he refused to take pain-killing medicine to alleviate it, still believing in a form of mystical substitution, and that through his suffering he reduced the pain of others.


A note on the translation

Huysmans is a notoriously difficult writer to translate partly because, as the critic Jules Richpin noted in Gil Blas (21 April 1880), his prose is compounded of “rare nouns, curious adjectives, unexpected combinations of words, archaisms, neologisms, mutilated syntax, splashes of colour, flashes of wit, assonance and discord – everything under the sun, in fact!” Richpin exaggerates – anyone reading Huysmans’ journalism knows he could write perfectly lucidly when he wanted – but nevertheless a Huysmans text does provide a challenge. At the back of the book are a number of notes designed to give the general reader some assistance in navigating through the tide of unusual words, obscure references and arcane subject matter. To avoid distracting the reader with obtrusive footnotes, the notes have been arranged at the back of the book and arranged under chapter and page number.
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CHAPTER I

“So you believe in these ideas so completely, my friend, that you’ve abandoned adultery, love and ambition, all the subjects that the modern novel has made us only too familiar with, to write a history of Gilles de Rais?” Then, after a pause, he added, “I don’t reproach Naturalism for its prison slang or for using the vocabulary of the army latrine and the poorhouse, because that would be unjust and it would be absurd. In the first place, certain subjects call out for them, and in the second, such expressions and words are the plaster and pitch with which it’s possible to build immense and imposing works, as Zola proved with L’Assommoir. No, the problem lies elsewhere, what I reproach Naturalism for isn’t the thick stucco of its crude style, but the shoddiness of its ideas, what I reproach it for is for having embodied materialism in literature, and for having glorified the democracy of art.

“Oh, you can say what you like, my friend, but all the same, what sort of disreputable mind could have come up with such a philosophy, such a mean and threadbare set of ideas? To willingly confine oneself to the wash-houses of the flesh, to reject the suprasensible, to deny the ideal, not even to realise that the mystery of art begins right there, where the senses cease to be of any use.

“You shrug your shoulders, but come, what has your Naturalism revealed to us about all those disheartening mysteries that surround us? Nothing. When it has to explain a passion of any kind, when it has to probe some trauma, to treat even the most innocuous of the soul’s cuts and bruises, it puts everything down to the account of physical appetites and instincts. Lust and infatuation, those are its only diatheses. In short, it’s explored nothing but the parts below the navel and resorts to banal platitudes whenever it finds itself approaching the groin: it’s a surgical stocking for the emotions, a truss-maker for the soul, and that’s all!

“And then you see Durtal, it’s not just inept and dull, it’s  rotten. It’s extolled our awful modern way of life, vaunted the current Americanisation of our manners, and ended up eulogising brute force in its deification of the cash-register. By a miracle of humility it has exalted the nauseous taste of the masses, and, as a result, repudiated style and rejected every high-minded thought, every yearning towards the transcendental and the world beyond. It has represented the ideals of the bourgeoisie so well, I swear it seems to be the product of a coupling between Lisa, the pork-butcher in Le Ventre de Paris, and Monsieur Homais …”

“You do go on,” broke in Durtal in an irritated tone. He relit his cigarette then added, “Materialism is just as repugnant to me as it is to you, but that’s no reason to deny the unforgettable services the Naturalists have rendered to art, because in the end it’s they who have rid us of the artificial puppets of Romanticism, who have rescued literature from a tedious idealism and the atrophied imagination of sexually-frustrated spinsters. In a word, following in Balzac’s footsteps, they’ve created visible and tangible characters and set them in their appropriate surroundings, they’ve helped in the development of language begun by the Romantics, they’ve known true laughter and occasionally even had the gift of tears, and finally, they haven’t always been carried away by this fanatical passion for vulgarity you talk about.”

“They have! They’re in love with their age, and that condemns them …”

“Oh come on! Neither Flaubert nor the Goncourts were in love with their age.”

“I grant you that, they are honest, rebellious, proud artists, and so I put them in a class apart. I admit, too, and without your prompting, that Zola is a great landscape painter, a marvellous handler of crowd scenes and a spokesman of the people. Besides, in his novels he hasn’t, thank God, pushed the theories he expounds in his articles – which advocate the intrusion of Positivism into art – to their logical limits. But the work of his best disciple, Rosny, the only novelist of talent who’s fully absorbed his master’s ideas, has become a tedious display of amateurish learning, the wisdom of a lab-technician  written-up in a pseudo-scientific jargon. No, there’s nothing more to say. The whole school of Naturalism, such as it exists today, reflects the desires of a hideous age. With it, we’ve arrived at an art so shabby and so hackneyed I would rather call it ‘conciergism’. Why? Just read their latest books and what do you find? Simple anecdotes, scraps of news cut out of the papers, nothing but tired old stories and unreliable histories, without a single idea about life, about the soul, to prop them up, and all related in a style like that of a bad stained-glass window. I’ve reached the point where, after I’ve finished one of these books, I can’t recall any of the inconsequential descriptions, the insipid harangues, they contain. Nothing remains with me but the astonishing thought that a man can write three or four hundred pages, even though he has absolutely nothing to reveal to us, nothing to say to us.”

“Well des Hermies, if it’s all the same to you let’s talk about something else, because we’ll never agree about Naturalism, the very name of which drives you mad. Let’s see … that Matteï treatment, what’s happening with that? All your flasks of ‘green electricity’ and your pills, do they relieve one or two of your patients at least?”

“Oh, they work a little better than the standard panaceas of the medical formulary, but that’s not to say they’re reliable or that their effects are long-lasting. In any case, if it wasn’t this it would be something else … And on that note, my friend, I’ll take my leave, as the clock is striking ten and your concierge is going to turn off the gas on the stairwell. Good night … I’ll see you again soon, I hope.”

After the door had closed, Durtal threw a few shovelfuls of coke into the grate and began to reflect. This discussion with his friend was all the more irritating as he’d struggled over the same subject himself for months past, and his literary theories, which he had believed unshakeable, were now beginning to crumble away bit by bit, leaving his mind in ruins.

Despite the intemperate manner in which they were expressed, des Hermies’ conclusions troubled him. Certainly Naturalism, limited to monotonous studies of mediocre  people who acted out their lives amid interminable inventories of drawing-room furniture or agricultural implements, led directly to the most complete sterility if the author was honest or clear-sighted, and if not, to the most tedious of repetitions, the most tiresome of reiterations. But Durtal couldn’t see what form the novel could possibly take outside of Naturalism, unless it was to return to the inflated nonsense of the Romantics, the adolescent productions of Cherbuliez and of Feuillet, or to the tear-jerking tales of Theuriet and George Sand.

What then? But Durtal came up against a brick wall of confused theories and doubtful hypotheses that were difficult to imagine, hard to define, and impossible to resolve. He was unable to say precisely what he felt, or rather, he’d reached a blind alley down which he was afraid to enter.

“One must preserve the documentary truthfulness, the precision of detail, the rich, sinewy language of Realism,” he told himself, “but one must also drive a well-shaft into the soul, and not feel the need to explain away its mystery in terms of diseases of the senses. The novel, if possible, should divide itself into two parts – albeit welded together or rather commingled as they are in life – that of the soul and that of the body, and concern itself with their relationship, their conflicts and their harmony. In short, one must follow the great highway so profoundly excavated by Zola, but it would also be necessary to trace a parallel road in the air, an alternative route, so as to reach things both down here and beyond, to create, in a word, a spiritual Naturalism that would be nobler, more complete, and more formidable.”

But, in a word, no one was doing this at the moment. At best, one might cite Dostoevsky as someone approaching this ideal. Even so, this sensitive Russian is less a first-rate Realist than an evangelical socialist. In France, at the present time, where the purely physical prescription of the Naturalists has fallen into disrepute, there remain two factions: the liberal faction, which is bringing Naturalism into the drawing-room by trimming it of its daring subject-matter, its fresh turns of phrase; and the Decadent faction, which, more extreme,  rejects all limitations – whether of surroundings or even of the body itself – and, under the pretext of chatting about the soul, babbles away in a kind of unintelligible telegraphese. In reality, the latter confine themselves to hiding the incomparable poverty of their ideas under a deliberately confusing style. And as for the former, the Orléanists of the true-to-life technique, Durtal couldn’t think, without laughing, of the impenetrable schoolboy nonsense of these self-styled psychologists, who had never explored the higher provinces of the mind, never uncovered the least neglected aspect of any passion whatsoever. They limited themselves to throwing into Feuillet’s syrupy sentimentality, the smelling-salts of Stendhal’s irony. With their bitter-sweet taste, they were the literary equivalent of Vichy indigestion pastilles!

“In short, they’re simply repeating their philosophy homework and their college dissertations in their novels, as if one simple retort of Balzac’s – like that, for example, which he puts in the mouth of old Hulot in La Cousine Bette, ‘Can I bring the little girl?’ – didn’t throw more light on the depths of the soul than all the exercises put up for the school examination prize. But then it was no use expecting any flights of fancy, any zeal for the infinite, from them. The true psychologist of the century,” Durtal told himself, “was not their Stendhal, but rather that astonishing author, Ernest Hello, whose inexpugnable failure was a mark of his genius.”

And he was beginning to believe that des Hermies was right. It was true, in its present state of disarray there was nothing left standing in the world of letters, nothing except a yearning for the transcendental, which, in default of more elevated ideals, was tottering on all sides into spiritualism and the occult.

Brought to a standstill by these thoughts, Durtal was forced, in order to get closer to the ideal he wanted to reach, to veer off, to branch out into another art form entirely, that of painting. There, he found this ideal fully realised by the Primitives. In Italy, in Germany, and above all in Flanders, their work had cried out with a pure compassion one associates with the saints. In true-to-life scenes, patiently realised in a naturalistic style that was both masterful and sure in its expression, their  subjects would leap out at you in poses drawn from the life, and the faces of these people, often common-looking, ugly even, but with powerfully evocative features, would radiate celestial joy and bitter sorrow, the doldrums of the spirit and the storms of the soul. It was as if matter had been transformed, was both more expansive and more concentrated, as if a vista had been opened out of the senses and onto infinite horizons.

The revelation of this form of Naturalism had come to Durtal the year before, when he was less worn out than he was now by the ignominious spectacle of the coming fin de siècle. It was in Germany, standing before a crucifixion by Matthias Grünewald.

Durtal shivered on his sofa and half-closed his eyes in pain. Now that he had evoked it, he could see the painting there before him with an extraordinary lucidity, and the cry of admiration that had escaped him on entering the small room in the Cassel museum echoed again in his mind as, in his study, this formidable Christ rose up on his cross, the upright of which was traversed by way of a brace with the branch of a tree, its bark half-peeled off, and sagging like an archer’s bow under the weight of the body. The branch seemed on the point of springing back, as if to hurl, from very pity, far from this scene of insults and abuse, this emaciated body which was being held down nearly to the ground by enormous nails that pinioned the feet.

Dislocated, almost ripped off at the shoulders, the arms of Christ seemed to be bound along their whole length by twisted sinews of muscle. His left armpit was broken, snapped; his hands were wide open, brandishing haggard fingers, which, even so, were offering their blessing in a gesture that combined entreaty and reproach in equal measure; his chest was trembling, greasy with sweat; his torso was striped by circular bands where the bones of the rib-cage showed through; his flesh was swollen, rotten and discoloured, streaked with flea bites and flecked, as with pin-pricks, by the scourging rods whose tips had broken off under the skin, piercing him again here and there like thorns.

The sanies stage had begun; the suppurating wound on his side was flowing thickly, covering his hip in blood like dark blackberry juice; pinkish serum, whey-coloured lymph and fluid like grey Moselle wine were oozing from his chest, soaking his stomach, underneath which was tied a tattered loin-cloth; further down, the knees were drawn together by force, knocking the knee-caps against each other, and the contorted legs arched down to the feet, which, twisted one onto the other, were stretching and writhing in an advanced state of putrefaction, turning green underneath streams of blood. These feet, sponge-like and congealing, were appalling, their flesh was bursting, rising above the head of the nail, and their contorted toes contradicted the imploring gesture of the hands, cursing, almost scratching with the bruised crescent of their nails, the ochreous, iron-rich soil, red like the earth of Thüringen.

Above this putrefying body, the head appeared savage and immense; encircled by a ragged crown of thorns, it hung, exhausted, a haggard eye, half-opened in pain, still quivered with a look of sadness and fear; the face was rugged, the forehead drawn, the cheeks parched: its ruined features were bleeding, while the mouth, hanging open, grinned, the jaw contorted by excruciating, tetanic spasms.

The suffering had been dreadful and his death agonies had frightened away his cheerful persecutors.

Now, under the night-blue sky, the cross appeared to be sinking even lower, almost level with the earth, watched by two figures standing either side of Christ: one, the Virgin, wearing a hood the colour of blood serum falling in tight folds over a loose, full-length azure robe, the Virgin austere and pale, face swollen with tears, eyes staring, sobbing, burying her nails into the fingers of her hands; the other, Saint John, a kind of vagrant with the swarthy complexion of a Swabian rustic, tall, with a wispy, curly beard, clothed in long strips of material that look as if they were cut from the bark of a tree, a scarlet robe and a yellow chamois cloak, the lining of which, where it was turned back at the sleeves, was a feverish green the colour of unripe lemons. Although stronger than Mary,  he is bent and cast down, exhausted by weeping, though he still remains standing; his hands are joined together in a transport of grief as he strains towards the corpse, which he gazes at with his red, filmy eyes, and he chokes back a cry, silently, in his mute, quivering throat.

Standing before this Calvary, stained with blood and blurred by tears, one is far from those meek Golgothas which, since the Renaissance, have been adopted by the Church. This tetanic Christ was not the Christ of the Rich, the Adonis of Galilee, the well-fed dandy, the beautiful young man with ruddy locks, forked beard and pale cavalier-like features, who for four hundred years has been adored by the faithful. This was the Christ of Saint Justin, Saint Basil, Saint Cyril, and Tertullian, the Christ of the early years of the Church, a common Christ, ugly, because he took on himself the sum of all the world’s sins and assumed, in his humility, the most abject of appearances.

This was the Christ of the Poor, a man who compared himself to the most wretched of those he had come to redeem, to outcasts and to beggars, and to all those whose deformity or poverty makes them a target for the baseness of man; and he was also the most human of Christs, a Christ of the flesh, poor and weak, abandoned by a father who intervened only when no further torment was possible, a Christ attended solely by his mother, whom he had been obliged to call on, as do all those in torment, with an infant’s cry, a mother who was powerless now to be of any help.

By a supreme act of undoubted humility, he had embraced the fact that the Passion would take him to the limit of human endurance, and, in obedience to incomprehensible laws, he had accepted that his divinity should, in effect, be suspended during the beatings and the scourgings, the insults and the spitting, during all the outrages of his tormentors, even during the fearful torture of an interminable death struggle. He had thus to suffer all the more, to whimper, to die like a common thief, like a dog, cruelly, basely, enduring this downfall to the end, even to the ignominy of his own putrefaction, to the final insult of purulence.

Certainly, Naturalism had never ventured into such subjects before. Never had a painter dabbled with the charnel- house of the divine in this manner and so brutally dipped his brush in the glaze of his bodily secretions or in the bloody palette of his wounds. It was extreme and it was horrifying. Grünewald was the most fanatical of realists, but as one looked at this Redeemer of whores, this God of the morgue, everything changed. From that ulcerated head emanated glimmers of light; a superhuman expression illuminated the gangrened flesh, the eclampsia of his features. This carcass spread out before one was that of a God, and, without aureole, without nimbus, his only adornment a rough crown of thorns, speckled with red points by drops of blood, Jesus appeared in his celestial supraessence between the Virgin, grief-stricken and blinded by tears, and Saint John whose burnt-out eyes could find no more tears to shed.

Those faces, at first glance so commonplace, were now resplendent, transfigured by the unprecedented suffering of their souls. This was no longer a common criminal, a beggar- woman and a simple rustic, but superterrestrial beings in the presence of a God.

Grünewald was the most fanatical of idealists. Never had a painter so magnificently glorified the highest, or so fearlessly leapt from the very summit of the soul to the distracted sphere of heaven. He had gone to opposing extremes, and had, from the triumph of filth, extracted the purest cordial of love, the bitterest essence of tears. In this picture was revealed the masterpiece of an art pushed to its limit, one summoned up to express both the invisible and the tangible, to make manifest the lamentable impurity of the body and to refine the infinite distress of the soul.

No, this had no equivalent in any language. In literature, certain pages of Anne Emmerich on the Passion approached, though weakly, this ideal of a supernatural realism, of a life both truthful and exsurgent. Perhaps, too, some of Ruysbroeck’s mystical utterances, leaping off the page like twin jets of white and black flame, recalled at certain points Grünewald’s divine abasement, but again, no, the painter’s  work remained unique, for it was at one and the same time out of reach and on a level with the earth.

“But then,” Durtal said to himself, rousing from his daydreams, “but then, if I take this to its logical conclusion, I end up in the Catholicism of the Middle Ages, in a form of mystical naturalism. Ah, no … and yet, it may be …”

He found himself again facing that blind alley which, as soon as he recognised its entrance, he would turn his back on, for he had sounded himself out fully and hadn’t felt conscious of the least stirring of belief. Obviously, there was no premotion on God’s part, and he himself lacked the necessary will which would have allowed him to let go, to slip, without holding himself back, into the shadow of immutable dogmas.

Now and then, after reading certain books, when his distaste for the life around him grew more marked, he would long for a few soothing hours in the depths of some cloister, for sleep-inducing prayers borne aloft on a cloud of incense, for the enervation of thoughts floating adrift amid the chant of psalms. But to taste these joys of self-abandon one needed a simple soul relieved of every disappointment, a naked soul, and his was clogged up with filth, soaked in the concentrated juices of stale excrement. He could not but admit to himself that this momentary desire to believe, to find a refuge from the confusion of the age, often sprang from the compost-heap of petty thoughts, from the weariness of a constant round of insignificant details, from the exhaustion of a mind paralysed by middle age, by quarrels with laundry-women and cooks in cheap restaurants, by money troubles and worries over rent. He sometimes dreamed of escaping into a monastery, like those girls who enter a brothel to free themselves from the dangers of the street, from anxieties over food and rent, and from the bother of washing and ironing.

Still a bachelor and without independent means, caring little now for sensual pleasures, there were days when he cursed the life he’d made for himself. Especially at those times when, weary of wrestling over a phrase, he would throw down his pen, look before him and see nothing in the future but grounds for bitterness and fear. Then he would search for  consolation, for reconciliation, and he’d been forced to admit that religion was the only thing left that could treat, with the gentlest of ointments, the most irritating of wounds, but it demanded in return such a renunciation of common sense, such a determination not to be surprised at anything, that he would shy away from it, though he still kept his eye on it.

Indeed he was constantly prowling round it, for if religion rests on no sure foundation, at least it bursts forth in such vigorous blooms that it’s impossible for the soul to wrap itself around a more vital stem and so climb heavenwards, to lose itself in ecstasy, beyond distance, beyond the world, in the summits of the unknown; and it also worked on Durtal through its ecstatic and intimate art, through the splendour of its myths, and through the simple radiance of the lives of the saints.

He didn’t believe and yet he acknowledged the supernatural, for how, on this self-same earth, could one deny the mysteries that surround us, in our homes, in those of our neighbours, in the streets, everywhere, when you think about it? It was really too easy to reject those invisible, extra-human communications, to simply put down to coincidence that which is, moreover, incomprehensible: unforeseen events, bad luck, strokes of fortune. Did not chance encounters often decide the whole course of a man’s life? What about love, and its incalculable and yet distinctive influences? And finally, wasn’t the most confounding of enigmas that of money?

Because here, you found yourself face to face with a primordial law, a cruel organic law, one that had been imposed and enforced since the world began. Its rules are unrelenting and always precise. Money attracts itself, seeks to accumulate itself in the same hands, going by preference to scoundrels and nonentities. And when, through an unfathomable exception, it heaps itself up in the house of a rich man whose soul is neither homicidal nor debased, then it remains unproductive, incapable of converting itself to any intelligible advantage, unable even in charitable hands to achieve a single elevated purpose. One could almost say that it revenges itself in this way for the wrong direction it’s taken, that it voluntarily  paralyses itself when it belongs to neither the lowest of con men, nor to the most repellent of swindlers.

It’s stranger still when, by some extraordinary chance, it finds its way into the house of a poor man. Then instantly it soils all that is decent, it makes the most chaste of paupers wanton, acting at the same time on both the body and the soul, prompting in its possessor an unworthy egotism, an ignoble pride, urging him to spend his money on himself alone, turning the humblest man into an insolent lackey, and the most generous into a miser. In a split-second, it breaks every habit, upsets every conviction, and it transforms the most headstrong passion in the blink of an eye.

It’s the most nutritious food for serious sins and, at the same time, their most vigilant accountant. If it allows a shareholder to forget himself, to give to charity, to do a good turn to a poor man, it replaces avarice with ingratitude in order to re-establish the equilibrium, and so finely does it calculate the balance-sheet that not one sin fewer is committed.

But where it becomes truly monstrous is when, hiding the lustre of its name under the shadowy veil of a word, it calls itself ‘capital’. Then its actions are no longer limited to personal incitements, to conspiracies to steal and to kill, but are extended over the whole of humanity. With a word, capital establishes monopolies, founds banks, forestalls commodities, regulates lives and can, if it wishes, cause thousands of human beings to die of hunger.

And all this time it is feeding and fattening itself, reproducing itself alone inside a safe, and the New and the Old World alike adore it on bended knee, die of longing before it, as before a god.

“Well, either money, which is thus the master of our souls, is of the Devil, or it’s impossible to explain,” Durtal said to himself. “And how many other mysteries are there no less unintelligible than this, how many strange occurrences before which the thinking man must tremble? But if one was going to plunge into the unknown, why not believe in the Trinity, why reject the divinity of Christ? One could as easily accept the Credo quia absurdum of St Augustine and repeat with  Tertullian that if the transcendental were comprehensible it would not be transcendent, and that it’s precisely because it surpasses the faculties of man that it is divine. But damn it, all things considered, it’s simpler not to think about it at all!” And once again, he drew back, unable to persuade his soul, when it found itself at the edge of reason, to take a leap into the void.

In truth, he’d wandered a long way from his starting point, from that Naturalism so reviled by des Hermies. He was returning now to a middle way, to Grünewald, telling himself that his painting was an extreme prototype of a new art form. It was pointless to go any further, to get bogged down, under the pretext of the ‘beyond’, in the most fervent Catholicism. It would be sufficient, perhaps, to be spiritualistic, to imagine that supranaturalism was the only approach that suited him.

He got up and walked around the small room. The sight of manuscripts piled up on his table, his notes on Gilles de Rais, Marshal of France, otherwise known as Bluebeard, raised his spirits.

“All the same,” he said almost cheerfully, “there’s no happiness like being at home and beyond the reach of the present. Ah … to imprison oneself in the past, to relive bygone times, not even to read a newspaper, not to know that theatres so much as exist, what a dream! How much more Bluebeard interests me than the grocer on the corner, than all these bit-part players of an age that is symbolised so perfectly by the café waiter, who, to make his fortune in a good marriage, seduces the daughter of his patron, the ‘stupid little goose’, as he calls her.

“That and bed,” he added smiling, because he saw his cat, a beast perfectly well aware of the time, looking at him anxiously, reminding him of the mutual understanding between them, and reproaching him for not preparing the couch sooner. He shook the pillows and turned back the sheets, and the cat jumped onto the foot of the bed, but it remained seated, its tail curled round its two front paws, waiting until its master was stretched out before treading out its spot and making a place to sleep.


CHAPTER II

Nearly two years previously, Durtal had ended his involvement with the world of letters, a world that books, in the first place, then the gossip in the literary papers and the reminiscences of this writer or the memoirs of that, were striving to represent as if it was some kind of Holy See of the intellect, an aristocracy of the gifted. If you were to believe them, wit burst like fireworks and brilliant repartee crackled at their gatherings. Durtal couldn’t explain the persistence of this chorus of praise, because, judging from his own experience, writers at the present time seemed to be divided into two groups, the first composed of greedy bourgeois, the second of outrageous louts.

The first, indeed, were men pampered by the public – and ruined as a consequence – but successful. Hungry for esteem, they aped the ways of high finance, delighting in gala dinners, giving parties in full evening dress, talking of nothing but authors’ rights and new editions, discussing the latest plays, and jangling the money in their pockets.

The others simply splashed about en masse in the shallows. They were the riff-raff of the cafés, the dregs of the brasseries. Even as they cursed their fate, they would cry up their work, proclaiming their genius as they sat on their pub benches and gorged themselves with beer, extravasating and vomiting bile.

No other literary milieu existed. It was becoming singularly rare, that intimate retreat where you could talk at your ease with a few artists, far from the promiscuity of cafés and drawing rooms, without fear of betrayal or deceit, where you could concern yourself with nothing but art, secure from the company of women!

In the world of letters, in short, there was no aristocracy of the mind, no ideas that could unsettle anyone, no sudden or unexpected turns of thought. It was the same as the everyday conversation of the Rue de Sentier or the Rue Cujas. Having learnt from experience that no friendship was possible with  these literary cormorants, who were always on the lookout for some prey to tear to pieces, he’d broken off relations that would have forced him to become either a scoundrel or a dupe.

But then it was true to say he’d never had anything in common with his contemporaries. Before, when he still accepted Naturalism’s shortcomings, with its stuffy short stories and its airless novels without doors or windows, he could at least discuss aesthetics with them, but now!

“Fundamentally,” des Hermies would say, “there’s always been such a difference of ideas between you and the other Realists that an absolute agreement couldn’t last long. You detest your generation and they adore theirs, and that’s all there is to it. It was inevitable that, one day, you’d feel the need to break away from this Americanised sphere of art and look further afield, to more spacious and less monotonous horizons. In all your books you’ve consistently laid into this tail-end of the century, but after a while one gets tired of beating against something so flabby it absorbs the blows and then resumes its old shape again. You needed to take a fresh breath and fix on another era, to wait until you discovered a subject that was more to your liking. All this clearly explains your mental confusion during these last few months, and why you suddenly recovered your health when you got carried away with Gilles de Rais.”

And it was true, des Hermies clearly understood him. The day Durtal had plunged into the terrifying and delightful era of the late Middle Ages, he had felt as if reborn. He began to live with a serene disregard for his surroundings, organised for himself an existence far from the brouhaha of the literary world, and, in short, mentally cloistered himself in the château at Tiffauges with Bluebeard, where he lived in perfect harmony – carrying on a flirtation as it were – with that monster.

In his mind, history now took the place of the novel, whose banal and conventional moral fables, parcelled out in chapters and packed up by the gross, pained him. And yet history seemed to be a poor substitute, for he had no faith in the  reality of this science either. “Historical events,” he told himself, “are to a man of talent simply a springboard for his ideas and his style, seeing that all facts are played down or played up according to the demands of a particular cause, or according to the disposition of the writer who handles them. As for the documents propping them up, it’s worse still, because none of them are irrefutable, and all are subject to revision. If they’re not apocryphal in the first place, others, no less trustworthy are later unearthed to controvert them, waiting in their turn to be discredited by the excavation of more, equally unreliable manuscripts. At the present time, for all the obstinate scratching around in old archives, history serves no purpose but to quench the literary thirst of enthusiastic amateurs, who prepare those ragouts of the past to which a salivating Institute awards its medals of honour and its grand prizes.”

For Durtal, history was thus the most pompous of fictions, and the most childishly alluring. To his mind, the ancient Clio should be represented by the head of a Sphinx, sporting whiskers and capped by a baby’s bonnet. “The truth,” he told himself, “is that exactitude is impossible. How can we fathom the events of the Middle Ages when no one has been able to explain even the most recent of incidents, the roots of the Revolution, for example, or the foundation of the Commune?” There was nothing for it, but to construct one’s own vision of history, to imagine oneself among the inhabitants of another age, to incarnate oneself in them, to adopt, if possible, a semblance of their habits, and so finally to create, with artfully selected details, a deceptive composite. This is just what Michelet did in fact, and although he was a doddering old maid who strayed off into singular irrelevancies, pausing over trifles, gradually becoming delirious in the course of his anecdotes which he exaggerated and declared to be so wonderful, and although his fits of sentimentality and his attacks of patriotism undermined the credibility of his conclusions and the soundness of his conjectures, he was nevertheless the only person in France who had ever soared above the centuries and plunged from the heights into the dark byways of old fables.

Hysterical and gossipy, immodest and over-familiar, his history of France was however, in certain passages, uplifted by a generosity of spirit. His characters were alive, released from that limbo in which his contemporaries, with their interminable collections of facts, had buried them. Little matter then, that Michelet had been the least truthful of historians when he was the most intimate and the most artistic. As for the others, they’re now ferreting about in wastepaper baskets, confining themselves to pinning up their miscellaneous facts on cork noticeboards. In the wake of Monsieur Taine, they are busy glueing notes, pasting them down one after another, keeping only those, of course, that support the caprices of their narrative. These people shield themselves from any kind of imagination, any kind of enthusiasm, by claiming to invent nothing – which is true – but they’re faking it nonetheless through their selection of documents, their choice of stories. And besides, how simple their system is! Discovering that such and such an event had happened in France in some particular community, they immediately conclude that the whole country lived and thought the same way, on the same day of the same year, even at the same hour.

They, no less than Michelet, are audacious forgers, but they have neither his scope nor his vision, they’re haberdashers of history, hawkers, note-takers whose dots and jottings don’t add up to a complete picture, like the pointillistes who apply their colours in fleabites, or like the Decadents who simply cook up a hash of words! “And it’s another thing again when you come to biographers,” Durtal said to himself. They are mere beauticians. There are those who have written books to demonstrate that Theodora was chaste and that Jan Steen never drank a drop. Another has deloused Villon, and attempted to prove that the ‘Fat Meg’ of the ballad is not a woman but the name of an inn. If he’d gone any further, he’d have represented the poet as a celibate prude, a sensible and honest man. It’s as if in writing their monographs these historians were afraid to dishonour themselves by touching writers or painters whose lives had been marked by scandal. They would, no doubt, prefer their subjects to be respectably  bourgeois like themselves, though they’re all happy to benefit from these infamous works, which they sift, distort and pick apart.

This revisionist school, which is all-powerful today, exasperated Durtal. Accordingly, he was determined not to succumb in his book on Gilles de Rais to the monomania of these gluttons of propriety, these fanatics of respectability. Like anyone with his ideas about history, he couldn’t pretend to paint an exact portrait of Bluebeard, but he was determined at least not to sweeten it, not to mollify it in a bath of tepid words, not to turn Gilles into one of those mediocrities, whether for good or evil, who please the public so much. To kindle his enthusiasm, he possessed, by way of a springboard, a copy of a memorandum from Gilles de Rais’ heirs to the king, the notes he’d taken on the criminal trial at Nantes, of which several accounts were kept in Paris, some extracts from Vallet de Viriville’s history of Charles VII, a summary by Armand Guéraut, and finally, Abbé Bossard’s biography. That sufficed to raise up in his mind the formidable figure of this Satanist who, in the fifteenth century, was the most artistic and the most exquisite, the cruellest and the wickedest of men.

A single person knew about his projected book, des Hermies, whom he now saw almost every day. He had met him at one of the strangest of houses, that of Monsieur Chantelouve, the Catholic historian, who prided himself on receiving at his table people from all walks of life. Indeed, once a week during the winter, in his drawing room in the Rue de Bagneux, one could meet the oddest collection of people there: pedants from the vestry and bar-room poets, journalists and actresses, partisans of the Naundorff cause and practitioners of dubious sciences.

The house was, in fact, situated on the borders of the clerical world, the inhabitants of which used to meet there a little as if it were a place of ill-repute. Those who dined were, at any rate, a curious mix of the grotesque and the refined. Chantelouve himself was a cordial man, generous of spirit and briskly vigorous. He disconcerted his observers somewhat with a criminal look that occasionally flashed behind  the tinted glass of his pince-nez, but his ecclesiastical good humour disarmed all suspicions. His wife, not so much beautiful as eccentric, was very much sought after. However, she kept her silence, not encouraging her guests’ constant insinuations, though, like her husband, she was devoid of prudery. Impassive, almost haughty, she would listen, without flinching, to the most monstrous paradoxes, smiling with an absent-minded air, her eyes gazing into the distance.

During one of those evenings, as he smoked a cigarette and while Madame Rousseil, a recent convert, screeched a few stanzas about Christ, Durtal had been astonished by the unusual profile and deportment of des Hermies, who stood out markedly against the untidiness of the defrocked priests and poets who crowded Chantelouve’s drawing room and library.

In the middle of all those sly and self-conscious faces, he seemed like a man of singular distinction, if wary and a bit restive. Tall, slender and very pale, he was frowning, and his eyes, close-set above a short, inquisitive nose, had the deep blue colour and the hard brilliance of a sapphire. He was fair-haired, though his beard, clean-shaven on the cheeks and cut to a point at the chin, was turning the colour of cork. He had about him the air of a sickly Norwegian and an acerbic Englishman. Dressed in a thick London tweed, he appeared to be confined by his checked suit, which was of a mournful colour and cut so tight and high as to almost hide his cravat and collar. Scrupulous in his manner, he had a way of his own of removing his gloves, making them snap imperceptibly as he slipped them off. Then he would seat himself, cross his long legs, and, using his cane for support, lean to his right, extracting from his left-hand pocket, pressed against his body, a flat, embossed Japanese pouch, which contained his cigarette papers and his tobacco.

He was methodical, watchful and as cold as an icicle in front of people he didn’t know; his superior and somewhat awkward attitude was matched by his hollow laughter and peremptory manner. At first sight, he could inspire a real antipathy, which he would often justify by his venomous  words, scornful silences and severe, mocking smiles. He was respected in the Chantelouve circle and feared still more, but when you came to know him, you discovered that beneath his frosty countenance lay a genuine kindness, an affection that, if not expansive, was capable of a certain heroism and could always be relied on.

How did he live? Was he rich or just in easy circumstances? No one knew, and he himself, very discreet as regards others, never spoke of his affairs. He was a doctor of the faculty of medicine in Paris, for Durtal had once seen his diploma by chance, but he spoke of medicine with immense contempt and admitted having thrown in his lot, in disgust at the futility of orthodox therapeutics, with homeopathy, which he’d then abandoned in its turn for a Bolognese system of medicine which he also ridiculed.

At certain moments, Durtal was convinced that des Hermies was himself a writer, because he judged literature with the certitude of a man in the profession, analysing the methods of procedure, taking apart even the most abstruse style with the skill of an expert who understands the most complicated tricks of the trade. To Durtal, who laughingly accused him one day of hiding his literary work, he responded with a touch of melancholy, “I’ve castrated my mind to safeguard it against a base instinct, that of plagiarism. I could’ve been another Flaubert just as well, if not better, than all the other hucksters in the market, but what would’ve been the point? Rather than write, I prefer to dispense arcane medicaments in limited doses, it’s not strictly necessary, but it’s less vulgar.”

What was surprising, however, was his erudition. He revealed himself to be a prodigy who knew everything, who was familiar with the most ancient of old books, the most time-honoured of customs, and the most up-to-date of discoveries. By attaching himself to the extraordinary outcasts of Parisian intellectual life, he had fathomed diverse and inimical sciences, for des Hermies, so staid and so reserved, was only to be met with in the company of astrologers and kabbalists, of demonologists and alchemists, of theologians and inventors.

Tired of the over-familiar advances and the suspect cama raderie of artists, Durtal was beguiled by this unapproachable man, so rigorous and unbending in his habits. The surfeit of skin-deep friendships he had endured explained this attraction, what was less explicable was why des Hermies, with his taste for the company of eccentrics, should have had such a warm regard for Durtal, who was on the whole a sober soul, a settled spirit, a man not given to extremes. But des Hermies undoubtedly felt the need to steep himself, every now and again, in a less rarefied, less charged atmosphere. Besides, none of the literary discussions he loved were possible with these restless types, who were indefatigable in their deliberations, who thought only of their own genius, and who were interested in nothing but their own discoveries, nothing but their own branch of knowledge.

In the same way that Durtal had been finally isolated from his peers, des Hermies had nothing to look for from his, neither from the doctors he despised, nor from any of those singular specialists he frequented. It had been, in truth, an encounter between two beings whose situation was almost identical, but their friendship, which was at first restrained and for a long time remained on the defensive, and which eventually came to strengthen and bind itself in a closer intimacy, had above all been advantageous for Durtal. Indeed, his family had died long ago and the friends of his youth had either married or disappeared, and since his departure from the world of letters, he had lived in almost complete solitude. Des Hermies unravelled this mode of existence which, folding in on itself, had ossified in isolation. He renewed Durtal’s stock of feelings, cast a new mantle of friendship around him, and eventually carried him off to see one of his friends who, as a consequence, Durtal also came to admire.

Des Hermies, who would often speak about this friend, finally said one day: “I shall have to make you two acquainted. He loves your books, which I’ve lent him, and he looks forward to meeting you. You always reproach me for only being happy in the company of eccentrics or recluses, but you’ll find in Carhaix a man who is almost unique: an intelligent Catholic without cant, a poor man without envy or hate.”


CHAPTER III

Durtal was in the same situation as a great number of bachelors who have their rooms cleaned by a concierge. Only they can know how small lamps get through so many large cans of oil so quickly, and why bottles of cognac get paler and thinner by the day without ever diminishing. They know, too, that the bed which at first looks so inviting, soon becomes inhospitable, so religiously does the concierge reverence the least of its tucks and pleats. They learn, in short, that they must resign themselves to cleaning their own glasses whenever they’re thirsty, and rebuilding their own fires whenever they’re cold.

Durtal’s concierge was a moustachioed old-timer whose hot breath gave off a strong aroma of trois-six. He was a lazy, placid man who countered Durtal’s admonitions that his rooms should be finished every morning at the same hour with a relentless inertia. Threats, the withholding of tips, insults, entreaties: all had proved useless, old Rateau would raise his cap, scratch himself on the head, promise, his voice trembling with emotion, that he would mend his ways … and the next day he would come even later.

“What a brute,” groaned Durtal that day. He was looking at his watch when, at that precise moment, a key turned in the lock, and once again he noted that the concierge was showing up in the afternoon, after three o’clock.

He would have to endure the chaos created by this man who, though sleepy and placid in his own lodgings, would become a terror once he had a broom in his hands. A warlike manner and the temper of a soldier would suddenly reveal themselves in this man of inaction who had, since dawn, been drowsing amid the warm aroma of beef stew. He would mutate into an insurgent, mounting an assault on the bed, overthrowing the chairs, juggling with the picture-frames, upsetting the tables, knocking over the water jug and basin, dragging around Durtal’s boots by their laces, in the same way  the vanquished are dragged by their hair, storming the place as if it were a barricade, and planting, in lieu of a flag, his duster, amid a cloud of dust, above the lifeless remains of the furniture.

On such occasions, Durtal would take refuge in those of his rooms which were not under attack. On this particular day, he was forced to abandon his study, in which Rateau was commencing battle, and escape to the bedroom. From there, he could still see, through the half-open door, the back of his enemy, who, with a feather-duster above his head that swayed like a Mohican’s headdress, was beginning his war-dance around a table.

“If I only knew what time this idiot was going to come up, I could arrange to be out,” he said to himself, his teeth set on edge, because Rateau was now taking up his cleaning implements and was scraping the parquet floor, hopping on one leg and using a scrubbing brush as a skate, all the while bellowing.

Then, victorious and sweating profusely, he appeared in the doorway and advanced with the intention of laying waste the room to which Durtal had retreated. The latter had to return to his now-peaceful study accompanied by his cat, which, unnerved by the noise, was following his master step by step, rubbing itself against his legs and reclaiming each of the rooms as they became free.

While all this was going on, des Hermies rang the doorbell. “I’ll just put on my boots and we’ll be off,” Durtal cried out to him. “There!” – he brushed his hand across the table and it came away gloved in a grey mitten of dust – “Look, that monster there shakes everything about, knocking I don’t know what all over the place, and the result is this: there’s more dust than there was before he started.”

“Oh,” said des Hermies, “but it’s a very good thing is dust. Besides having a bouquet of stale biscuits and the faint aroma of old books, it’s the liquid velvet of things, a fine dry rain which bleaches out excessive colour and brutal tones. Not only that, it’s the cloak of abandonment, the veil of oblivion. Who, therefore, could dislike it, except certain people of a pitiful sort whom you ought to think about now and then?  Indeed, imagine what life’s like for someone who lives in one of Paris’s passages. Well, picture a consumptive spitting blood and choking in a room on the first floor, under the arched glass roof of an arcade, that of the Passage du Panorama, for example. The window is open, stirring up dust saturated with stale tobacco and lukewarm sweat. The unfortunate is suffocating, begging for someone to give him air. You rush to the window … and you close it, because how can you help him to breathe if you can’t shelter him from the dustiness of the arcade and isolate him from it? Well, isn’t this dust which induces haemoptysis and coughing fits rather more harmful than the stuff you’re complaining about? Ah, you’re ready, shall we go?”

“So which road are we taking?” asked Durtal.

Des Hermies didn’t reply. They left the Rue du Regard, where Durtal lived, and went down the Rue du Cherche- Midi as far as the headquarters of the Red Cross.

“Let’s go to the Place Saint-Sulpice,” said des Hermies. Then, after a short silence, he added: “With regard to dust, looking at it in relation to the way it recalls our origins and reminds us of our ends, did you know that after death our carcasses are devoured by different species of worms, according to whether they’re fat or whether they’re thin? In the corpses of obese people, you find one type of larvae, the rhizophage; in the corpses of lean people, you discover those of the phora. These latter are obviously the aristocrats of the parasite world, a kind of ascetic worm which scorns huge meals, disdaining to feed on large breasts and the piquant stew of a big fat belly. To think that there isn’t even perfect equality in the way larvae extract the dust of death from each one of us …

“By the way we’re stopping here, my friend.” They had arrived at the corner of the Rue Ferou and the Place Saint- Sulpice. Durtal raised his eyes, and over an open porch in the side of the church, he read this placard: ‘The towers are open to visitors.’

“Let’s go up,” said des Hermies.

“But what for? In this weather!”

And Durtal pointed to some black clouds that were drifting, like smoke from a factory, so low across the murky sky that the tin chimney pipes above the roofs seemed to pierce and crenellate them with white notches.

“Besides which, I have no desire to attempt to walk up innumerable flights of stairs. What do you want to see up there? It’s drizzling and night is falling. No thanks.”

“What’s it to you whether you walk here or somewhere else? Come on, I assure you that you’ll see things which you didn’t in the least suspect.”

“Ah, so you have something in mind?”

“Yes”

“Then you should have said so!” And, following in des Hermies’ footsteps, he plunged under the porch. A small paraffin lamp, hanging on a nail, revealed a door at the far end of the chamber. This was the entrance to the towers.

For a long time they clambered in the dark up a spiral staircase. Durtal was just thinking to himself that the guardian of the place must have abandoned his post, when he saw a reddish gleam on the curve of the wall and, as they were rounding the corner, they bumped into a lamp in front of a door.

Des Hermies pulled on a bell-rope; the door disappeared. They saw above them on the stairs, on a level with their heads, the illuminated feet of a person lost in the shadows.

“Ah, it’s you, Monsieur des Hermies.” And, describing the arc of a circle, the body of an old woman leaned into the light. “Oh, good! Louis will be pleased to see you.”

“So he’s here?” said des Hermies, who shook the woman by the hand.

“He’s in the tower, but don’t you want to rest here awhile?”

“No, when we come down, if that’s all right with you.”

“Fine, go up until you see a wicket-gate. Oh, what an idiot I am, you know the way better than me!”

“Of course, of course … in just a moment, but let me quickly introduce you to my friend Durtal.”

Durtal nodded uncertainly in the darkness.

“Ah, Monsieur, Louis so much wants to meet you, how well these things work out!”

“Where is he leading me?” Durtal said to himself, feeling his way again in the darkness behind his friend, following the thin gleams which streamed in through the barbicans before being swallowed up again by the night, and just at the moment when he thought himself lost, coming across those slivers of daylight once more.

The ascent seemed interminable. They ended up, finally, at a barred door and pushed against it. They entered, and found themselves on a wooden platform over a void, a ledge of planks between two shafts: one, opening out under their feet, the other rising up above their heads.

Des Hermies, who appeared to be quite at home here, pointed out the twin chasms with a movement of his hand.

Durtal stared.

He was in the middle of a tower lined, from top to bottom, with enormous X-shaped timbers and assembled beams that were fretted by crossbars, bolted with rivets, and held together by screws as big as a fist. Durtal could see no one. He turned around on the corbel that ran the length of the wall, and crossed over towards the light penetrating through the inclined slats of a louvered window.

Leaning over the precipice, he could make out now, under his feet, the formidable bells hanging from their oak supports cased in iron, bells of a dirty, dark metal, bells of a greasy brass, as if oiled, which absorbed, rather than reflected, the rays of daylight.

And, by standing back, he could see, over his head in the chasm high above him, more batteries of bells; these latter, their bronze stamped in relief with the effigy of a bishop, were illuminated from within, when at rest, by a gleam of gold where the clapper had worn down the metal.

Nothing stirred, though the cold north wind was rattling through the flat slats of the louvre-window, eddying in the timber work and howling in the spiral staircase before being swallowed up by the inverted mouths of the bells. Suddenly, he felt a touch of air, a silent breath of less bitter wind,  whipping against his cheeks. He raised his eyes, a bell was swaying amid the icy blasts, working up to its full swing. All at once, it sounded, sprang into life, and its clapper, like a gigantic pestle, ground out awesome sounds from its bronze mortar. The tower shook, and the ledge on which Durtal stood vibrated like the floor of a train: a rumble, continuous and immense, reverberated, broken only by the intermittent noise of the strikes.

He searched the roof of the tower, but could discover no one. Finally, however, he caught sight of a leg thrust out into the void, rocking one of two wooden pedals that were attached underneath each bell, and, by almost lying on the beams of the floor, he at last made out the bell-ringer, hanging on by his hands to two iron braces, balancing himself above the abyss, his eyes to the ceiling.

Durtal was amazed, for never before had he seen so pallid and disconcerting a face. The man had neither the waxy complexion of the convalescent, nor the dead complexion of the perfume-maker, whose skin is bleached by the chemicals he uses; nor was it, moreover, the dust-coloured flesh, turning to grey, of those who grind tobacco into snuff; it was the pallid, bloodless complexion of prisoners in the Middle Ages, a complexion now unknown, of a man imprisoned until the day of his death in a wet dungeon, in a dark, airless cell.

His eyes were blue and prominent, the wide-open, tear- filled eyes of a mystic, but this impression was singularly contradicted by a moustache like a carpet-brush, neat and Germanic: this man was simultaneously doleful and militaristic, all but indescribable.

He gave a last kick on the pedal of the bell and, with a jerk of his loins, regained his balance. He wiped himself across the forehead and smiled at des Hermies.

“Ah, good,” he said, “you’re here!”

He came down and, as soon as he heard the name Durtal, his face brightened; he took him by the hand.

“You could say, Monsieur, that you were expected. Our friend has kept you hidden away for a long time, though he’s always speaking about you. Come,” he added, in a joyful tone,  “so I can show you my little kingdom. I’ve read your books so it’s inconceivable that you, too, wouldn’t love bells, but you must see them from a little higher up.”

And he bounded into the stairwell, while des Hermies, pushing Durtal in front of him, brought up the rear.

While they were resuming their ascent of the spiral staircase, Durtal asked:

“But why didn’t you tell me that your friend Carhaix – it is him, isn’t it – was a bell-ringer?”

Des Hermies didn’t respond, for at that moment they emerged underneath the stone vault at the top of the tower and Carhaix, drawing aside, let them pass. They found themselves in a round room, pierced in the middle, right at their feet, by a large hole, encircled by an iron balustrade that was corroded with orange flecks of rust.

Approaching it, one’s gaze plunged almost to the bottom of the abyss. This was actually the rough stone ledge of a veritable shaft, and a shaft that seemed to be under repair, because the X-shaped scaffolding of planks which supported the bells appeared to have been erected, from top to bottom, to shore up the walls.

“Don’t be afraid to come closer,” said Carhaix, “and tell me, Monsieur, if my goddaughters there aren’t beautiful!” But Durtal hardly heard him. He felt ill at ease near this void, irresistibly drawn by that gaping hole from which escaped, in distant bursts, the dying echoes of a bell, which was no doubt still vibrating before coming to a standstill and complete quiet.

He retreated.

“Don’t you want to visit the top of the tower?” asked Carhaix, designating an iron stairway, fixed into the wall itself.

“No, that’ll be for another day.”

They descended again and Carhaix, now silent, opened another door. They advanced into an immense store-room containing huge, broken statues of saints, decrepit, leprous apostles, Saint Matthews with amputated legs and missing arms, Saint Lukes who led only half a bull, Saint Marks with bandy-legs and only part of a beard, and Saint Peters raising stumps destitute of keys.

“In the past,” said Carhaix, “there was a swing here. It was used by girls off the streets, but they took advantage, as always. In the evenings, for a few sous, such things went on! The curé ended it by having the swing removed and closing the room.”

“And that?” said Durtal, noticing an enormous piece of domed metal in a corner, a kind of giant skull-cap, velvety with dust and latticed by light webs that were speckled, like fishing nets weighted with lead-shot, with the curled-up bodies of black spiders.

“That? Ah, Monsieur …” and Carhaix’s faraway look rekindled and took fire. “That, that is the top of a very old bell which produced sounds like nothing else. That bell there, Monsieur, would ring to the very heavens!”

And suddenly, he got carried away:

“You see – des Hermies must’ve told you already – bell- ringing is finished, or rather there are no more bell-ringers. At the present time it’s coalmen, slaters, masons and retired firemen, all hired for a franc apiece on the Place, who pull the ropes. Ah, they have to be seen to be believed! But there’s worse than that. Suppose I were to tell you that there are curés who wouldn’t be embarrassed to say to you: ‘Go and recruit those soldiers in the street, they’ll do the job for ten sous.’ Ay, and so well that one of the last lot, at Notre-Dame I believe, didn’t remove his leg in time, the bell swung back to its full arc and cut it off as clean as a razor.

“And yet these curés, they spend thirty thousand francs on fancy canopies, they ruin themselves putting on musical extravagances, they’re responsible for installing gas in the church, and a whole heap of other gaudy monstrosities, but then what do I know? As for bell-ringing, they just shrug their shoulders whenever you try to talk to them about it. Do you know, Monsieur Durtal, there are only two trained bell- ringers in Paris, myself and old Michel, who isn’t married, and who, because of his habits, is impossible to attach regularly to a church. That man is a master bell-ringer, he doesn’t have an equal, but he too is losing interest, he drinks and, sober or not, he does his work. After that, he drinks some more and sleeps.

“Oh yes, bell-ringing is really finished! Take this morning,  the Monseigneur made his pastoral visit down below. At eight o’clock, he wanted the bell rung on his arrival. The six bells you’ve seen here were set off, and we were harnessed to the sixteen above. Well, it was pitiful, those fellows up there they were swinging away all over the place, they were striking out of time: it sounded like a free-for-all.”

They continued their descent, Carhaix now keeping silent.

“Bells,” he eventually said, turning round and fixing Durtal with his watery blue eyes, which now came alive, “why, Monsieur, they are the true music of the Church!”

They came out right above the parvis, into a large covered gallery from which the towers rose. Then Carhaix smiled and pointed out a row of miniature bells, installed between two posts and mounted on a piece of wood. He pulled the bell-ropes, shaking the small brass instruments which tinkled delicately, listening, overcome, his eyes bulging, his moustache ruffled by a movement of his lips, to the light fall of notes which seemed to dissolve into the misty air.

Then suddenly, he threw down the strings. “This was once an infatuation of mine,” he said, “I had wanted to train students here, but no one cared to learn a trade that brings in less and less money, because they don’t even ring for weddings anymore and no one goes up the towers now.

“But all in all,” he resumed as they went down, “for myself, I can’t complain. The streets down below bore me, and when I do put a foot outside they confuse me, so I never leave my belfry except in the morning to go and fetch a bucket of water from the end of the Place. But my wife is fed up of this altitude; it’s awful in winter, the snow comes through the loopholes in the wall, piles up, and sometimes we lie here snowbound while the wind blows up a storm!”

They had arrived at Carhaix’s lodgings.

“Come in then, Messieurs,” said the woman who was waiting for them on the doorstep, “you’ve certainly earned a little rest.” And she pointed to four glasses she’d arranged on the table.

The bell-ringer lit a small briar pipe, while des Hermies and Durtal were rolling their cigarettes.

“You’re well off here,” said Durtal, to break the silence. He was in an enormous room, carved out of solid stone, vaulted, and lit by a semi-circular window close to the ceiling. The room, paved with tiles that were barely covered by an old carpet, was very simply furnished with a round dining table, some old easy chairs upholstered in slate-blue Utrecht velvet, a small sideboard on which jugs and plates of Breton pottery were piled, and, opposite this varnished walnut sideboard, a small dark wooden bookcase that could hold about fifty books.

“You’ve noticed my old books,“ said Carhaix, who had followed Durtal’s eyes. “Oh, Monsieur, you’ll have to be indulgent, I’ve nothing there but the tools of my trade.”

Durtal came closer; the bookcase seemed to be composed chiefly of works on bells. He started to read the titles. On a very old and very thin parchment volume he made out some rust-coloured handwriting: de Tintinnabulis by Jerome Magius (1664), then, in no particular order, Dom Rémi Carré’s Recueil curieux et édifiant sur les cloches de l’Eglise, another Recueil édifiant, this time anonymous, a Traité des cloches by Jean- Baptiste Thiers, curé of Champrond and Vibraye, a weighty tome by an architect named Blavignac, and another smaller one entitled Essai sur le symbolisme de la cloche by a parish priest in Poitiers, a Notice by Abbé Baraud, and finally a whole series of pamphlets, covered in grey paper, bound without printed covers and without titles.

“They’re nothing,” said Carhaix with a sigh, “the best ones are missing: Angelo Rocca’s De campanis Commentarius, and Percichellius’ de Tintinnabulo; but, to be sure, they’re rare, and when you do find them they’re so dear!”

With a quick glance, Durtal took in the other books, which were for the most part pious works: Latin and French bibles, a De Imitatione Christi, Görres’ La mystique divine, naturelle et diabolique in five volumes, a history and theory of religious symbolism by Abbé Aubert, Pluquet’s Dictionnaire des héresies, and some lives of the saints.

“Ah, Monsieur, there’s no literature there, but then you see des Hermies lends me books which he thinks are interesting.”

“You old gossip,” his wife said to him, “let Monsieur sit down.” And she offered a full glass to Durtal who savoured the sparkling perfume of real cider.

In response to his compliments about the quality of this beverage, she told him that the cider came from Brittany, that it was made in Landévennec, her native country, by relatives of hers.

She was delighted when Durtal declared that he had once spent a day in that village.

“Oh well, we’re true friends then,” she concluded, shaking him by the hand.

Numbed by the heat of a stove, the flue-pipe of which zigzagged upwards before disappearing through a square of sheet-metal in place of one of the panes of glass of the window, and relaxed, to some degree, by the pleasant atmosphere which emanated from Carhaix and this courageous woman, with her sickly but sincere face and pitiful, candid eyes, Durtal let his mind wander far from the city. Looking at this intimate room and these good people, he said to himself, “If only one could settle oneself here, high above Paris, one could turn this apartment into a place of peace and calm, a safe haven. Then one could lead, alone, high up in the clouds, a healing life of solitude and, in the course of the years, complete one’s book. And then, what a fabulous pleasure existence would be at last, to be aloof from one’s own time, and, while the tide of human stupidity lapped against the base of the towers, to leaf through old books, under the gentle glow of a well-trimmed lamp.”

He smiled at the naiveté of his dream.

“All the same, you’re nicely situated here,” he said, as if to continue his reflections.

“Oh, not so nice as all that,” said Carhaix’s wife. “The apartment is large – we have two bedrooms as big as this room and lots of alcoves – but it’s so inconvenient and so cold. And no kitchen!” she went on, pointing to a cooking-stove which she’d had to install in a small landing on the stairway itself. “And I’m getting old. I’m too ill now, when I go out shopping, to climb up so many steps.”

“There’s not even a way of driving a nail into this vault,” said her husband, “the bare stone bends them when you try to force them in and spits them back out. Me, I’m made for the place, but her, she dreams of ending her days in Landévennec!”

Des Hermies got up to leave. They all shook hands and the Carhaixs made Durtal swear he would return.

“What excellent people,” he exclaimed, as soon as they found themselves back on the Place Saint-Sulpice.

“Not to mention that Carhaix is an invaluable man to consult, since he’s so well-informed about a lot of things.”

“But, tell me … how is it that such a learned man, the sort of man you don’t meet everyday, practises a trade, that of a manual labourer … is a worker, in short?”

“If he could hear you! But, my friend, the bell-ringers of the Middle Ages weren’t miserable wretches, though it’s true that modern bell-ringers are a degenerate lot. As for telling you why Carhaix is so in love with his bells, I don’t know. All I know is that he undertook his studies at a seminary in Brittany, that he had scruples of conscience and didn’t believe himself to be worthy of the priesthood, and that at Paris, where he went next, he was the pupil of a very clever and well-read master bell-ringer, Father Cilbert, who kept some old and very rare maps of Paris in his cell at Notre-Dame. He wasn’t a manual labourer either, rather he was an obsessive collector of documents relating to old Paris. From Notre- Dame, Carhaix moved to Saint-Sulpice where he’s been settled for more than fifteen years.”

“And you, how did you come to know him?”

“In my capacity as doctor, at first, then I became his friend ten years ago.”

“It’s funny, he doesn’t have that gait that old seminarians have, like some shuffling gardener.”

“Carhaix is good for a few more years yet,” said des Hermies, as if talking to himself. “After that, it’ll be time enough for him to die. The Church, which has begun by installing gas in the chapels, will end up by replacing bells with powerful electronic chimes. Now that will be charming, all  those mechanisms connected up by electric wires, it’ll be true Protestant bell-ringing: short, sharp calls to order.”

“Well, that’ll be the time for Carhaix’s wife to go back to Finistère!”

“They couldn’t do it because they’re so poor, and besides, Carhaix would pine away if he lost his bells. All the same, it’s curious this affection a man has for the object he loves, it’s the same love a mechanic has for his machine, you end up loving the thing that obeys you and that is under your care as much as a living creature. It’s true that the bell is an instrument apart, that it’s baptised just as if it was a person and anointed with the chrism of salvation to consecrate it. And after a Pontifical blessing, moreover, it’s sanctified in its chalice-like interior by a bishop, being anointed with holy oil seven times in the form of a cross for the sick, so that it thereby carries a consoling voice to the dying and sustains them in their last agonies. It’s also the Church’s herald, its external voice, as the priest is its voice within. It’s not just a simple piece of bronze, a mortar that you turn upside down and shake. Added to which, like old wines, bells improve with age, their voices become fuller and more supple, they lose their shrill bouquet, their immature tone. That goes some way to explain how you get so attached to them.”

“You’re quite taken with bells aren’t you!”

“Me?” responded des Hermies laughing, “I don’t know anything, I’m repeating what I’ve heard Carhaix say. All the same, if the subject interests you, you should ask him to explain it, he’ll teach you the symbolism of the bell, he’s inexhaustible, knows all about it like no one else.”

“What is certain,” said Durtal thoughtfully, “is that I live in an area full of monasteries, in a street the very air of which vibrates at dawn with waves of pealing bells, and whenever I’m ill during the night, I wait for the call of the bells in the morning to bring me relief. Then, at daybreak, I feel myself lulled by a kind of gentle rocking, pampered by a mysterious, far-off caress, it’s like a bandage, so smooth and so fresh, and I have the assurance that upright people are praying for others – and consequently for me – and I feel less alone. So  it’s true, at least, that their chimes are especially suited to those who are ill and who can’t sleep.”

“Not only for the sick, the bells also act like bromide on war-like souls. The inscription carried by one of them, paco cruentos – ‘I pacify the embittered’ – is singularly apt when you think about it.”

This conversation haunted Durtal and, when he was alone in his room that evening, he was seized by troubled dreams in his bed. That phrase of the bell-ringer, that the true music of the Church was that of the bells, came back to him again and again like an obsession. And his reverie suddenly carried him back several centuries, evoking, amid the slow processions of monks in the Middle Ages, a kneeling throng of the faithful, responding to the call of the angelus and drinking in, like a blessed draught of consecrated wine, the sweet drops of their pure chimes.

All the details that he had once known of ancient litanies crowded in on him: the Invitatories to Matins, the bells telling the harmonious beads of their rosaries over those narrow, winding streets, over those conical turrets, those sentry-box gables, over those walls pierced by water-spouts and crenellations, carillons singing out the canonical hours, prime and terce, sext and nones, vespers and compline, celebrating the gaiety of a city through the delicate laughter of its small bells, or its distress, through the massive tears of its mournful bass.

In those days they were expert bell-ringers, true masters, who could echo the state of the town’s soul with these air- borne joys or sorrows. And the bell which they were serving like obedient sons, like faithful deacons, was made in the very image of the medieval Church itself, humble and of the people. At certain times, it would divest itself of its pious tones, like a priest stripped of his chasuble. It spoke to the ordinary people on market days and at fairs, inviting them when it rained to discuss their business in the nave of the church, and, through the sanctity of the place, imposing on those inevitable bouts of hard negotiating an integrity which has been lost forever.

Now the bells were speaking a dead language, gibbering away in sounds empty and denuded of sense. Carhaix wasn’t mistaken. This man who lived apart from the rest of humanity in his aerial tomb believed in his art, and, as a consequence, no longer had a purpose in life. In a society amused by the concert hall and the dance hall, he was vegetating, superfluous and obsolete. He was like a broken, dying animal, like a wreck stranded in the shallows of the times, a wreck indifferent, above all, to the miserable clerics of this fin de siècle who, to attract fashionable crowds into the salons of their churches, aren’t afraid to force cavatinas and waltzes out of those great organs, which, in a final act of sacrilege, are now played by composers of profane music, ballet impresarios, and writers of comic opera.

“Poor Carhaix,” he said to himself, blowing out his candle, “another one who loves this era as much as des Hermies and I do! Well, he has his bells to look after and certainly, among his wards, he has his favourites. All in all, he’s not to be pitied, for like us, he too has his little infatuation, something that makes his life more bearable.”


CHAPTER IV

“Is it coming on, Durtal?”

“Yes, I’ve finished the first part of Gilles de Rais’ life, in which I’ve noted down as briefly as possible his achievements and his virtues.”

“The not very interesting part …” said des Hermies.

“Obviously, since the name of Gilles de Rais is only remembered after four centuries thanks to the enormity of those vices it’s come to symbolise. Now, I’m coming to the crimes. The great difficulty, you see, is to explain why this man, who was a brave soldier and a good Christian, suddenly became so sacrilegious and sadistic, so cruel and cowardly.”

“The fact is there was no such abrupt change of character, as far I as know.”

“Which is why his biographers are so astonished by this mental enchantment, this transmutation of the soul accomplished with a wave of the wand, as if in a theatre. But there must certainly have been some lapses into vice, the traces of which are now lost, a gradual sinking into unseen sins unknown to history. In short, if we sum up the details that have been handed down to us, we find the following:

“Gilles de Rais, about whose childhood little is known, was born around 1404, on the borders of Brittany and Anjou, in a château in Machecoul. His father dies at the end of October 1415 and his mother marries, almost immediately, a knight from Estouville, whom she soon abandons along with Gilles and his brother, René de Rais. Gilles then becomes the ward of his grandfather, Jean de Craon, Lord of Champtocé and La Suze, ‘an olde and ancient man of very great age’, as the sources state. He was neither supervised nor guided by this debonair and inattentive old man, who soon rids himself of his ward by marrying him to Catherine de Thouars, on the 30th of the month of November, 1420.

“We note his presence at the Dauphin’s court five years later, his contemporaries representing him as a sinewy, robust  man, of intoxicating beauty and rare elegance. Details are lacking about the role he played at court, but one can easily supply them by imagining the arrival of Gilles – who was the richest baron in France – at the household of an impoverished king.

“Indeed, just at this moment, Charles VII is at his wit’s end. He is without money, devoid of prestige and his authority is in tatters, even the towns ranged along the Loire scarcely submit to him. France, weakened by massacres and ravaged for some years past by the plague, is in a terrible state. She’s been flayed to the bone, gutted to the marrow by England which, like the giant squid of the fable, the Kraken, has emerged from the sea and hurled her tentacles across the Channel, over Brittany, Normandy, parts of Picardy, the Ile de France, over all of the north, and the centre as far as Orléans, tentacles whose suckers never let go their hold except to leave behind ravaged cities and dead countryside.

“Charles’s appeals, his demands for subsidies, his fabrication of tithes, his calls for more taxes, are useless. The ransacked towns, their abandoned fields swarming with wolves, can’t provide relief for a king whose legitimacy is still in doubt. Weeping, he embarks on a round of begging for money, but in vain. At Chinon, one of his lesser courts, he finds a network of intrigues which here and there unravel themselves into acts of murder. Tired of being pursued, and more or less sheltered by the Loire, Charles and his partisans end up consoling themselves against the disasters to come in exuberant debauches. In this day-to-day kingship, in which raids or loans make for opulent feasts and widespread drunkenness, the endless round of ‘who-goes-there’ and reveille is forgotten, and they defy the morrow by downing goblets of wine and fondling women.”

“Still, what can you expect from a tired and prematurely worn-out king, the offspring of an infamous mother and a mad father? Oh, but whatever you could say against Charles VII would be nothing compared to the portrait in the Louvre, painted by Foucquet. I’ve often stopped in front of that shameless countenance, in which I can discern the snout of  a pig, the eyes of a provincial money-lender, the lips of a whinging hypocrite, and the complexion of a choirboy. It seems to me that Foucquet has portrayed a dishonest priest with a cold in the head and a hangover. You can see a leaner, milder version of this type, less salacious and more discretely cruel, sneakier and more stubborn, in his son and successor, King Louis XI. Moreover, he’s the man who had Fearless John assassinated and who deserted Joan of Arc, which is enough to judge him by!”

“It is indeed. Well, you can imagine that Gilles de Rais, who had raised a troop of soldiers at his own expense, was certainly received with open arms in that court. It’s certain that he defrayed the costs of tournaments and of banquets, that he was tapped for cash by vigilant courtiers, and that he lent the king awesome sums of money. But, despite the successes he obtained, he doesn’t seem to have fallen, as Charles VII had, into the anxiety-ridden egoism of debauchery: we find him almost immediately in Anjou and in the Maine, which he defends against the English. There, he was a ‘good and hardy captain’, according to the chronicles, which didn’t stop him from being overcome by numbers and having to flee. The English armies regrouped their forces, inundating the countryside, spreading themselves further and further inland, and invading the heart of the country. The king was thinking of falling back to the Midi, casting off France altogether. It was at this moment that Joan of Arc appeared.

“Just then, Gilles returns to Charles, who entrusts him with the care and defence of ‘the Maid’. Gilles follows her everywhere, supports her in battle, even to the very walls of Paris, and keeps close to her at Reims, on the day of the coronation, where, because of his valour, as Monstrelet says, the king appoints him Marshal of France, at twenty-five.”

“By heaven,” interrupted des Hermies, “they moved quickly in those days, but then the top brass were probably less obtuse and less dim-witted than the bemedalled idiots we have today.”

“Oh, don’t be misled. The title Marshal of France didn’t mean then what it did later, under the reign of Francis I, or  what it has come to mean, especially since the time of the Emperor Napoleon.

“What was Gilles de Rais’ conduct towards Joan of Arc? The facts are unclear. Vallet de Viriville accuses him of treason, but without any proof. Abbé Bossard claims, on the contrary, that he was devoted to her and that he watched loyally over her, and he shores up his opinion with plausible reasons. What is certain is that here was a man whose soul was saturated with mystical ideas, his whole life story proves it. He lived by the side of that extraordinary tomboy whose adventures seemed to bear witness to the fact that divine intervention in events here below was possible. He’s present at that miracle where a peasant girl subdues a court full of ruffians and bandits, and reinvigorates a cowardly king whose only thought was of escape. He’s present at that incredible episode when a virgin leads men such as La Hire and Xaintrailles, Beaumanoir and Chabannes, Dunois and Gaucourt, like a docile flock of sheep being led to pasture, and those old wolves are made to don lamb’s fleeces and bleat at her bidding. Like them, he himself grazes unquestioningly on the pure grass of her sermons, and receives Communion on the morning of battle, revering Joan as if she were a saint.

“He sees, in short, that the Maid keeps her promises. She’d raised the siege of Orléans, crowned the king at Reims and now she herself declares that her mission is finished, and begs as a favour that she be allowed to return home. It’s a good bet that, in such a situation, Gilles’s sense of mysticism would be inflamed. We find ourselves, therefore, in the presence of a man whose soul is part trooper and part monk. Others …”

“Sorry to interrupt, it’s just that I’m not as convinced as you that Joan of Arc’s interference has been good for France.”

“How’s that?”

“Well, listen for a moment. You know that Charles VII’s defenders were, for the most part, savages from the Midi, that’s to say forceful and ferocious pillagers, abhorred even by the populations they came to defend. Essentially, the Hundred Years War had been a war of the south against the north. England at that time was Normandy – the Normans having  conquered her centuries before – and had preserved her blood, customs and language. Suppose Joan of Arc had continued her dressmaking work alongside her mother, Charles VII would have been deposed and the war come to an end. The Plantagenets would have reigned over England and over France, which in any case formed, in prehistoric times when the Channel didn’t even exist, a single territory, a single race. There would thus have been a unified, powerful northern kingdom, stretching almost to the provinces of Languedoc, comprising all the peoples whose tastes, instincts and customs were the same.

“By contrast, the coronation of Charles Valois at Reims created a France that lacked cohesion, a France that was an absurdity. It dispersed those elements which were most alike and stitched together the most refractory nationalities, the most hostile races. It has bequeathed to us, and for a long time to come I’m afraid, that race of beings with walnut complexions and glazed eyes, those chewers of chocolate and crushers of garlic who aren’t French at all, but rather Spanish or Italian. In a word, without Joan of Arc, France wouldn’t be descended from that line of noisy, frivolous and untrustworthy show-offs, that cursed Latin race, the devil take them!”

Durtal shrugged his shoulders.

“Well, well,” he said laughing, “you’re coming out with sentiments that make me think you’re interested in your country after all, which is something I wouldn’t have suspected.”

“No doubt,” replied des Hermies, relighting his cigarette. “But I’m of the same opinion as the old poet, d’Esternod: ‘My country is where I am happy.’ As for me, I’m not comfortable except with northerners. But come, I’ve interrupted you, let’s return to our subject. Where were you?”

“I can’t remember … yes, wait, I was saying that the Maid had accomplished her task. Well, the question arises: what became of Gilles, what did he do after she was captured, after her death? No one knows. Everything points to his presence in the environs of Rouen at the moment the trial began, but  to conclude from that, as certain of his biographers do, that he was planning to rescue Joan of Arc, is a long step. Still, the fact is that after losing sight of him we find him again, at the age of twenty-six, cooped up in his château at Tiffauges.

“The old iron-breeches, the old soldier in him, vanishes. At the same time as the evil acts begin, the artist and the literary man develops in him, extravasates within him, inciting him, under the impulse of an inverted mysticism, to the most learned of cruelties, the most refined of crimes. For he stands virtually alone in his century, this Baron de Rais. At a time when his peers are simple brutes, he, desiring the distracting refinements of art, dreams about ancient, worm-eaten books, he even composes a treatise on the art of raising demons. He adores the music of the Church, and wants to surround himself with nothing but matchless objects and rare things.

“He was an erudite Latinist, a witty conversationalist, a generous and reliable friend. He possessed an extraordinary library for the time, when reading was confined to theology and lives of the saints. We have descriptions of several of his manuscripts: Suetonius, Valerius-Maximus, and an Ovid on parchment, covered in red leather and with a silver-gilt clasp and key.

“These books, which he doted on, he carried around with him everywhere, on all his travels. He attached to his household a painter named Thomas who would illuminate them with ornate letters and miniatures, while he himself would paint enamels which a specialist, discovered with great difficulty, would set into the gilded boards of the bindings. His taste in furnishings was for the ceremonial and the bizarre, he went into raptures over sumptuous vestments, voluptuous silks, and the sombre gilt of old brocades. He loved studiously spiced foods and fiery wines, cloudy with aromatics. He dreamed of strange jewels, uncanny metals and insane gems. He was the des Esseintes of the fifteenth century!

“All this was costing him dear, though not as much, however, as the luxurious court which surrounded him at Tiffauges and which made this fortress such a unique place. He had a guard of more than two hundred men, knights,  captains, squires, pages, and all of them had their own servants magnificently equipped at Gilles’s expense. The luxury of his chapel and collegiate church verged on the positively insane. Tiffauges was home to all the clergy of a large city – deans, vicars, treasurers, canons, clerks and deacons, choir-masters and choir-boys – we can still count the supplices, the stoles, the amices, the delicate grey choir caps lined with miniver. Sacerdotal ornaments abound: here, one comes across altar- cloths of vermilion drape, emerald-studded silk curtains, a cope of crimson and purple velvet with a gold-embroidered mantle, and another in golden damask, dalmatics in satin for the deacons, canopies embroidered with hawks and falcons in gold Cyprus thread; and there, one finds plates, chalices and ciboriums in beaten-gold, studded with uncut rubies and rimmed with gemstones, silver-work reliquaries, the chief of which is that of Saint Honoré, and a whole mass of gleaming jewellery which an artist, installed at the château, sculpted according to Gilles’s tastes.

“And everything else was in proportion: his table was open to every guest, and from all corners of France caravans set out towards this château in which artists, poets and scholars found a princely hospitality and homely comforts, with gifts on their arrival and largesse on their departure.

“Already weakened by the deep wounds inflicted on it by the war, his fortune reeled under these expenses. It was then that he ventured down the perilous path of usury; he borrowed from the lowest of commoners, speculated on his châteaux, mortgaged his lands. He was reduced, at times, to demanding advances against his religious ornaments, his jewels, and his books.”

“I’m glad to see that the way to ruin yourself in the Middle Ages isn’t noticeably different from that of our own times,” said des Hermies. “They, however, didn’t have Monaco, lawyers or the stock exchange!”

“But they did have sorcery and alchemy. A memorandum addressed by Gilles’s heirs to the king reveals that his immense fortune melted away in less than eight years. One day it’s the estates of Confolens, Chabannes, Châteaumorant and  Lombert that are ceded to a captain of arms for next to nothing. On another, it’s the fiefdom of Fontain-Milon – Grattecuisse’s estates – which are bought by the Bishop of Angers, and the fortress of Saint-Etienne-de-Mer-Morte, which is acquired by Guillaume Le Ferron, both for a song. Another day again, the châteaux of Blaison and Chemillé are obtained by contract by one Guillaume de la Jumelière, though he doesn’t pay up. But look, it’s all here,” said Durtal, unravelling a long strip of paper on which he had copied out, in great detail, all the sales and purchases, “a complete list of castellanies and forests, salt-marshes and meadows.

“Frightened by this madness, the Marshal’s family begs the king to intervene and finally, in 1436, Charles VII, ‘convinced,’ as he says, ‘of the bad governance of Lord de Rais’, forbids him by order of his Great Council and by letters patent dated from Amboise, to sell or mortgage any of his fortresses, his châteaux or his lands.

“This ordinance simply hastens the ruin of the indicted man. That great skinflint, the master usurer of his time, Jean V, Duke of Brittany, refused to publish the edict in his estates, though he nevertheless secretly informed those of his subjects who were negotiating with Gilles about it. With no one daring to buy the Marshal’s lands for fear of drawing on himself the hatred of the Duke and incurring the anger of the king, Jean V remained the sole purchaser, and from then on he fixed his own price. So you can imagine how cheaply Gilles de Rais’ estates were acquired.

“This explains why Gilles was furious with his family, who had solicited the letters patent from the king, and why, for the rest of his life, he had nothing to do either with his wife or his daughter, whom he confined to a dungeon in his château at Pouzauges.

“Well, to return to the question I posed a moment ago, the question of knowing how and for what reason Gilles left the court, it seems to me to become clearer – in part at least – by looking at the facts themselves.

“It’s evident that for a long time previous to this, well before the Marshal was confined to his estates, that Charles  VII had been assailed by complaints from Gilles’s wife and other relatives, added to which his courtiers must have cursed the young man for his wealth and his ostentation. Even the king, who deliberately abandoned Joan of Arc when he no longer judged her to be useful, found an occasion to avenge himself on Gilles for the services he’d rendered. When he had needed money to promote his revelries or raise his army, he never thought the Marshal too extravagant then! But now, when he saw that Gilles was half-ruined, he reproached him for his excesses, held him at arm’s length, and no longer spared either his accusations or his threats.

“You can understand, then, why Gilles left that court with no regrets, but there was one more thing. Weary of living like a nomad and disgusted, no doubt, with camp life, he was certainly eager to take stock of himself in a peaceful atmosphere close to his books. It seems above all that a passion for alchemy entirely dominated him and that he abandoned everything to it. For it has to be said that this science, which launched him into demonology and which he hoped would create the gold that would save him from the poverty he saw coming, was one he loved for itself, even when he was rich. It was in fact in 1426, at a time when money was bulging in his coffers, that he attempted for the first time to succeed in the ‘Great Work’.

“We now find him, therefore, hunched over his retorts in the château at Tiffauges. This is as far as I’ve got, and it’s now that the series of occult crimes and sadistic murders I want to write about begins.”

“But all this doesn’t explain,” said des Hermies, “how a pious man suddenly becomes a Satanist, why an erudite and peaceful man becomes a violator of small children, a butcher of boys and girls.”

“As I’ve already said to you, the documents that could connect these two parts of a life so bizarrely divided are missing, but from all that I’ve described, I think you can begin to untangle a number of the threads. I’ll be more precise, if you wish. This man was, as I’ve just noted, a true mystic. He’d seen the most extraordinary events that history  had ever produced. His association with Joan of Arc had certainly over-stimulated his religious enthusiasms. Now, from exalted mysticism to raging Satanism is but a step. In the beyond, all extremes meet. He had merely transferred his fervour in the region of prayer into that of its opposite. In this, he’d been urged on, influenced by that crowd of sacrilegious priests, of transmuters of metal and evokers of demons, who surrounded him at Tiffauges.”

“So in a way it was the Maid who drove Gilles to crime?”

“Yes, up to a point, if you bear in mind that she stirred up his impetuous soul so it was ready for anything: as much for orgies of saintliness as for excesses of evil. So you see, there was no transition, as soon as Joan was dead he fell into the hands of sorcerers, who were the most exquisite of villains and the wisest of scholars. The people he associated with at Tiffauges were fervent Latinists, prodigious conversationalists, possessors of long-forgotten arcana, the heirs to ancient secrets. Gilles was evidently more fitted to live with them than with men like Dunois and La Hire. These magicians, who all the biographers agree in representing – mistakenly, if you ask me – as vulgar parasites and low swindlers, were, in fact, the spiritual fathers of the fifteenth century. Not having been given places in the Church, where they would certainly not have accepted any position less than cardinal or pope, they could do nothing in those ignorant and turbulent times except take refuge at the home of a great lord like Gilles, the only person in that era who was intelligent and well-read enough to understand them.

“To sum up, there was a natural mysticism on one side and a daily association with scholars obsessed by Satanism on the other. With destitution approaching on the horizon, which the good offices of the Devil might perhaps conjure away, together with a mad, ardent curiosity for the forbidden sciences, all this explains how little by little, as his relations with the world of alchemists and sorcerers grew closer, he threw himself into the occult and was led by it into the most unimaginable crimes.

“Then, as regards the slaughter of children – which didn’t  take place until later on, for Gilles neither violated or murdered little boys until after alchemy had proved futile – he doesn’t differ very appreciably from other barons of his time. He surpasses them in the magnificence of his debaucheries, the opulence of his murders, but that’s all. If you want the truth, read Michelet. You’ll see that the princes of this period were formidable carnivores. There was Lord Giac who poisoned his wife and put her astride his horse, which hauled her off at full speed for five leagues until she was dead. There was another whose name I’ve forgotten, who grabbed hold of his father, dragged him bare-foot through the snow, and then calmly threw him into a subterranean prison until he died. And how many others! I searched without success to see if, in the course of his battles and his forays, the Marshal committed any serious misdeeds. I discovered nothing, except a decided taste for the gallows, for he loved to string up renegade Frenchmen, who he surprised in the ranks of the English or in towns disloyal to the king. A taste for this kind of torture will be found again, much later, in the château at Tiffauges.

“Finally, to finish, one must add to all these other factors a formidable pride, a pride which incites him to say, during his trial: ‘I was born under such a star that no one in the world has done, or could ever do, what I have done.’ And, assuredly, the Marquis de Sade was nothing but a timid bourgeois, a paltry fantasist, next to him.”

“As it’s very difficult to be a saint,” said des Hermies, “it only remained to become a Satanist. Either one of two extremes. The abhorrence of powerlessness, the hatred of mediocrity, that perhaps is one of the more indulgent definitions of devil-worship!”

“It’s possible. One can take pride in being as pre-eminent in sin as a saint is in virtue. That about sums up Gilles de Rais.”

“All the same, it’s a tough subject to get to grips with.”

“Certainly. Satan is incredible in the Middle Ages, but fortunately we have documents in abundance.”

“And in the modern world?” responded des Hermies getting up.

“Do you mean now?”

“Yes, in the modern world where Satanism is rampant and traces itself back in a direct line to the Middle Ages.”

“Oh! come on, do you believe that there are people today who invoke the Devil, who still celebrate the Black Mass?”

“Yes.”

“Are you sure of it?”

“Perfectly.”

“You amaze me; do you realise that if I could see such things it would help me enormously in my work. Joking apart, do you believe in a tide of contemporary Satanism? Do you have any proofs?”

“Yes, and we’ll talk about them later. As for today, I’m a bit pressed for time. Shall we say tomorrow night at Carhaix’s, where, as you know, we’re dining. I’ll come and collect you. Goodbye … in the meantime, meditate on that sentence you applied just now to those magicians, ‘If they’d gone into the Church, they wouldn’t have wanted to be anything but cardinals or popes’, and then think how infamous the clergy of our own times are! The explanation of modern Satanism lies there, to a greater or lesser extent, for without sacrilegious priests you can’t have real Satanism.”

“But what is it these priests want?”

“Everything,” said des Hermies.

“Like Gilles de Rais, then, who asked the Devil for ‘Science, Power and Riches’ – everything that humanity desires – in a note signed in his own blood!”


CHAPTER V

“Come in quickly and warm yourselves. Ah! Messieurs, you’ll end up really offending us,” said Madame Carhaix, seeing Durtal pull out two wrapped bottles from his pockets, and des Hermies place some small packets tied up with string on the table. “No, really, you spend too much.”

“But if it amuses us, Madame Carhaix … and your husband?”

“He’s up above, he hasn’t stopped since this morning.”

“No! but it’s so terribly cold today,” said Durtal, “and the tower can’t be much fun in this weather.”

“Oh, it’s not for himself that he complains, it’s for the bells! But let me take your coats.”

They took off their overcoats and went up to the stove.

“It never gets very warm in here,” she went on, “this building, you know, would need a fire going continuously night and day to thaw it out.”

“You should buy a portable stove.”

“No, for a start you’d be asphyxiated in here.”

“In any case, it wouldn’t be very practical,” said des Hermies, “as there are no chimneys. It’s true that, with some lengths of pipe, you could extend it like the flue-pipe of the stove, which reaches as far as the window … but while we’re on the subject of appliances, don’t you think, Durtal, that those hideous sausages of sheet-metal are just typical of the utilitarian era we live in? Think about it, the engineer who finds any object that isn’t dreary or commonplace in form offensive, is wholly revealed in this contraption. He’s saying to us: You want heat? You shall have heat and nothing else. Anything pleasing to the eye is unnecessary. No more wood fires that crackle and sing, no more warmth that calms and soothes. Utility only, and no fantasies of beautiful gladioli-like flames leaping out of a sonorous log fire.”

“But aren’t there stoves in which you can see the flames?” Madame Carhaix asked.

“Yes, and they’re worse. A fire behind a grate of mica, an imprisoned flame, that’s sadder still. Ah, those beautiful wood-fires in the countryside, the delicious smell of vine twigs and the golden glow that gilds the rooms! Modern life has put an end to all that. This luxury, available even to the poorest peasant, is impossible in Paris, except for people who have inexhaustible incomes.”

The bell-ringer entered, and what with the white snow- flakes sticking out from every hair of his bristling moustache, his knitted mountain hat, his sheep-skin cloak, his fur muffler and his galoshes, he looked like a Samoyed just back from the Pole.

“I won’t shake hands,” he said, “because I’m covered in grease and oil. What weather! Just imagine, since this morning I’ve been attending to the bells … and I’m still worried about them.”

“But why?”

“He asks why! But you know very well that frost contracts metal, which then cracks or splits. There have been severe winters when we’ve lost a good many, believe me, for they suffer just as we do in this weather, do the bells. Is there any hot water, my dear?” he said, passing into the other room to wash his hands.

“Would you like us to help finish laying the table?” des Hermies asked.

But Carhaix’s wife refused. “No, no, sit yourselves down, dinner is ready.”

“And it smells good!” Durtal exclaimed, breathing in the aroma of a bubbling pot-au-fer which was seasoned with a little celery together with the flavour of other vegetables.

“Let’s eat!” commanded Carhaix, who now reappeared, face washed, in a guernsey sweater.

The stove stoked and roaring, they sat down and Durtal experienced the sudden unwinding of a man chilled to the marrow almost swooning in a bath of lukewarm water. With the Carhaixs, he felt himself remote from Paris, remote from his century.

The apartment was very run down, but it was so cordial,  cosy and comfortable. Everything down to the country crockery, the clean glasses, the plateful of fresh, lightly-salted butter and the pitcher of cider, contributed to the intimacy of a table lit by an old lamp that scattered its dull-silver gleams over the rough tablecloth.

“Well, the next time we come here, I must go to one of the English shops and buy a pot of that deliciously tangy orange marmalade,” Durtal said to himself, for by common agreement with des Hermies they would never dine at the bell-ringer’s without bringing their share of the food.

Carhaix would prepare the pot-au-fer and a simple salad, and serve his own cider. So as not to inflict the expense on him, they would bring the wine, the coffee, the whisky and the dessert, and they would arrange it so that what was left of their purchases compensated for the expenditure on the soup and the beef, which would certainly have lasted several days if the Carhaixs had been eating alone.

“This time, this is it!” said the woman, serving round a broth the colour of mahogany, mottled on the surface with reddish-brown ripples and dotted with topaz-coloured bubbles. It was succulent and fatty, with a flavour that was strong, yet subtle, tempered as it was by boiled chicken giblets.

All were reduced to silence now, their noses in their plates, their expressions revived by an inhalation of fragrant soup.

“This would be the moment to repeat that well-known line so dear to Flaubert: ‘You don’t eat like this in a restaurant’,” said Durtal.

“Never malign restaurants,” said des Hermies. “They afford a very special pleasure to people who know how to appreciate them. Listen, a couple of days ago I was returning from a visit to a sick friend, and I wound up in one of those establishments where, for the sum of three francs, you’re entitled to soup, a choice of two main dishes, a salad and a dessert. This restaurant, where I go about once a month, has an unvarying clientele: eminent people who keep themselves to themselves, officers in mufti, members of parliament and civil servants.

“While picking at a splendid piece of sole in a gratin sauce,  I was looking at the regulars who surrounded me and I found them curiously changed since my last visit. They were either emaciated or they were bloated, their eyes were either hollowed-out and ringed with violet or pouched with red bags underneath: the fat ones were turning yellow, the thin ones were becoming green. Deadlier than Exili’s long-lost poisons, the terrible concoctions of this restaurant were slowly poisoning its clientele.

“This was fascinating to me, as you can imagine. I myself once did a course in toxology and I discovered, during my studies on eating, the dreadful ingredients that are used to mask the taste of stale fish that’s been disinfected in the same way that corpses are, by a mixture of ground charcoal and bark, of old meat that’s been marinaded and painted with sauces the colour of sewage, and of wines that have been artificially-coloured with fuscin, perfumed with furfurol, and thickened using molasses and plaster! I’ve duly promised myself to return every month and observe them all wasting away …”

“Oh!” said Madame Carhaix.

“Well, well,” cried Durtal, “you’re not such a bad Satanist yourself.”

“There you see, Carhaix, he’s got his way, without even giving us time to draw breath, he wants to talk about Satanism, though it’s true I promised him I’d talk about it with you this evening … Yes,” des Hermies continued, responding to an astonished look from the bell-ringer, “yesterday, Durtal, who as you know is busying himself with the history of Gilles de Rais, declared that he possessed all the information there is on devil-worship in the Middle Ages. When I asked him if he had any material on the Satanism of the present day, he snorted contemptuously, doubting that any such practices were still kept up.”

“It’s all too true,” replied Carhaix, becoming grave.

“Before we start going into all this, there’s one question I’d like to ask des Hermies,” said Durtal. “Come on, can you in all seriousness – no leg pulling – tell me once and for all whether you believe in Catholicism, yes or no?”

“Him!” exclaimed the bell-ringer, “he’s worse than an unbeliever, he’s an arch-heretic!”

“The fact is, if I could be certain of anything, I would willingly incline towards Manichaeism,” said des Hermies, “it’s one of the oldest – and one of the simplest – religions, one which, in any case, best explains the abominable mess of the present time. The principle of Evil and the principle of Good, the God of Light and the God of Darkness, two rivals fighting over our souls, that at least is clear. At the present moment, it’s obvious that the good God is getting the worst of it and that the evil one rules in mastery over the world. However – and here poor Carhaix, who’s so distressed by these theories, can’t reproach me – I’m for the vanquished, which is very magnanimous, I think, and very proper, too!”

“But Manichaeism is impossible,” cried the bell-ringer. “Two infinities cannot exist together.”

“But nothing can exist if you reason like that. As soon as you examine Catholic dogma, the game’s up, it all falls to pieces! The proof that two infinities can exist is that the very idea surpasses our reason and therefore falls into that category of things spoken about in Ecclesiastes: ‘Inquire not into things higher than yourself, for many things are meant to be above the understanding of men!’

“You see, Manichaeism must have something good in it, because it’s been tempered by streams of blood: at the end of the twelfth century, thousands of Albigensians were burned for practising the doctrine. But to say that the Manichaeans never abused this form of worship, which was rendered mostly to the Devil, I wouldn’t dare to claim that. There, I’m no longer with them,” he went on softly, after a brief silence, waiting while Madame Carhaix, who had risen to clear away the plates, went to fetch the beef.

“While we’re alone,” he continued, watching her disappear into the stairwell, “I can tell you what they did. An eminent man named Psellus has revealed, in a book entitled De operatione Daemonum, that they would ‘eat of the two excrements’, at the beginning of their ceremonies, and mix human semen with their hosts.”

“How disgusting!” exclaimed Carhaix.

“Oh, while they were taking both kinds of communion, they would do better still,” added des Hermies. “They would cut children’s throats, mix their blood with ashes, and this paste, diluted in liquid, constituted the Eucharistic wine.”

“Ah, now we’re into real Satanism,” said Durtal.

“But of course my friend, as you can see I’ve brought you back round to it.”

“I’m sure Monsieur des Hermies has been regailing you with his horrible stories again,” murmured Madame Carhaix, carrying in a plate on which lay a piece of beef surrounded by vegetables.

“Oh, Madame!” protested des Hermies.

They all laughed and Carhaix began to cut the meat, while his wife poured the cider and Durtal opened a bottle of anchovies.

“I’m afraid it’s a bit overcooked,” said the woman, who was more interested in her beef than in the goings on of the other world, and she repeated the well-known housewife’s adage: ‘The better the broth tastes, the worse the beef cuts.’

The men protested, claiming that it wasn’t stringy at all, that it was cooked to perfection.

“Now then, Monsieur Durtal, how about an anchovy and a bit of butter with your meat?”

“Ay, my good woman, and what about giving us some of those red cabbages you pickled, too” demanded Carhaix, his cadaverous face brightening up and his big dog-like eyes filling with moisture. He was clearly delighted, happy to find himself at table with his friends, cosy and warm in his tower.

“But empty your glasses, you’ve drunk nothing,” he said, lifting up his pot of cider.

“Now let’s see … des Hermies, you were claiming yesterday that the practice of Satanism has been uninterrupted since the Middle Ages …” said Durtal resuming the subject, wanting to get back again to the conversation that was haunting him.

“Yes, and the documents are irrefutable, I’ll even put you in a position, whenever it suits you, to prove it. By the end of the  fifteenth century, that’s to say in Gilles de Rais’ time – not to go back any further – Satanism had assumed the proportions it had, as you already know. In the sixteenth century, it was perhaps even worse. I don’t think I need to remind you of the demonic pacts made by Catherine de Médici and the Valois, the trial of the monk Jean de Vaulx, the investigations of Sprenger and Lancre, and of those learned doctors of the Inquisition who roasted thousands of necromancers and witches at the stake. All this is well-known, notorious even. I will just add one more which is less commonly known, the case of the priest Benedictus, who lived with the demon Armellina, and who consecrated hosts by holding them upside down. Now for the threads which join that century to our own. In the seventeenth century, while the witchcraft trials continue and the possessed of Loudun appear, the Black Mass rages, but more secretly, more furtively, than before. I will cite you just one example, if you like, out of many.

“A certain Abbé Guibourg made himself a specialist in these filthy practices. On a table serving as an altar, a woman would stretch herself out, naked, or with her skirt pulled up to her chin, and, with her arms raised, hold lighted tapers during the whole service. In this fashion, Guibourg celebrated masses over the bellies of Madame de Montespan, of Madame d’Argenson, and Madame de Saint-Pont. In fact, these masses were very frequent in Louis XIV’s time and numerous women attended them, just as numerous women today go to have their futures read in a fortune-teller’s cards.

“The ritual of these ceremonies was sufficiently dreadful. Generally, they would kidnap a child beforehand and burn them in a furnace out in the country, then, with the ashes that they’d preserved, they would prepare, using the blood of another child whose throat had been cut, a paste resembling that used by the Manichaeans I told you about. Abbé Guibourg would officiate, consecrating the host and cutting it into small pieces, which were then mixed with this blood, cloudy with ashes. This was the substance of the Sacrament.”

“What an awful priest!” cried Carhaix’s wife indignantly.

“Yes, and this abbé would also celebrate another type of mass, which was called … well, it’s not very easy to say …”

“Say it, Monsieur des Hermies, when you hate such things as much as we do, one can listen to anything. To be sure, it won’t stop me from saying my prayers tonight.”

“Nor me,” added her husband.

“Well then, the ceremony is called the Spermatic Mass.”

“Ah!”

“Guibourg, dressed in alb, stole and manipule, would celebrate this mass with the sole end of making magical pastes. The archives of the Bastille tell us that he did it at the request of a lady called Des Oeillettes. When this woman was ‘indisposed’, she would provide Guibourg with some of her blood – the man attending her having withdrawn into an alcove of the bedroom in which this was taking place – and he would then collect some of his semen in a chalice, add some blood and some flour, and, after a few sacrilegious rites, Des Oeillettes would leave carrying her paste.”

“My God, what a heap of depravity,” sighed the bell- ringer’s wife.

“But,” said Durtal, “if in the Middle Ages the mass was celebrated differently, the altar being formed by a woman’s naked buttocks, and in the seventeenth century, by the belly. What is it now?”

“Nowadays, a woman is rarely used as an altar, but let’s not anticipate. In the eighteenth century, we again find abbés – among numerous others – who are defilers of holy things. One of these, Canon Duret, busied himself especially with black magic. He would practise necromancy and invoke the Devil; he ended up by being executed as a magician in the Year of Grace, 1718. There was another in Lombardy who believed in the Incarnation of the Holy Spirit, or the Paraclete, and amid furious complaints from the locals he ordained twelve male and twelve female apostles, each charged to preach his creed. This man, Abbé Beccarelli, would abuse, as all priests of his type do, his proselytes of both sexes and, moreover, he said mass without having been confessed of his lecheries. Little by little, he introduced unholy practices into his masses,  during which he would distribute to his assistants aphrodisiac lozenges that had this peculiarity, that after they had been swallowed, the men believed they had turned into women, and the women into men. The recipe for this aphrodisiac is now lost,” continued des Hermies, with an almost wistful smile. “In short, Abbé Beccarelli came to a fairly miserable end. Tried for his sacrileges, he was condemned in 1708, to row in the galleys for seven years.”

“What with all these horrible stories, you’re not eating,” said Madame Carhaix. “Now Monsieur des Hermies, another little bit of salad?”

“No thanks, but it might be the right time I think, now that the cheese is on the table, to open some wine,” and he uncorked one of the bottles that Durtal had brought.

“It’s perfect!” exclaimed the bell-ringer, smacking his lips.

“It’s a light, but not too weak, wine from Chinon that I discovered in a wine-shop down by the quays,” said Durtal. “I can see,” he added after a pause, “that a tradition of unspeakable crimes has, in effect, been kept up ever since Gilles de Rais. I can see that in every century there have been fallen priests who have dared to commit unholy crimes, but at the present time it all seems so unbelievable, especially since no one cuts children’s throats anymore, as in the days of Bluebeard and Abbé Guibourg.”

“That’s to say the law courts don’t convict anyone for it, it’s not that they don’t assassinate people any more, rather that they kill their designated victims by means which official science doesn’t understand. Ah! if the confessionals could speak!” cried the bell-ringer.

“But what class do these people come from, these present- day confederates of the Devil?”

“From missionary superintendents, convent confessors, prelates and abbesses, and in Rome, the centre of real magic, from the highest dignitaries,” des Hermies replied. “As for the laity, they are recruited from the richer classes, that explains why these scandals are hushed up if ever the police do discover them. And then, even if we admit that before these sacrifices to the Devil there haven’t been any preliminary  murders, that they only take place in certain cases and that they make do with the blood of a foetus that’s been aborted at the appropriate time, all this is nothing but a supererogatory pleasure, an appetiser, the whole point is to consecrate the host and to put it to an unspeakable use, everything is directed to that end, all else is subject to change. In fact, there isn’t a regular ritual for the Black Mass at all.”

“So is it absolutely necessary for a priest to celebrate these masses?”

“Certainly, for he alone can work the mystery of Transubstantiation. I know of certain occultists who claim to have been consecrated, as Saint Paul was by our Lord, and they thus imagine themselves to be as authorised to perform a real mass as a genuine priest, it’s simply grotesque. However, in default of proper masses and despite corrupt abbés, these people, possessed by a kind of sacrilegious mania, nevertheless succeed in achieving the sacred debaucheries of which they dream. Listen to this. In 1855, there existed in Paris an association composed for the most part of women. These women would take Communion several times a day, keep the holy wafers in their mouths, and then spit them out afterwards so as to despoil them or defile them through disgusting practices.”

“Are you sure of it?”

“Perfectly, the facts were revealed by a religious journal, Les Annales de la Sainteté, and even the archbishop of Paris couldn’t deny them. I would add that, in 1874, some women were likewise engaged in Paris to practise this odious business, they were paid for each host, which explains why they would present themselves at the Communion table every day in different churches.”

“That’s nothing!” said Carhaix in his turn, getting up and taking a blue pamphlet from his bookcase. “Look, here’s a review, dated 1843, La Voix de la Septaine. It tells us that, for twenty-five years without cease, a Satanic association in Agen celebrated Black Masses, committed murder, and polluted 3,320 hosts. And Monsignor the Bishop of Agen, who was a good, earnest prelate, never even attempted to deny that these monstrosities were committed in his diocese!”

“Yes, speaking between ourselves,” added des Hermies, “the nineteenth century has thrown up a number of foul abbés. Unfortunately, though the documents are indisputable, they are difficult to verify, for no priest ever boasts about his crimes. Those who celebrate these God-forsaken masses conceal their feelings and declare themselves devotees of Christ, they even maintain they’re defending him by fighting the possessed by means of exorcisms. But even this is a big con, it’s they themselves who create or deploy the so-called ‘possessed’. In this way, they’re certain of a supply of subjects and accomplices, especially in convents. Every kind of murderous or sadistic excess is disguised under the ancient and pious mantle of Exorcism.”

“Be fair, they wouldn’t be complete Satanists if they weren’t also abominable hypocrites,” said Carhaix.

“You might also add that hypocrisy and pride are the most formidable sins of the evil priest,” Durtal concurred.

“The truth is,” des Hermies continued, “that everything, despite the most ingenious of precautions, comes out in the course of time. Up to now I have spoken only of localised Satanic associations, but there are others, more extensive, that are desecrating both the Old and the New worlds, for – and this is a very recent development – devil-worship is becoming more organised, more centralised, as you might say. There are now committees and sub-committees, a kind of Satanic court with jurisdiction over America and Europe, just like the Curia of the Pope.

“The largest of these societies, which dates from 1855, is the Society of Aristocratical Neo-Theurgists. It is split, despite an appearance of unity, into two camps: one aspiring to destroy the universe and reign over the ruins, and the other dreaming simply of imposing a demonic cult on the world, of which it would be the high priest. The society is based in America and was formerly under the direction of Longfellow, who styled himself the High Priest of New Evocative Magic, and for a long time now it has also had branches in France, Italy, Germany, Russia, Austria and even Turkey. At the present time, it’s pretty much on the wane or perhaps even  defunct altogether, but another is on the way to being formed, the intention of which is to elect an anti-pope who will be the exterminating Antichrist. And that’s to mention but two societies, there are many others, large and small, open and secret, all of which, in a common accord, whether in Paris, Rome, Bruges, Constantinople, Nantes, Lyon or in Scotland – where magicians abound – celebrate a Black Mass at ten o’clock in the morning on the day of the Feast of the Holy Sacrament.

“And aside from these world-wide associations and local groups, there are numerous isolated cases on which only faint gleams of light can be shed. A few years ago, some way from here, a certain Count Lautrec died in disgrace for donating devotional statues, which he had previously cursed, to various churches in order to convert the faithful to Satan. At Bruges, a priest I know defiles the Holy Ciborium in order to prepare charms and spells. Finally, among all these examples, it’s possible to cite a very clear case of possession, the case of Cantianille, who, in 1865, not only threw the town of Auxerre into confusion, but the whole diocese of Sens as well.

“This Cantianille, who had been placed in the convent of Mont-Saint-Sulpice, was raped when she reached her fifteenth year by a priest who consecrated her to the Devil. This priest had himself been corrupted in his childhood by an ecclesiastic who belonged to a sect, the ‘Possessed’, founded on the evening of the very day that Louis XVI was guillotined.

“What went on in this convent, in which several nuns, evidently exasperated by hysteria, shared in Cantianille’s erotic delusions and sacrilegious mania, calls to mind the witchcraft trials of earlier days, the accounts of Gaufredy and Madeleine Palud, of Urbain Grandier and Madeleine Bavent, of Girard the Jesuit and of La Cadière, about which, from the point of view of hystero-epilepsy on the one hand, and from devil-worship on the other, much could be said. The fact remains that Cantianille, expelled from the convent, was exorcised by a certain priest of the diocese, Abbé Thorey, whose mind doesn’t seem to have been resistant to such practices. It  wasn’t long before Auxerre witnessed such scandalous scenes, such fits of devilry, that the bishop was forced to intervene. Cantianille was chased out of the country, Abbé Thorey was strictly disciplined, and the affair was referred to Rome. What’s also curious is that the bishop, terrified by what he had seen, handed in his resignation and retired to Fontainebleau, where he died, still in a state of shock, two years later.”

“My friends,” said Carhaix consulting his watch, “it’s a quarter to eight, I have to go up to the bells and ring the Angelus this evening. Don’t wait for me, have some coffee, I’ll be back in ten minutes.”

He donned his Greenland costume, lit a lantern and opened the door. A gust of icy wind blew in and white snowflakes whirled in the darkness.

“The wind drives the snow in through the loopholes on the stairwell,” said his wife, “I’m always afraid that Louis will get an inflammation of the chest in this weather. Now, Monsieur des Hermies, here’s the coffee, I’ll leave you the care of serving it, at this hour my poor legs won’t carry me any further, I must go and rest them.”

“The fact is,” whispered des Hermies as soon as they had wished her goodnight, “the fact is, she’s ageing pretty fast is mother Carhaix. I’ve tried hard to pep her up with tonics, but with no success. The truth is she’s worn to a thread, she’s climbed up too many stairs in her life the poor woman.”

“All the same, what you’ve told me is very curious,” said Durtal, “in short, the main aim of modern-day Satanism is the Black Mass.”

“Yes, together with the casting of spells and the incubus and the succubus, about which I will talk to you later, or rather, I’ll get someone else more expert than I am on such matters to talk to you. Sacrilegious masses, evil spells and the succubus, these form the true quintessence of Satanism.”

“And those hosts consecrated in blasphemous services, what would they be used for, when they’re not torn to pieces?”

“But I’ve already told you, they’re used in disgusting practices. Listen …” and des Hermies took down from the  bell-ringer’s bookcase the fifth volume of Görres’ Mystique and flicked through it. “Here’s the bit: ‘These priests have at times, in their nefariousness, gone so far as to celebrate the mass with large hosts which they then cut down the middle, after which, they glue them onto a parchment prepared in the same manner and they then use them in an abominable way to satisfy their passions.’”

“Divine Sodomy, in other words?”

“Indeed!”

At that moment the bell, set in motion in the tower, boomed out. The room in which Durtal sat trembled, setting up a kind of corresponding hum. It seemed as if the waves of sound were coming from the walls, that they were even unrolling themselves in spirals from the stone, it seemed as if one had been transported, as in a dream, into the depths of one of those shells which, when you hold them against your ear, simulate the rolling sound of the sea. Des Hermies, used to the tumult of the bells, thought of nothing but the coffee, which he put on the stove to heat up.

Then the bell tolled more slowly, the hum grew fainter, the window-panes, the glass in the bookcase, the wine glasses left behind on the table became silent, except for the occasional slight, sharp tinkle, almost bitter in tone.

Steps were heard in the stairwell. Carhaix re-entered, covered in snow.

“Lord, that’s a bitter wind boys!” He shook himself, threw his coat on the chair, and extinguished his lantern. “It was coming through the cracks in the tower, through the shutters, through the louvres – shovelfuls of snow blinding me – what a dog of a winter! So the good lady wife has gone to bed? Good. But there, haven’t you had any coffee yet?” he added, seeing Durtal pouring it into the cups.

He went up to the stove, stoked it, wiped his eyes which the cold had filled with tears, and drank a mouthful of coffee.

“Now, that’s done! So where were you with your stories, des Hermies?”

“I’ve just finished a brief account of Satanism, but I still  haven’t spoken about that veritable monster, the only master of the art who actually exists, the defrocked abbé–”

“Oh,” said Carhaix, “take care, the name alone of that man brings bad luck!”

“Pah, Canon Docre, to refer to him by name, can do nothing against us. I swear I don’t understand the terror he inspires, but we’ll leave it at that. Before we busy ourselves with this man, I’d like Durtal to meet your friend Gévingey, who seems to know him best and most intimately. One conversation with him would greatly simplify any explanations I could give about Satanism, especially on poisonous spells and on the succubus. Let’s see, would you allow us to invite him to dine here?”

Carhaix scratched his head, then tapped out the ash from his pipe onto his thumbnail.

“It’s just that,” he said, “we’ve had a bit of a … disagreement.”

“But why?”

“Oh, not about anything serious, I interrupted his experiments here one day … but pour yourself a small glass, Monsieur Durtal, and you, des Hermies, you’re not drinking,” and, when they had lit their cigarettes and both men were sipping mouthfuls of fairly respectable brandy, Carhaix resumed:

“Gévingey, who, as well as being an astrologer is also a good Christian and an honest fellow who, moreover, I would see again with pleasure, had wanted to consult my bells. That astonishes you, but it’s like this: in former times, the bells had their role to play in the forbidden sciences. The art of predicting the future from their sounds is one of the least known and most neglected branches of the occult. Gévingey had discovered some documents and he wanted to verify them in the tower.”

“But what was he going to do?”

“How should I know? He lay down under the bell on the timber framework, at the risk, at his age, of breaking his back, he went halfway inside, burying himself so to speak, up to his haunches, in the bell’s cavity. And then he started talking to  himself and listening to the vibrations of his voice reverberating in the bronze. He’d previously talked to me about the interpretation of dreams, as far as bells were concerned. To his way of thinking, anyone who sees a swinging bell during a dream is threatened by an accident, if the bell sounds it’s a forewarning of slander, if it falls it’s a sure sign of paralysis, and if it breaks it’s an assurance of affliction and misery. Finally, I think he added that when night-birds fly around a bell lit by the moon, you can be sure that a sacrilegious theft will be committed in the church or that the priest is in danger of death. Be that as it may, his manner of touching the bells, of getting inside them – they are consecrated, after all – of taking them as oracles and using them to interpret dreams, which is formally forbidden by Levitical law, annoyed me and I told him a little rudely to stop his tricks.”

“But you weren’t really angry?”

“No, indeed, I confess I regret having been so quick- tempered.”

“Oh well, I’ll sort it all out. I’ll go and see him,” said des Hermies. “So that’s settled, is it not?”

“Settled.”

“On that note, we’ll let you go to bed, as you have to be up at dawn.”

“Oh, just at half-five for the six o’clock Angelus, but I can even go back to bed if I want, as I don’t have any further bell-ringing to do before a quarter to eight, and then I have nothing, except to sound a few strokes for the priest’s mass, so as you can see it’s not that hard.”

“Hmm!” said Durtal, “if I had to get up so early!”

“It’s just a matter of habit. But you’ll have another little glass before you leave. No? Are you sure? OK, on your way!” He lit his lantern and they descended, shivering, in single file, down the icy spiral of the black staircase.


CHAPTER VI

The next morning, Durtal awoke later than usual. Before he had even opened his eyes, he saw in a sudden flash, a parade of all the demonic societies that des Hermies had spoken about dancing before his mind. “Nothing but a bunch of mystical jokers, women hanging upside down and praying with their feet together,” he said to himself, yawning. He stretched and looked at the window, its panes flowered with ice lilies and hoar-frost ferns. He quickly drew his arms back under the bedclothes, and snuggled beneath the blankets.

“It’s a good day to stay at home and work,” he added, “I’ll get up and light the fire. Come on, a little courage …” and, instead of throwing off the covers, he pulled them up higher under his chin.

“Oh, I know very well you don’t like it when I sleep late,” he said, addressing his cat, who, lying at his feet on the counterpane, was looking at him fixedly with its two black eyes.

It was an affectionate and beguiling beast, but fussy and crotchety as well, it wouldn’t tolerate any capricious behaviour, any deviation from the norm, understanding only that one must get up and go to bed at the same time every day. Whenever it was dissatisfied, it would make the extent of its irritation perfectly clear, through the sullenness of its looks, in such a way that its master couldn’t fail to miss it.

Should Durtal return before eleven o’clock in the evening it would be waiting for him in the hallway by the door, clawing the wood, miaowing even before he’d come into the room, then it would roll its languorous, golden-green pupils, rub against his trouser legs, jump on the furniture, stretch itself out flat and rear up like a little horse, conveying its friendliness towards him when he approached by butting him with its head. After eleven o’clock it wouldn’t go near him, confining itself to getting up only when Durtal came close; it would still arch its back, but it wouldn’t allow itself to be stroked. Any  later and it wouldn’t move at all and would complain and snarl if Durtal dared to stroke it on the head or scratch it under its chin.

That morning, it lost patience with this idleness, it got up, puffed itself out, then approached slyly and sat two paces from its master’s face, staring at him with a wickedly hypocritical eye, signifying that he was to clear off and leave a warm spot for him.

Amused by this little ruse, Durtal didn’t stir, looking at the cat in his turn. It was huge, common, and yet unusual, with its parti-coloured coat, half of which was as red as the cinders of an old coal fire, and half as grey as the bristles of a new broom, with here and there some little white flecks like the ashes wafted up from a dead fire. It was a true cat of the gutters, light on its paws, stealthy, a wild-looking head, and striped with waves of ebony which circled its paws like black bracelets and stretched across its eyes in two great inky zigzags.

“In spite of being a bit of killjoy, like some cantankerous and impatient old bachelor, you’re likeable all the same,” said Durtal in an insinuating tone, to flatter him, “but then, for a long time now I’ve been telling you all my secrets, you’re a drainpipe for my soul you are, an inattentive and indulgent confessor who forgives, distractedly and without surprise, all my evil thoughts, which I reveal to you in order to relieve my mind without it costing me a thing! Basically, that’s your raison d’être, you’re a spiritual safety-valve for loneliness and celibacy, so I lavish you with affection and tender-loving care, though that doesn’t stop you, what with all your sulks, frequently being – as you are this morning for instance – insufferable!”

The cat continued to stare at him, ears pricked up, trying to make out from the inflections of his voice the meaning of the words it was hearing. Doubtless it understood that Durtal was in no way disposed to jump out of bed, for it resumed its old place, but this time turning its back on him.

“Come on,” said Durtal, losing heart and inspecting his watch, “I must get to work on Gilles de Rais,” and, in a bound,  he leaped into his trousers, at which the cat immediately got up and dashed over the bed-covers, nestling without further ado among the warm sheets.

“How cold it is,” and Durtal, doing up his knitted waistcoat, went into the other room to light the fire.

“It’s freezing,” he murmured. Fortunately, his apartment was easy to heat. Indeed, it consisted simply of an entrance hall, a small drawing room, a tiny bedroom and a largish bathroom, the whole thing, on the fifth floor above a well-lit courtyard, all for 800 francs.

It was furnished without luxury. Durtal had turned the small drawing room into a study, lining the walls with black wooden shelves crammed with books. By the window was a large table, a leather armchair, and some chairs. In place of a mirror over the chimney-breast, occupying the panel between the ceiling and a mantle-shelf covered in an ancient fabric, he had nailed an old picture painted on wood, which depicted, in a dull landscape, its blues having turned grey, its whites brown and its greens black with age, a kneeling hermit under a canopy of branches, with a cardinal’s hat and a purple cloak by his side.

And all around the picture, whole areas of which were lost in a darkness the colour of burnt onions, a series of incomprehensible tableaux unfolded, encroaching on each other and crammed right up to the black oak frame, featuring Lilliputian figures in dwarfish houses. Here, a saint, whose name Durtal had searched for in vain, was being conveyed on a barge across a winding river of flat, metallic-looking water; there, he was walking through villages as big as a fingernail, then he would disappear into the gloomy dimness of the painting and one would discover him again higher up, in a grotto in the Orient, among camels and bales of merchandise; he would be lost to view once more, and then, after a more or less brief game of hide-and-seek, he would spring up again, tinier than ever, alone, a walking-stick in hand, a rucksack on his back, climbing up towards a bizarre, half-finished cathedral.

It was a picture by an unknown painter, an old Dutchman who had become expert in the use of certain colours, certain  techniques of the Italian masters, whom he had perhaps visited.

The bedroom had a large bed, a bow-fronted chest of drawers, and a couple of armchairs. On the chimney-breast was an old clock and some brass candlesticks; on the walls, a beautiful photograph of a Botticelli from the Museum of Berlin: a plump, melancholy Virgin, homely and contrite, surrounded by angels represented as languid young men holding tapers of wax twisted like rope, coquettish little tomboys their long hair spiked with flowers, and fearful page-boys, dying of longing before an infant Jesus who stands giving his blessing, next to the Virgin.

Next, was a Breughel print engraved by Cock: ‘The Wise and Foolish Virgins’. It was a small panel cut down the middle by a corkscrew cloud, on either side of which, in each corner, swollen-cheeked angels are sounding trumpets, their sleeves rolled up. Hanging from the centre of the same cloud, another angel, navel showing under a loose robe, a bizarre, priest-like angel, unrolls a banner on which is written a verse from the Gospel: Ecce sponsus venit, exite obviam ei. And underneath the cloud, on one side, are the Wise Virgins, Flemish maidens all, sitting, singing canticles as they wind their linen and turn their spinning wheels next to their lighted lamps. On the other, on the grass nearby, are the Foolish Virgins, four happy gossips, holding hands and dancing in a circle next to their empty lamps, as a fifth plays the bagpipes and beats out a measure with her foot. Above the cloud, the five Wise Virgins appear again, but slimmer now, graceful and naked they brandish their flaming lamps and climb towards a Gothic church which Christ beckons them to enter; meanwhile, on the other side, the Foolish Virgins, also naked beneath their pale tresses, knock vainly at the closed door, holding in their tired hands their dead lamps.

Durtal loved this old engraving which had an aura of gentle intimacy in the lower scenes and, in those higher up, the pious naiveté of the Primitives. He saw in it, reconciled as it were within the same frame, the art of a purified Ostade and of a Thierry Bouts.

While waiting for the stove – in which the coal was crackling and starting to spit like a frying pan – to warm up, he sat down at his bureau and sorted out his notes.

“Let’s see,” he said to himself, rolling a cigarette, “we’ve reached the point at which the splendid Gilles de Rais begins his research into the Great Work. And it’s easy to figure out what sort of information he possessed on how to transmute metals into gold. Alchemy was already well advanced a century before he was born. The writings of Albertus Magnus, Arnald Villenova, and Raymond Lull, were in the hands of the hermeticists. Nicolas Flamel’s manuscripts were in circulation, and no doubt Gilles, who avidly collected rare and unusual books, had acquired them. We should also add that during this period the edict of Charles V forbidding hermetical works under pain of imprisonment or the noose, and the Papal bull, Spondent pariter quas non exhibent, which Pope John XXII fulminated against the alchemists, were both still in force. These works were forbidden and consequently desirable; it’s certain that Gilles had been studying them for long time, but the step from reading to understanding was a big one.”

Indeed, these books comprised the most incredible gibberish, the most unintelligible nonsense. Everything was in allegories, in obscure mixed metaphors, in incoherent symbols, in confused parables, in riddles buried in ciphers. “And here’s a perfect example,” he said to himself, taking from one of the shelves in his library a manuscript which was none other than that of the Asch-Mézareph, a book by Abraham the Jew and Nicolas Flamel, the text of which had been restored, translated and annotated by Eliphas Lévi.

This manuscript had been loaned to him by des Hermies who had discovered it, one day, among some old papers. In it, so it was claimed, was the formula of the philosopher’s stone, that great elixir of quintessence and transmutation. “The symbolism isn’t exactly clear,” he said to himself, leafing through the hand-drawn illustrations that had been touched-up in colour, one of which depicted, in a bottle underneath the title ‘The Conception of Chemistry’, a green  lion, upside-down within a crescent moon. In other flasks there were doves, some trying to escape through the neck, some diving to the bottom, and each flask was filled with a liquid, either black or rippled with waves of carmine and gold, or white and granulated with inky spots, or milky and cloudy, or burning with brandy-like flames on the surface, while some had a frog or a star inside.

Eliphas Lévi did his best to explain the symbolism of these birds in bottles, but he refrained from giving the celebrated formula of the great magisterium, continuing the pleasantry of his other books in which, beginning in a solemn tone, he would assert that he wanted to unveil these ancient mysteries, but then would keep quiet when the moment came, under the ineffable pretext that it would cost him his life if he were ever to betray such explosive secrets.

“This piece of trickery, taken up by the paltry occultists of the present day, is what helps to mask their complete ignorance. In reality, the issue is a simple one,” Durtal said to himself, closing Nicolas Flamel’s manuscript.

The hermetic philosophers had discovered – and despite having ridiculed the notion for so long, contemporary science can no longer deny they were right – they had discovered that metals are compound substances and that the elements in their composition are identical. They differ from one another, then, simply according to the different proportion of elements they contain. It’s possible, therefore, with the help of an agent that would alter this proportion, to change these substances, one into the other, to transmute, for example, mercury into silver or lead into gold.

And that agent was the philosopher’s stone: mercury. Not common mercury, which to alchemists was nothing but aborted metallic sperm, but the mercury of the philosophers, also called the green lion, the snake, the milk of the Virgin, and Pontic water. Only the formula of this mercury, this stone of the Sages, has never been revealed, and it’s on this that the Middle Ages, the Renaissance – every century including our own – has relentlessly concentrated its efforts.

“And into what have they not searched?” Durtal said to  himself, inspecting his notes, “in arsenic, ordinary mercury and pewter, in sulphuric acid, potassium nitrate and sodium nitrate, in preparations of mercurial, celandine and purslane, in the bellies of starving toads, in human urine, and in the milk and the menstrual blood of women!”

Now Gilles de Rais would have got this far in his investigations. But it’s clear that at Tiffauges, alone and without any help from the initiated, he was incapable of carrying out his researches properly. At that time, the centre of hermeticism in France was Paris, where alchemists would gather together under the vaults of Notre-Dame and study the hieroglyphics of the Charnel-house of the Innocents and the Gate of Saint-Jacques-de-la-Boucherie, on which Nicolas Flamel had, before his death, inscribed in kabbalistic symbols the formula of the famous stone.

It was impossible for the Marshal to get to Paris without falling into the hands of the English troops who were barring the roads, so he chose a simpler way: he appealed to the most celebrated transmuters of metal in the South of France and brought them, at great expense, to Tiffauges.

From documents we possess, we see him constructing his alchemical furnace, the ‘athanor’, and buying alembics, crucibles and retorts. He sets up his laboratories in one of the wings of his château and then closets himself there with Antoine de Palerme, François Lombard and the Parisian goldsmith, Jean Rebit, who are all employed, day and night, in the concoction of his Great Work.

Nothing succeeds. At the end of their resources, the hermeticists disperse, and then Tiffauges witnesses an incredible coming and going of alchemists and adepts. They arrive from all parts of Brittany, from Poitou, from Maine, alone or escorted by sorcerers and weavers of spells. Gilles de Sillé and Roger de Briqueville, cousins and friends of the Marshal, scour the environs, beating their quarry towards Gilles, while a priest from his very own chapel, Eustache Blanchet, departs for Italy, where metalworkers abound.

While he waits, Gilles de Rais, undiscouraged, continues his experiments, all of which miscarry. He is forced to admit  that the magicians are assuredly right, that nothing can be discovered without Satan’s help.

And so, one night, with a sorcerer just arrived from Poitiers, Jean de la Rivière, he makes his way to the forest bordering the château at Tiffauges. He stops, with his servants Henriet and Poitou, at the edge of the wood, into which the sorcerer enters. The night is overcast and moonless; Gilles is nervous, he scrutinises the shadows and listens to the dull repose of the still countryside; his terrified companions cling to one another, shivering and whispering at the least breath of wind. All of a sudden, an anguished cry rings out. They hesitate, then advance, groping in the dark, and make out, in a flashing gleam of light, La Rivière, stretched out, shivering, haggard, next to his lantern. He recounts in a low voice how the Devil had risen up in the shape of a leopard but that he had passed him by, without even looking at him, without even saying anything.

The next day this sorcerer takes flight, but another arrives. He is a con-man by the name of Du Mesnil. He demands that Gilles sign, in his own blood, a notification in which he pledges to give the Devil anything he wants, “excepting his body and his soul”, but even though Gilles consents to have the Office of the Damned sung in his chapel on the feast of St Toussaint to assist in his spells, Satan still doesn’t appear.

The Marshal is beginning to doubt the power of these magicians when he tries a new ‘working’ which convinces him that occasionally the Demon does reveal himself.

A conjuror, whose name is now lost, arranges a meeting in one of the rooms at Tiffauges with Gilles and de Sillé. On the ground, he traces a large circle and commands his two companions to step inside. Sillé refuses. Gripped by an inexplicable terror he begins to shiver in all his limbs and takes refuge near a window, which he opens just in case, murmuring exorcisms under his breath. Gilles, more daring, places himself in the middle of the circle, but at the first conjurations, he, too, begins to shiver, and gets the urge to make the sign of the cross. The sorcerer orders him not to move. In an instant, he feels himself grabbed by the neck, he takes fright, hesitates,  then begs the Virgin Mary to save him. The conjuror, furious, throws him out of the circle: Gilles darts through the door, de Sillé through the window. They meet up again downstairs, open-mouthed, as shouting erupts from the room in which the magician is working. A noise, “like epées being struck, repeatedly and forcefully, against a mattress,” is heard, followed by groans, cries of distress and the appeals of a man in the process of being assassinated.

Dismayed, they stop to listen, then, when the uproar subsides, they venture to push open the door and find the sorcerer stretched out on the floor, badly beaten, forehead split open, in a pool of blood. They carry him out. Gilles, full of pity, puts him into his own bed, kisses him, dresses his wounds and has him confessed, from fear that he’ll die. For several days, he hovers between life and death, but ends up by recovering … and then running away.

Gilles begins to despair of ever getting the formula of the sovereign magisterium from the Devil, when Eustache Blanchet announces his return from Italy, bringing with him the master of Florentine magic, the irresistible conjuror of demons and imps, Francesco Prelati.

This man astounded Gilles. He was at most twenty-three years old and was already one of the most spiritual, most erudite, most refined men of his time. What had he done before he came to install himself at Tiffauges, there to begin, with the Marshal, the most appalling series of crimes which the world has ever seen? His interrogation during Gilles’s criminal trial gives us little information on his account. He was born in the diocese of Lucca, near Pistoia, and had been ordained a priest by the bishop of Arezzo. Some time after taking holy orders, he had become the pupil of a Florentine magician, Jean de Fontenelle, and he had entered into a pact with a demon named Barron. From that moment on, this priest, insinuating, loquacious, charming and clever, had given himself up to the most abominable of sacrileges, and to practising the ritual murder of Black Magic.

Yet Gilles is infatuated with the man. The extinguished furnaces are relit, and this stone of the Sages, which Prelati had  once seen, a red substance, malleable, delicate and smelling of calcinated sea salt, is what they search for, the two of them, furiously, by invoking the powers of Hell.

All their incantations remain fruitless. Gilles, despondent, repeats them again and again, but they finish by going awry. One day, Prelati just manages to save his skin.

One afternoon in one of the wings of the château, Eustache Blanchet notices the Marshal in tears; tortured cries can be heard through the door of a room in which Prelati is invoking the Devil.

“The Demon is in there beating my poor Francis,” Gilles cries, “I beg you to go in,” but Blanchet, frightened, refuses. Then Gilles makes a decision in spite of his fear. He is just about to force the door, when it opens and Prelati stumbles out, bleeding, into his arms. Supported by his two friends, he managed to get to the Marshal’s bedroom where they put him to bed, but the blows he had received were so violent that he became delirious and a fever took hold. In despair, Gilles moved in to be near him, cared for him, had him confessed, and cried for happiness when he was no longer in danger of his life.

“The fact that both the unknown sorcerer and Prelati were dangerously wounded, in an empty room under identical circumstances, makes it even more astonishing,” said Durtal to himself.

And the documents that report these facts are genuine, they’re the same as those used at Gilles’s trial. Moreover, the confessions of the accused and the depositions of witnesses corroborate each other, and it’s impossible to believe that both Gilles and Prelati would have lied, for in confessing these Satanic invocations, they were condemning themselves to be burned alive.

If they’d further declared that the Evil One had appeared to them, that they’d been visited by Succubi, if they’d asserted that they’d heard voices, smelled odours or even touched a body, one might concede that these were hallucinations, similar to those of certain inmates at Bicêtre asylum, but in this case, it can’t be a mere disturbance of the senses or  a morbid vision because the wounds, the marks of the blows – material, visible and tangible facts – are there to be seen.

One can imagine that a mystic such as Gilles de Rais had to believe in the reality of the Devil after having witnessed scenes such as these.

In spite of his setbacks, it was impossible for him to doubt – and Prelati, having been half-bludgeoned to death, would have doubted still less – that if it pleased Satan, they would finally find that powder which would make them rich and even render them virtually immortal, for during that period the philosopher’s stone was assumed not only to transmute base metals, like tin, lead and copper into noble metals such as silver and gold, but also to alleviate all ills and prolong life, without infirmity, to the limits which in the past had been assigned to the Patriarchs.

“What a singular science,” mused Durtal, lifting up the cover of the fireplace and warming his feet, “in spite of the gibes of the present day, which, as far as discoveries go unearths nothing but what has previously been lost, hermetical philosophy isn’t completely implausible.”

Under the name of ‘Isomerism’, Dumas, the master of contemporary science, acknowledges the theories of the alchemists to be correct, and Berthelot declares that “no one can assert that the creation of elementary substances is, a priori, impossible”.

Then there are the things that can be verified, proven facts. In addition to Nicolas Flamel who, indeed, really seems to have been successful in the Great Work, there was the chemist Van Helmont in the seventeenth century, who was anonymously sent a quarter of a grain of the philosopher’s stone, and with this grain transformed eight ounces of mercury into gold.

During the same period, Helvetius, who warred against the ideas of the alchemists, also received from an unknown source a combustible powder with which he converted an ingot of lead into gold. Helvetius wasn’t exactly an ignoramus and Spinoza, who verified the experiment and attested to its  absolute veracity, wasn’t one either, nor, moreover, was he a credulous novice.

And finally, what is one to think about that mysterious man, Alexander Seton, who, under the name of ‘the Cosmopolitan’, performed throughout Europe in front of princes, in public, transforming every kind of metal into gold? Imprisoned by Christian II, the Elector of Saxony, this alchemist, who showed a marked disdain for riches – he never kept the gold he created and lived as a poor man, praying to God – this alchemist bore his martyrdom like a saint, he let himself be beaten with rods and pierced with spikes, but he refused to hand over the secret which he claimed, as Nicolas Flamel did, to hold from the Lord himself.

And to think that these researches are being carried out at the present time! Except that the majority of hermeticists today disavow the medicinal and prophetic qualities of the infamous stone. They simply think that the great magisterium is a kind of leaven which, when thrown into molten metal, produces a molecular transformation similar to that undergone by organic substances when they ferment with the aid of yeast.

Des Hermies, who knows this world, maintains that right now in France there are more than forty alchemical furnaces ablaze and that in Hanover and Bavaria adepts are even more numerous still. Have they rediscovered the incomparable secrets of the past? In spite of certain claims, it’s not very likely, since no one actually produces this metal by artificial means, the origins of which are so strange and so doubtful that – in a trial that took place in Paris in the month of November, 1886, between some money-lenders and Monsieur Popp, the manufacturer of the city’s pneumatic clocks – chemists from the Mining School, all engineers, declared to those present that it was possible to extract gold from stone, so that the very walls that surround us were gold-mines and that gold nuggets were to be discovered in every attic.

“All the same,” he added, smiling, “these sciences aren’t particularly auspicious,” for he was thinking of an old man who had installed an alchemical laboratory on the fifth floor  of his house on the Rue Saint-Jacques. This man, Auguste Redoutez, would work every afternoon at the Bibliothèque Nationale on the works of Nicolas Flamel, and in the mornings and evenings he would pursue his researches into the Great Work in front of his furnace. On the 16th March last year, he left the Bibliothèque Nationale with an acquaintance who worked at the same desk and told him, as they walked, that he was at last the possessor of the famous secret. Back in his study, he threw some fragments of iron into a crucible, combusted them, and obtained some crystals the colour of blood. His companion examined the salts and made a joke, at which the alchemist became furious, charged at him and hit him with several blows of his hammer: he had to be tied up and carried off, there and then, to the Sainte-Anne insane asylum.

“In the sixteenth century, in Luxembourg, initiates were roasted in iron cages. In the following century, in Germany, they were strung up on gilded poles, clothed in glittering robes. Now that we leave them in peace, they go mad! Decidedly, it’s a sad business,” Durtal concluded.

He got up to open the door, for the doorbell was ringing. He returned with a letter brought by the concierge.

He opened it. “What’s this all about?” he said, surprised. He began reading:



“Monsieur,

“I am neither an adventuress, nor a woman of spirit intoxicated by gossip, as others are by alcohol or perfume, nor yet a searcher for excitement. I am still less one of those vulgar, curious women trying to find out if an author is as impressive as his work. Indeed, I am none of the things which this letter might furnish you with possible grounds for believing. The truth is that I have just read your last novel …”

“She’s taken her time about it, it’s more than a year since it came out,” murmured Durtal.

“ … as sad as the pangs of an imprisoned soul …”

“Oh dear, let’s skip the compliments, anyway they don’t ring true, they never do.”

“ … and now, Monsieur, although I think that it is infallibly mad and stupid to want to realise one’s desires, would you be willing for one of your sisters in weariness to meet you one evening, anywhere you choose, after which we will return home, each to our inner-lives, the lives of people destined to fail because they are out of alignment with the world. Goodbye, Monsieur, be assured that I consider you a somebody in this age of nobodies.

“Not knowing whether this letter will receive a reply, I will refrain from making myself known to you. This evening, my maid will call upon your concierge and ask if there is a reply in the name of Madame Maubel.”

“Hmm,” said Durtal, folding up the letter again. “I know her sort, she must be one of those old spinsters trying to invest their stock of unused caresses, the promissory notes of their souls. She’ll be forty-five at the very least, her clientele composed either of penurious young men – who are always satisfied when they don’t have to pay anything – or else men of letters, who aren’t hard to please for the ugliness of their mistresses is proverbial! Unless it’s a straightforward practical joke, but from whom, and to what end, since I no longer know anyone now? In any case, I have only not to answer …”

But in spite of himself, he opened the letter again. “Let’s see. What do I risk?” he asked himself. “If this woman wants to sell me a worn-out heart, nothing obliges me to buy it, I’ll be quits, just by meeting her. Yes, but where should I fix our rendezvous? Here? No, once in the house, the affair will get complicated, for it’s more difficult to show a woman the door than to leave her at the end of the road. I could suggest the corner of the Rue de Sèvres and the Rue de la Chaise, right by the wall of the Abbaye-aux-Bois, it’s a lonely spot and only two minutes from here. But come, let’s start first by replying to her, albeit vaguely, without specifying a precise place; we’ll resolve that question later, after her reply.” And he wrote a letter in which he, too, spoke of his weariness of spirit, declaring that a meeting would be useless, for he no longer expected any further happiness, here below.

“I’ll add that I’m suffering, that always goes down well and it’ll also excuse, if need be, any failings on my part,” he said to himself as he rolled a cigarette.

“There, that’s it. It’s not too encouraging for her … ah, but then again … Let’s see, what else? Well, to avoid any future attachment it wouldn’t be a bad idea to make her understand that any serious or sustained liaison with me would not, ‘for family reasons’, be possible. And that’s enough for the moment …”

He folded up the letter and scribbled the address.

Then he held it between his fingers and deliberated. “Decidedly it’s stupid to reply, but how does one know? How can one foresee what hornet’s nest such undertakings will stir up?” He knew, nevertheless, that whoever she was, a woman was the breeding-ground of unhappiness and boredom. “If she’s good, she’s often far too stupid, or otherwise in poor health, or then again she’s disconcertingly fertile the moment you touch her. If she’s bad, you can expect every kind of disappointment, anxiety and shame into the bargain. Oh! whatever you do, you can’t win.”

It brought back memories of the women of his youth, recalled all the expectations and the lies, the blackmail and the betrayals, the pitiless, dirty-mindedness of women, however young. “No, decidedly, this sort of thing isn’t for someone my age. Ah, besides … what do I need women for nowadays!”

But in spite of everything this unknown woman interested him. “Who knows, perhaps she’s beautiful? Perhaps by some extraordinary chance she won’t be too much of a bitch. Anyway, it won’t cost me anything to find out.” And he re-read her letter. “There are no spelling mistakes, though there’s nothing business-like in the writing. Her ideas about my book are mediocre, but, then, you can’t expect her to know anything about that! And there’s a faint scent of sunflower,” he added, smelling the envelope.

“Oh well, come what may …” And as he went downstairs for lunch, he left his letter with the concierge.


CHAPTER VII

“If this continues, I’ll end up delirious,” murmured Durtal, sitting at his table. He was once more going through the letters which, over the last eight days, he’d received from this woman. He was having to deal with an indefatigable correspondent, who, since she’d opened her campaign of attack, hadn’t even give him time to draw breath.

“OK,” he said to himself, “let’s try to see where we stand. After that unprepossessing letter I wrote in response to her first note, she sent me this missive by return of post:”



“Monsieur,

“This letter is a farewell, if I were so weak as to send you any others, they would be as monotonous as the eternal boredom that I feel. Still, have I not had the best of you, in that letter tainted with indecision which, for a moment, shook me out of my lethargy? Like you, Monsieur, I know only too well that nothing ever comes to anything, and that our most certain pleasures remain those we dream about. Also, in spite of my feverish need to know you, I fear every bit as much as you that a meeting would be for us both a source of regret that we shouldn’t voluntarily expose ourselves to …”

“And then this, which testifies to the perfect futility of that exordium, the end of her letter:”

“If the whim takes you to write to me, you can certainly address your letters, under the name of Madame H Maubel, poste restante, Rue Littré. I will pass by the post office on Monday. If you’d prefer it that we leave things as they are – something which would give me much pain – you will tell me so frankly, will you not?”

“As to that, I’ve been stupid enough to write a note that was neither flesh, fish, nor fowl, at once both pitiful and pompous, such was my first letter. But in spite of my hesitancies, which were contradicted by furtive advances, she clearly  understood that I was taking the bait, her third letter proves it:”

“Never accuse yourself, Monsieur (I have refrained from using a sweeter name that came to my lips), of being powerless to give me consolation. But tell me this, tired, disillusioned and satiated with everything though we are, might we not sometimes permit our souls to speak softly, very softly, as I have spoken to you tonight, for henceforth my thoughts will obstinately follow you …”

“And there are four more pages in a similar vein,” he said, turning the sheets, “although this is better:”

“This evening, my unknown friend, just a word. I’ve spent a horrible day, my nerves playing up, crying out as if in torture, and all over mere trifles, things that happen a hundred times a day: the banging of a door, or a rough, harsh-sounding voice that reaches me from the street. At other times my insensibility is such that were the house on fire, I wouldn’t even move a muscle. Am I going to send you this page of farcical lamentations? Ah, when one hasn’t the gift of dressing up one’s suffering in fine phrases, of transforming it into pages of literature or music that cry out magnificently, it would be better not to speak at all.

“I’m going to say goodnight to you in my head, still feeling, as on the first day, a disturbing desire to know you and yet forbidding myself to embrace that dream from fear of seeing it fade away. Yes, you did well to write that other time, poor, poor us. Indeed, so poor, so miserable, that our timid souls are scared of all contact with reality, to the point they won’t even dare to affirm that the sympathy they feel would hold firm in front of him or her who gave it birth. And yet, in spite of this fine reasoning, I vow to you that … no, no, nothing; guess, if you can, and forgive me, too, for this banal letter, or rather read between the lines, perhaps there you’ll find a little of my heart and a lot more which I leave unsaid. This is a stupid letter, all about myself, but who could doubt I was only thinking of you when I wrote it?”

“Up to that point, it was going well,” Durtal said to himself. “This woman is at least interesting. And what singular  ink,” he added, looking at the handwriting, which was in a diluted and very pale myrtle-green, and detaching with his nail some powder still attached to the downstokes of the letters, a rice powder perfumed with sunflower.

“She must be blonde,” he continued, examining the shade of the powder, “because this isn’t the rachel-coloured shade of a brunette. But here’s where everything goes wrong. Moved by I don’t know what madness, I send her a more evasive, more importunate letter. I fan the flames of her ardour while fanning my own with empty phrases, and I immediately receive this next letter:”

“What is to be done? I neither want to see you, nor annihilate my mad longing to meet you, which is assuming such proportions as almost to overwhelm me. Yesterday evening, in spite of myself, your name, which was burning within me, escaped from my lips. My husband, though one of your admirers, seemed a little humiliated by this preoccupation which, moreover, is absorbing me and sending uncontrollable thrills though my body. One of our mutual friends – for why should I not tell you, we know each other, if you can call knowing one another having met in society – one of your friends came in and he declared that he was frankly in love with you. I was in so exasperated a state that I don’t know what I would have done, if not for the unwitting assistance of a person who, at that very moment, uttered the name of someone so grotesque that I never hear it without laughing. Goodbye … you are right, I tell myself that I don’t want to write to you anymore, and then I do the complete opposite.

“Yours, as it’s impossible I should be in reality, without ruining us both.”

“And then, to an impassioned reply, this last love-letter, brought in haste by a maid:”

“Oh, if I wasn’t gripped by a fear which almost amounts to terror – and this fear, confess that you feel it as much as myself – how I would fly to you! No, you cannot hear the thousand questions with which my soul plagues yours. Listen, there are, in my sad life, hours when madness seems to overwhelm me. Judge for yourself. My whole night was spent  frantically calling to you, I was crying from exasperation. This morning, my husband came into my room, my eyes were bloodshot, I started to laugh like a madwoman and when I could speak I said to him: ‘What would you think of a woman who, questioned about her profession, replied: I am a bedroom succubus. ‘My dear, you are very ill,’ was his answer. ‘More than you think,’ I replied. But why am I talking to you about this, my dear suffering one, in the state you are in yourself? Your letter has unsettled me, though you speak about your affliction with a certain brutality which thrills my body, but which repels my soul. Ah, all the same, if that which we dream of could be! Oh, say one word, one word, a single word, but a word from your lips, it’s impossible that any of your letters should fall into any hands other than mine.”

“Yes, well, this is no longer funny,” concluded Durtal, folding up the letter. “This woman is married and to a man who knows me, it seems. What a mess! But who the devil can it be?” Vainly, he went over all the soirées he used to go to in the past. He could recall no woman who would make such declarations to him. “And this mutual friend? But I no longer have any friends except for des Hermies. So, I must try to find out who he’s visited recently … but, in his capacity as doctor, he must see masses of people, and anyway, how could I explain this thing to him? Tell him about this affair? He’ll make fun of me and tear this improbable story to pieces before I’ve even begun.”

And Durtal became irritated, for he felt within him a completely incomprehensible phenomenon. He was burning for this unknown woman, was positively haunted by her. He, who for years had renounced all carnal relationships, who contented himself whenever the pigsty of his lusts was opened with driving the disgusting herd of his sins to the abattoir, where the butchers of love would bludgeon them to death at a stroke, he was coming to believe, against all experience, against all good sense, that with as passionate a woman as she seemed to be, he would experience an almost superhuman sensation, an unimaginable climax! And he imagined her as he would have her, blond and firm of flesh, lithe and cat-like, a bit wild  and yet sad, and as he pictured her, he became so tense he ground his teeth together.

For eight days, in the solitude in which he lived, he dreamed about her, wide wake, incapable of doing any work, unable even to read because the image of this woman would interpose itself between the pages.

He tried to fill his mind with sordid dreams, to imagine this creature in moments of physical suffering, to plunge himself into filthy hallucinations, but this process which had worked for him in the past when he wanted a woman he couldn’t possess, failed completely. It was impossible to imagine this unknown woman shopping for medicine or for linen; she only ever appeared before him looking melancholy and provocative, troubled by desires, piercing him with her eyes, inciting him with her pale hands.

It was incredible, these exasperating dog days of summer suddenly flaming up during the November of his body, during the All Saint’s Day of his soul. Worn out, spent, without true desire, tranquil, free from care, almost impotent, or rather forgetful of himself for some months, his passion was reviving, and whipped up out of nowhere at that, by the mystery of some mad letters!

“Come on, enough of all this!” he cried, banging his fist on the table.

He grabbed his hat and slammed the door behind him. “Just you see, I’m going to rid myself of this apparition,” and he dashed off to the house of a prostitute he knew in the Latin Quarter.

“I’ve been good for too long,” he murmured as he walked, “it’s for that reason, no doubt, that I’m straying now.”

He found the woman at home, and it was horrible. She was a fine-looking brunette, the kind with an engaging face, welcoming eyes and the teeth of a wolf. Provocative, knowing, she could snap your backbone in two, grind your lungs to mincemeat, and, with a few expert kisses, demolish your loins.

She reproached him for not having come to see her for such a long time, cajoled him, kissed him, but he felt sad and listless, embarrassed, without any genuine desire. He ended up  by throwing himself onto a couch and submitting, wearied almost to tears, to the laborious torture of back-breaking drudgery.

Never had he cursed flesh more, never had he felt such revulsion, such weariness, as when he left that room. He wandered, by chance, down the Rue Soufflot and the image of the unknown woman obsessed him, more irritating, more tenacious than ever.

“I’m beginning to understand what it means to be haunted by a succubus,” he said to himself. “I’m going to try a bromide exorcism. This evening I’ll knock back a gram of potassium bromide, that should calm the senses.” But he was starting to realise that the problem of the flesh was only a subsidiary one, that it was rather the consequence of an unexpected state of mind.

Yes, this was something other than a purely genetic disorder, an eruption of the senses. This passion for the non- conventional, this impulse towards the beyond, which had recently sustained him in his art, this need to escape, to rise above the everyday routine, had been diverted, this time on to a woman. “It’s these sacred, otherworldly studies, these thoughts cloistered in ecclesiastical and demoniacal settings which have thrown me into confusion,” he said to himself. And he was right, as a result of the relentless work he was confining himself to, all the fresh shoots of his subconscious mysticism – which had lain fallow until then – were beginning to break out in search of fresh nourishment, in a quest for new forms of delight or new forms of suffering.

And as he walked, he recapitulated all that he knew about this woman: she was married, blonde … and wealthy, since she had her own room and a maid. She lived in the same quarter as himself, since she had looked for his letters at the post office on the Rue Littré, and her name, supposing the initial which preceded the name of Maubel in her letters was correct, was Henriette or Hortense, Honorine, Hubertine or Hélène.

What else? She must frequent the world of literature, since she had met him and he hadn’t been to those middle  class literary salons for some years. Finally, she tended towards a morbid Catholicism: the use of the word ‘succubus’, uncommon among the profane, proved it. And that was all! There remained her husband who, however unperceptive he was, must have suspected their liaison, since, by her own admission, she disguised so badly the obsession by which she was gripped.

“Anyway, this is what I get for letting myself get carried away. At first, I wrote those white-hot letters, peppered with aphrodisiac powders such as Spanish fly and Golden Scarab beetle, for my own amusement, now I’ve ended up making myself hysterical in earnest. Each of us in turn have blown on dying embers that are now ablaze. No doubt it’ll end badly, this mutual desire to delude ourselves, because her case must be the same as my own, judging by the passionate letters she’s written.

“What’s to be done? To continue to strive after a mere phantom? No, never, better to have done with it, to see her and, if she’s pretty, to sleep with her; I would have peace at least. Suppose I write to her, sincerely for once, to that end? Suppose I fix up a rendezvous with her?”

He looked around him. He found himself, without even knowing how he’d got there, in the Jardin des Plantes. He got his bearings, remembered there was a café next to the quay, and went off to find it.

He intended to force himself to write a letter that was both passionate and uncompromising, but the pen trembled in his fingers. He wrote hastily, avowing that he regretted not having agreed to the meeting she proposed from the very first, and, letting himself go, implored: “We must still see each other. Think of the harm we are doing to ourselves, hiding in the shadows, and think of the remedy that exists, my poor friend, I beg you …”

And he suggested a meeting place. At which point, he stopped. “Let’s think about it for a moment,” he said to himself, “I don’t want her to land up at my place, it’s too dangerous; so it would be better, under the pretext of offering her a glass of port and a biscuit, to take her to Lavenue’s,  which is both a café-restaurant and a hotel. I’ll arrange to take an apartment, it’ll be less distasteful than a bedroom or the vulgar cabinette furnished for regular clients. In which case, instead of the corner of the Rue de la Chaise, let’s say the waiting room at Montparnasse station, which is often deserted. There, it’s done.” He stuck down the envelope, and felt something like relief. “Oh, I was forgetting, ‘Monsieur, the Paris Directory.’”

He searched for the name of Maubel, asked himself if by chance the name might be genuine. “It’s hardly likely that she would address her correspondence to the post office under her real name,” he said to himself, “but she seems so hot- headed, so imprudent, that with her anything is possible! Besides, I could very well have met her in society without even knowing her name … let’s see.”

He found a Maubé and a Maubec, but not a Maubel. “But then, that proves nothing,” he said, closing the directory. He left and threw his letter into a post box. “What’s most annoying about all this,” he continued, “is the husband. Oh, but what the hell, I won’t be taking his wife from him for very long, no doubt.”

He had the idea of returning home, but then he suddenly thought that, all alone, he wouldn’t do any work, that he would fall back on his fantasies. “Suppose I go round and see des Hermies? Yes, it’s his consultation day, that’s a good idea.”

He hastened his steps, arrived at the Rue Madame, and rang the bell of a mezzanine apartment. The housekeeper opened the door, “Oh, Monsieur Durtal, he’s gone out, but he’ll be back soon. Do you want to come in and wait for him?”

“Well, if you’re sure he’s going to return …”

“Yes, he really should have come back by now,” she said, stoking the fire.

As soon as she left the room, Durtal sat down then, bored, he went and leafed through the old books piled up on shelves which ran, as in his own house, the whole length of the walls.

“He certainly has some curious stuff, does des Hermies,”  he murmured, opening an ancient book. “Here’s one, hundreds of years old, well-suited to my case: Manuale Exorcismorum. Well I’ll be damned, it’s a Plantin! And what does it say, this manual, about the treatment of the possessed?

“Well, it contains some bizarre invocations. Here’s one for demoniacs and for the bewitched, and here’s one to counter a love potion, and one against the plague … there’s another against spells cast on food. There’s even one to prevent butter and milk going sour!

“But then again, it’s not so strange, they dragged the Devil into everything in the good old days. And this, what’s this?” He held in his hands two small volumes, bound in pale calf- skin and edged in crimson. He opened one and looked at the title: Anatomie de la messe, by Pierre du Moulin, and the date: Geneva, 1624.

“This might be interesting.” He went over to the fire to warm his feet, skimming through one of the volumes with the tips of his fingers. “I say,” he said, “but this is excellent.”

The page he was reading concerned the priesthood. The author asserted that no one ought to exercise that office if they weren’t of sound body or if they’d had a limb amputated, and, asking himself whether a eunuch could be ordained a priest, he answered: ‘No, not unless he carried about his person the parts, reduced to powder, he was lacking.’ He added, however, that Cardinal Tolet didn’t agree with this interpretation, which was nevertheless adopted by everyone else.

Amused, Durtal, continued reading. Now du Moulin posed the question of whether there were any grounds to ban priests ravaged by lust. And he cited, in response, the melancholy commentary of Canon Maximianus who, in his eighty-first ‘Distinction’, sighed, ‘It is commonly said that no priest should be removed from his office for fornication, seeing that so few can be found who are exempt from this vice.’

“Ah, you’re here,” said des Hermies who had just come in. “What are you reading? Anatomie de la messe, that’s an evil Protestant book! I’m exhausted,” he continued, throwing his hat onto the table. “Oh, my dear fellow, what animals these  people are!” And, like a man with a heavy heart, he unburdened himself:

“Yes, I happened to be present at a consultation by those the newspapers refer to as the ‘Princes of Science’. For a quarter of an hour I had to endured the most contradictory opinions. All agreed, however, that my patient was done for. Finally, they came to a decision and needlessly tortured the unfortunate man by prescribing moxa! I timidly made the observation that it would be simpler to look for a confessor and then to ease the dying man’s sufferings with repeated injections of morphine. If you could have seen their faces! It was if they were having to deal with a priest.

“Oh, it’s a fine thing is modern science! Everyone wants to discover a new or long-lost disease, to extol the virtues of some forgotten or untried cure, yet none of them knows a thing. Besides, even when they’re not absolute morons, what good does it all do, since pharmacy is now so debased that no doctor can be sure his prescriptions are being made up correctly? One example from among many: nowadays, you can’t find genuine syrup of white poppy – what was called diacodium in the old pharmacopoeia – instead, it’s made with opium and golden syrup, as if this were the same thing!

“We’ve now reached a point where we no longer administer pure substances, but prescribe ready-made remedies, dishing out those amazing specialities which litter the back pages of the papers. It’s playing hit and miss with disease, this pharmaceutical democracy, using the same medicine for every case. What a disgrace … and what a load of nonsense.

“No, I mean what I say, the old system of therapeutics based on experience was better. At least they knew that remedies taken in the form of pills, powders or boluses were unreliable, and they never prescribed anything unless it was in liquid form. And besides, nowadays, every doctor is a specialist: oculists see nothing but eyes and to make them better, they blithely poison the body … what with their pilocarpine, they’ve destroyed their patients’ health for good! Others just treat skin infections, they drive the eczema back into the body, with the result that, among the old, no sooner  are they cured, than they go senile or mad. There are no longer any integrated treatments, the attack is led against one part of the body to the detriment of the others: it’s a shambles. Now my honourable colleagues have succumbed as well, they’re obsessed with medications they don’t even know how to use. Take antipyrine, to name but one, it’s one of the only truly effective products that chemists have discovered in a long time. Well, how many doctors know that applied in a compress with iodized water, like iced Bondonneau spring water, antipyrine fights against that reputedly incurable illness, cancer? And if that seems hard to believe, it’s nonetheless true.”

“Do you really think that the old practitioners were better healers?” said Durtal.

“Yes, because, they knew wonderfully well how effective the age-old remedies were, if honestly prepared. Although needless to say when old Paré, who extolled the virtue of medicinal sachets, ordered his clients to carry their medicines, dried and powdered, in a small bag, the form of which varied according to the nature of the illness to be treated – in the shape of a cap for the head, a bagpipe for the stomach, and a bull’s tongue for the spleen – he probably didn’t obtain very great results! His claim to be able to treat stomach cramps by complementary applications of powdered red roses, of coral and mastic, of absinthe and mint, and nutmeg and aniseed, is, to say the least, wishful-thinking, but he also had other systems, and his cures often succeeded because he possessed the science of herbal medicine, which is now lost.

“Present day medicine shrugs its shoulders when you talk about Ambroise Paré. It also has a good laugh when you quote the alchemists’ belief that gold can relieve pain. All of which doesn’t prevent them nowadays from making use of diluted doses, grains, or salts of this metal. Arsenate of dynamised gold is used against sclerosis, muriate of gold against syphilis, gold cyanide against amenorrhea and scrofula, and chloride of sodium and gold against longstanding ulcers.

“No, I assure you, it’s depressing being a doctor, for though I’m a Professor of Science and have made the rounds of the  hospitals, I’m far inferior to those solitary practitioners, the humble country herbalists. They’ve known about these things for a lot longer than me, I can assure you.”

“What about homeopathy?”

“Oh, there’s some good in it, and some bad. It, too, palliates without curing; sometimes it can repress an illness, but it’s not strong enough in acute or serious cases: it’s just like Matteï’s system, which is fundamentally powerless when it comes to dealing with an urgent crisis. But the latter is useful as a means of delaying things, as a temporary medication, as a brief respite. With its chemical agents that purify the blood and the lymph, and with its antiscrofulous, angiotenic and anti- cancerous properties, it sometimes alleviates conditions when other methods break down. For example, it can allow a patient worn out by a potassium iodide treatment, to pause and to gain time to recover, so that he can start drinking the iodide again without danger.

“I would add that those stabbing pains, so resistant even to chloroform and morphia, often yield to an application of ‘green electricity’. If you were to ask me how this liquid electricity is produced, I would answer that I know absolutely nothing about it. Matteï claims he can infuse his pills and potions with the electrical properties of certain plants, but he’s never published the formula, so he can therefore tell whatever story suits him. In any event, what’s so odd is that this medicine, dreamed up by a Count, and a Roman Catholic one at that, is practised and promoted mostly by Protestant pastors, whose unique silliness manifests itself in the incredible homilies with which they accompany their attempts at a cure. Indeed, all things considered, these systems are nothing but a joke. The truth is that therapeutics advances through chance discoveries. Nevertheless, with a little experience and a lot of luck, one sometimes manages not to depopulate the towns too much! And there you have it, my friend. But leaving that aside, what have you been up to?”

“Me? Nothing, but I should be asking that question of you, it’s more than eight days since I saw you last.”

“Yes, at the moment the sick are in abundant supply and  I’m doing the rounds. By the way, I went to see Chantelouve, who’s gone down with another attack of gout. He complained about your absence, and his wife, who I didn’t know was such an admirer of your books, especially your last novel, didn’t stop talking to me about them and about you. For a person normally so reserved, she seemed to me pretty taken with you, did Madame Chantelouve. Why, what’s the matter?” he said, amazed, seeing that Durtal was turning red.

“Nothing. But see here, I’ve got things to do, I must go. Goodnight.”

“Now then, have you caught something?”

“No, no, nothing, I assure you.”

“Oh! look,” said des Hermies, who didn’t want to press him any further, and he pointed, as he was showing him out, at a superb leg of lamb hanging in the kitchen, near the window. “I’ve put it in a draught, so that it’ll be ready for tomorrow. We’re eating with the astrologer Gévingey, at Carhaix’s, but as there isn’t anyone except me who knows how to boil a leg of lamb à l’anglaise, I’m going to prepare it myself, and as a consequence won’t be coming to your place to collect you. You’ll find me, disguised as a chef, in the tower.”

Once outside, Durtal took a deep breath. “So that’s it,” he mused, “the unknown woman must be Chantelouve’s wife!” But no, it wasn’t possible. She’d never paid the least attention to him, she was always very quiet and very impersonal, it was highly unlikely … and yet, why would she have spoken to des Hermies in that way?

But then, if she’d wanted to see him, she could have just lured him to her apartment since they both knew one another, she wouldn’t have needed to instigate this correspondence under the pseudonym of H Maubel.

“H?” he said to himself suddenly, “but Madame Chantelouve has a boyish name that suits her well, Hyacinthe. And she lives in the Rue Bagneux, a street not far from the post office in the Rue Littré, she’s blonde, she has a maid, she’s a fervent Catholic: it’s her!”

And, in close succession, almost at the same time, he experienced two absolutely distinct sensations.

First of all, disillusion, for his unknown woman had pleased him more. Madame Chantelouve could never realise the ideal that he had formed, the unconventional features of the red- head he’d sketched in his mind, the wild, agile face, the ardent, melancholy bearing he’d dreamed of. Besides, the very fact of knowing this unknown woman made her less desirable, more vulgar: a glimpse of reality had killed his fantasy.

But at the same time, he’d felt an instant of joy. He could have been landed with an ugly old woman, but Hyacinthe, as he was already calling her, was desirable. Thirty-three at most, not pretty, no, but striking, a delicate, lithe blonde, narrow- hipped, slender but not too thin, and small-boned. Her face was middling, marred by too big a nose, but her lips were passionate, her teeth superb, her complexion, a hint of pink rose against a milky, almost bluish white, a little cloudy, like rice water.

But then her true charm was her deceptively enigmatic eyes, eyes which at first seemed ash-grey, the hesitant, indistinct eyes of the myopic, across which an expression of resigned boredom would pass. At certain moments the pupils became troubled, like pools of grey water with silver gleams sparkling on the surface. They were, by turn, sad and forlorn, languid and proud. He clearly remembered being distracted by those eyes in the past.

In spite of all that, when he thought about it, those passionate letters in no way corresponded to the woman’s temperament, for no one was more mistress of her affections or more self-possessed. He remembered those evenings at her home: she would be circumspect, rarely joining in the conversations, welcoming her guests with a smile, but with no familiarity.

“In short,” he told himself, “you’d have to concede she was a truly split personality. On the public side, the woman of the world, the prudent, reserved hostess, and on the other, hitherto unsuspected side, a woman of insane passions, a wild romantic, hysterical in body, nymphomaniac in soul; it’s all highly improbable.

“No, decidedly, I’m on the wrong track,” he continued, “Madame Chantelouve may have happened to speak about  my books to des Hermies, but from that to conclude that she’s crazy about me and that she wrote me those letters, is a big step. No, it isn’t her. But who, then?”

He continued turning the matter over in his mind, without progressing any further. Again, he conjured before his eyes the image of this woman, admitted to himself that she was really quite appealing, boyish in body, lithe – none of those horrible lumps of flesh – and mysterious with it, with her concentrated air, her plaintive eyes, and her indifference, whether real or assumed.

He summed up the information he had about her: he knew only that Chantelouve was her second husband, that she didn’t have any children, and that her first husband, a maker of church vestments, had, for reasons unknown, ended up by killing himself. And that was all. By contrast, the gossip circulating about Chantelouve was inexhaustible.

Author of a history of Poland and the governments of the North, of a history of Pope Boniface and his times, of a life of the Blessed Jeanne de Valois the foundress of the Order of the Annunciation, of a biography of the Venerable Mother Anne de Xaintonge foundress of the Fellowship of Saint Ursula, and other books of the same type, published by Lecoffre, by Palmé or by Poussielgue, books one can only imagine bound in plain roan or in black, chagreened sheepskin, Chantelouve was preparing his candidature for the Académie des Inscriptions et Belles-Lettres and was hoping for the support of the aristocratic faction. Therefore, once a week, he would play host to influential bigots, country squires and priests. It was, without doubt, the bane of his life, because, in spite of his timid, sanctimonious air, he was an extravagant talker and loved to laugh.

On the other hand, he also aimed to make a figure in the kind of literature that counts for something in Paris and he contrived to bring together to his home, on another day of the week, men of letters, to ensure their assistance – or in any case to help forestall any attacks – the moment his candidature to this wholly conventional institution became known. It was probably to try and win over his adversaries that he had  devised these unusual gatherings where, essentially out of curiosity, the most heterogeneous sort of people would come.

And then, when one thought about it, there were those other, more secret, rumours. He had a reputation for shady deals, he was unscrupulous, a sharper. Durtal had even noticed that at each of Chantelouve’s dinners, a well-dressed stranger was to be seen, and current gossip had it that this guest was a foreigner to whom he exhibited men of letters like waxwork statues, and from whom he borrowed, either before or after, incredible sums of money.

“What is undeniable,” he told himself, “is that the household is run on a very generous scale and he doesn’t have any investments. Moreover, Catholic publishing houses and journals pay even less than secular editors and daily newspapers. It’s inconceivable, therefore, in spite of his widespread reputation in the clerical world, that Chantelouve is getting sufficient royalties to maintain his household on such a footing.

“Even so,” he added, “this is all very uncertain. That this woman is privately unhappy and that she doesn’t love the shady sacristan she married, that’s as may be, but what is her true role in their relationship? Is she in on Chantelouve’s dodgy financial dealings? Whichever it is, I can’t see what interest she has in turning to me. If she’s in connivance with her husband, good sense would suggest that she should search for a lover who is either influential or rich, and she knows perfectly well that I fulfil neither the one nor the other of those conditions. Indeed, Chantelouve knows I’m incapable even of settling her clothing expenses, let alone supplementing the precarious finances of a married couple. I have an income of about three thousand francs, and I can barely manage to live on that on my own!

“So it can’t be anything like that. In any case, a liaison with this woman wouldn’t be very satisfying,” he concluded, greatly chastened by these reflections. “But I’m being stupid! The very circumstances of that household prove that my unknown lover is not Chantelouve’s wife. And all things considered, I prefer it that way!”


CHAPTER VIII

By the next morning, the storm raging in his mind had subsided. The unknown woman hadn’t left him completely, but at times she held back or kept her distance, her less- distinctive features became more hazy, and from then on, she fascinated him less, ceasing to be his sole preoccupation.

The idea, suddenly brought to life by a chance word from des Hermies, that this unknown woman must be Chantelouve’s wife, had in some way suppressed his fever. If it was her – and now the negative conclusion he had come to last night seemed less convincing, for in the end, on maturer reflection and going over the arguments he’d used one by one, he had no reason to doubt that it was any other woman but her – then any liaison would rest on dubious, even perilous, foundations, and so he must keep himself on his guard, no longer abandoning himself to the current of events as he had previously.

And yet there was another phenomenon taking place within him. Never before had he dreamed of Hyacinthe Chantelouve, never had he been in love with her. She was interesting to him because of the mysteriousness of her personality and of her life, but, on the whole, except when at her house, he rarely thought of her. But now he had started to dwell on her, almost to desire her.

All of a sudden, she was profiting from his image of the unknown woman, even assuming some of her characteristics, for Durtal could recall Madame Chantelouve only hazily to mind and based her features on those he had imagined belonging to the other woman.

Although the sly, hypocritical aspect of her husband repelled him, he didn’t judge her any the less attractive for that, even if his desires were no longer so unrestrained. And if she aroused his suspicions, she might still make an interesting mistress, redeeming the brazenness of her vice by her charms, even though she was no longer the non-existent being, the  fantasy figure his mind had conjured up in a moment of turmoil.

On the other hand, if his conjectures were wrong, if it wasn’t Madame Chantelouve who’d written those letters, then the other, the unknown woman, would become a little less of an ideal by the single fact that she could incarnate herself in someone he knew. Though still herself, she seemed somehow less remote, and her beauty, too, was changing, for she was taking on, in her turn, certain of Madame Chantelouve’s features, and if the latter had benefited by comparison with his ideal, she, by contrast, suffered in the exchange, in the confusion that was forming in Durtal’s mind.

In either case, whether it was Madame Chantelouve or some other woman, he felt relieved, more calm. In fact, he no longer even knew, from having gone over the thing so often, if he loved his ideal woman better, diminished though she was, or this Hyacinthe, who at least wouldn’t shatter his illusions by turning out, in reality, to have a hunchback like ‘la fée Carabosse’ or a face like Madame Sévigné’s, wrinkled by age.

He took advantage of this respite to start working again, but he had overestimated his strength. When he wanted to begin his chapter on Gilles de Rais’ crimes, he found that he was incapable of putting two sentences together. He would wander off in pursuit of the Marshal, would catch up with him again, but the prose in which he wanted to ensnare him remained loose and inermous, riddled with holes.

He threw down his pen, buried himself in an armchair and, falling into a daydream, settled himself at Tiffauges, in that château where Satan, who refused so obstinately to reveal himself to the Marshal, would descend and incarnate himself in him, without Gilles even suspecting it, in order to wallow, exultantly, in the joys of murder.

“Because essentially that’s what Satanism is,” he said to himself, “the question of physical manifestations, which has been disputed since the world began, is really a secondary one when you think about it. The Devil has no need to show himself in human or animal form in order to attest to his presence. For him to prove himself, it’s enough that he  chooses to reside in those souls whom he exulcerates and incites to unaccountable crimes. Moreover, he can then hold them with the hope – which he himself breathes into them – that instead of living inside them, as is really the case and which they’re often unaware of, he’ll submit to their invocations, will appear to them and negotiate, in lawyer-like fashion, the benefits that he’ll grant in exchange for certain forfeits. Even the mere desire to make a pact with him must sometimes result in his seeping into us.”

Indeed, all the modern theories of Lombroso and Maudsley do nothing to make the singular abuses of the Marshal more comprehensible. Nothing could be more just, it is true, to classify him as one in a long series of monomaniacs, for he was one, if you apply the word monomaniac to any man dominated by an idée fixe. But then so is each and every one of us more or less, from the businessman whose every idea converges on thoughts of gain, to the artist absorbed in the birth of a work of art. As to why the Marshal was a monomaniac, and how it all began, that’s what all the Lombrosos of this world can’t tell us. Lesions of the brain, adhesion of the cerebrum to the pia mater, such things signify absolutely nothing in relation to these questions, they are simply symptoms, effects derived from a cause that ought to be explainable, but which no materialist can explain. It’s really too easy to declare that a disturbance of the cerebral lobes produces assassins and blasphemers, as the celebrated psychiatrists of our day do, claiming that an analysis of the brains of madwomen reveals lesions and damage to the grey matter. And even if it did, it would still have to be discovered – in the case of a woman in the grip of possession for instance – whether the lesion was produced because she was possessed or whether she was possessed as a result of the lesion … assuming that there even was one, that is. These Comprachicos of the human psyche don’t yet resort to surgery, don’t amputate those lobes they claim to understand so well after studious trepannings. Instead, they restrict themselves to manipulating their subjects, to inculcating them with ignoble ideas, to developing their worst instincts, pushing them little by little down the path to vice –  it’s a much surer method – and if this exercise of persuasion does alter the patient’s brain tissues, it only proves that the lesion is nothing but the effect of a state of mind, not its cause.

And then … and then … these new doctrines which consist of confounding the criminal and the mentally ill, the possessed and the mad, are nonsense when you think about them. Nine years ago a child of fourteen, Félix Lemaitre, murdered a small boy, whom he didn’t know, because he desired to see him suffer and hear him scream. He slices open his belly with a knife, twists and turns the blade in the warm, gaping hole, then he slowly saws through the neck. He expresses no repentance, reveals himself in the course of the interrogation to which he is submitted, to be intelligent and perfectly monstrous. Dr Legrand du Saulle, among other specialists, kept him patiently under surveillance for several months, but they never observed in him any symptoms of madness or even a semblance of mania. And this boy had been pretty well brought up, hadn’t even been corrupted by others!

It’s just the same with demonomaniacs, who, whether consciously or unconsciously, do evil for evil’s sake. They’re no more mad than the monk falling into ecstasies in his cell, or the man who does good for good’s sake. These people, who are completely beyond the reach of medical science, are just at the two opposite poles of the soul, and that’s all.

In the fifteenth century these extreme tendencies were represented by Joan of Arc and Marshal de Rais. However, there’s no reason to believe that Gilles was any more insane than the Maid, whose glorious ecstasies have no connection with mental derangement or delirium.

“All the same, there must have been some terrible nights in that fortress,” Durtal said to himself, dreaming about the château at Tiffauges, which he had visited the previous year because he wanted, for the sake of his work, to live in the same countryside in which de Rais had lived and breath in the atmosphere of its ruins.

He had installed himself in the small hamlet which stretches out around the base of the ancient castle, and he noted that the Bluebeard legend was still very much alive in  this isolated part of the Vendée, on the Breton borders. ‘He was a young man who came to a bad end,’ the young women would say. The older women, more nervous, would make the sign of the cross if, in the course of the evening, they walked near the foot of the walls: the memory of butchered children persisted and the Marshal, known only by his surname, still had the power to terrify.

There, Durtal made his way every day from the inn where he was staying to the château, which rose up above the valleys of the Crûme and the Sèvre opposite hills excoriated by blocks of granite and planted with formidable oak trees, the roots of which, bursting from the earth, resembled terrifying nests of huge snakes.

It was as if you had been transported to Brittany itself. Here was the same sky and the same landscape, a melancholy, sombre sky, a sun which seemed older than elsewhere and which gilded but feebly the mournful gloom of the ancient forests and the old, moss-covered sandstone, a landscape which stretched out, as far as the eye could see, in barren moors, a landscape pock-marked by pools of rusty water, bristling with rocks, and riddled by little pink bells of heather and small yellow gorses, by clumps of furze and tufts of broom.

You felt that this iron-coloured sky, this famished earth, empurpled here and there by the blood-red flowers of buckwheat, that these roads bordered by walls of stone, piled one on top of the other without plaster or cement, that these footpaths edged by a wild tangle of hedgerows, that these crabbed weeds and untilled fields, that these crippled beggars eaten by vermin and scoured with filth, that even the mean and neglected livestock, the stunted cows and the black sheep whose blue eyes had the clear, cold stare of the degenerate or the Slav, had endured absolutely unchanged in an identical landscape for centuries.

The countryside around Tiffauges, though spoiled a little further on near the River Sèvre by a factory chimney, remained in perfect accord with the château, standing amid its ruins. The château revealed itself to be immense, enclosing,  within walls that were still visible among the debris of the towers, a large stretch of ground now converted into a miserable market garden. Bluish rows of cabbages, impoverished carrot plants and emaciated turnips, spread out across this enormous circle where knights had once fought to the sound of clashing swords, where processions had unfurled amid the fume of incense and the chant of psalms.

A hut had been built in one corner in which peasant- women, reverted to a state of savagery and no longer understanding the meaning of words, would rouse themselves only at the sight of money, grabbing at it while holding out a bunch of keys.

It was possible then to wander about for hours, to rummage through the ruins, to daydream, to smoke at your leisure. Unfortunately, certain parts were inaccessible. The castle- keep was still surrounded on the village side by a vast moat, from the bottom of which jutted enormous trees. You would have had to walk over their uppermost branches, which came up to the moat’s edge at your feet, to reach the portcullis, to which the drawbridge was no longer attached, on the other side.

But access to another part bordering the River Sèvre was easier. There, the two wings of the château, overgrown with white-tasselled viburnia and by ivy, were intact. Crumbling and dry as pumice stone, the towers, silvered with lichen and gilded by moss, rose up almost entire to their crenellated battlements, fragments of which were blown away, bit by bit, on windy nights.

Inside, a series of halls succeeded one another. Gloomy and cold as ice, each was cut into the granite and surmounted by an arched vault shaped like the hull of a ship. Then, via spiral staircases, you ascended or descended into identical chambers connecting with subterranean corridors, into which small rooms and deep recesses, the uses of which were unknown, had been hollowed out.

Lower down, these corridors, so narrow it was impossible for two people to walk side by side, would descend in a gentle slope, branching off into a maze of alleys that led to proper  dungeons, the walls of which, in the flicker of a lantern, would glitter like steel, would sparkle like grains of sugar. In the cells higher up, as in the prisons below, one would stumble over the uneven, hard earth floor which was pierced, sometimes in the middle, sometimes in the corner, by the yawning mouth of an oubliette or well.

Finally, at the top of one of the towers, the one that rose up as you entered on the left, a covered gallery, with a circular ledge cut into the rock running all the way round, was still extant. There, no doubt, would have been stationed the men at arms, who shot at their assailants through unusually large and open loopholes, positioned below them, beneath their feet. In this gallery, any voice, even the quietest, would echo round the circular walls and make itself heard from one side of the chamber to the other.

In short, the exterior of the château revealed itself to be a fortress built to sustain long sieges, while the interior, now denuded, evoked the image of a prison where the flesh, debilitated by damp, must have putrefied in just a few months. Once back in the vegetable garden, in the fresh air, you would experience a feeling of well-being, of relief, but anxiety soon took hold of you again if, crossing the row of cabbages, you reached the isolated ruins of the chapel and entered by a cellar door into the crypt beneath.

It dated from the eleventh century. Small, squat, it thrust itself up under an arched vault of massive columns whose capitals were carved with lozenges and bishops’ crosiers set back to back. The altar stone was still intact. Brackish daylight, which seemed to be filtered through a layer of animal horn, oozed in through the openings, barely illuminating the shadowy walls or the compacted soot of the earth floor, which was also pierced by what looked like an oubliette or the circular cover of a well.

After dinner in the evening, he had often climbed its sloping side and followed the cracked walls of the ruins. On clear nights, half the château retreated into shadows and the other half, by contrast, stood out, a gouache in silver and blue scumbled by mercurial gleams, high above the River Sèvre, in  whose waters shimmering drops of moonlight would leap like fish.

The silence was overwhelming. After nine o’clock, not a dog barked, not a soul stirred. Durtal would then return to his poor room at the inn, where an old woman in black, wearing a night-cap like those of the Middle Ages, waited for him candle in hand, in order to bolt the door as soon as he came in.

“All this,” Durtal told himself, “is but the skeleton of a dead castle. To bring it back to life it was now necessary to reconstruct the opulent flesh which once covered these bones of rock.”

The documents are precise, this carcass of stone had been magnificently clothed and, in order to put Gilles back in his proper milieu, you’d have to recall all the sumptuousness of its fifteenth-century furnishings. You’d have to reinvest the walls with Irish oak panelling, or those high-warped tapestries made from goldthread and Arras wool, so sought-after in that period. You’d have to pave the bare earth floors, now as black as ink, with green and yellow tiles, or with black and white flagstones, you’d have to paint the vaults, to cover them in stars of gold, or strew them with crossbows on a field of azure, to emblazon there the Marshal’s coat of arms: a Cross Sable upon a Field Or.

And the articles of furniture would have to be arranged in the rooms in which Gilles and his friends slept: here and there, seigniorial high-backed seats, stools and chairs, against the partitions, wardrobes of sculpted wood with representations of the Annunciation or of the Adoration of the Magi in bas-relief on their panels, and, sheltering under their canopies of brown lace, painted and gilded statues of Saint Anne, Saint Marguerite and Saint Catherine, so often reproduced by the craftsmen of the Middle Ages. You’d have to install chests covered in pigskin, studded and bound with iron, for clean tunics and changes of linen, then iron hinged trunks, covered in leather or lined canvas, on which fair-haired angels stood out in relief, embossed on a stock of goldplate taken from old missals. Finally, you’d have to erect beds raised on carpeted  steps and cover them in their linen sheets, their pillows with tasselled and perfumed pillowcases, and their counterpanes, all of which was surmounted by canopies draped on wooden frames and surrounded by curtains embroidered with coats of arms or flecked with stars.

Everything had also to be reconstructed in the other rooms, which preserved nothing but their walls and their high, basket-funnelled chimneys, whose spacious hearths, minus their andirons, were still charred from ancient fires. You would have to imagine the dining rooms, and those incredible meals which Gilles would later deplore while preparing for his trial at Nantes. He would swear with tears in his eyes to having stoked the heat of his passions with the fieriness of his dishes. And we can easily re-establish the bills of fare that he was condemning: at table with Eustache Blanchet, Prelati, Gilles de Sillé, all his faithful friends, in the high hall with its sideboards loaded with various dishes and ewers full of medlar, rose and honey-lotus water for washing the hands, Gilles would eat beef pies and pies of salmon and bream, tartlets of rabbit and pigeon, all smothered in spicy sauces, tarts of finch, heron, stork, crane, peacock, bittern and roast swan, venison in crab-apple jelly, lampreys from Nantes, salads of bryony, hops, judas-berry and mallow, potent dishes seasoned with marjoram and mace, coriander and sage, peony and rosemary, basil and hyssop, pomegranate and ginger, savoury, acidic dishes, which urged the stomach, like a spur, to drink more, rich pastries, elder-berry and radish tarts, rice cooked in hazelnut milk and sprinkled with cinnamon, foodstuffs which necessitated copious draughts of beer and fermented blackberry juice, of dry wine, or tawny and fortified wine, of heady hippocras, heavy with cinnamon, almond and musk, of fiery liquors, fizzing with golden bubbles, of maddening drinks that would provoke lecherous talk and, by the end of the meal, incite the guests in this châtelaine-less château to dreams of unnatural acts.

“It only remains to reproduce the costumes,” he said to himself, and he imagined, in that magnificent château, Gilles and his friends, not in damascened field harness, but in what  they wore in private and for pleasure. He conjured them up in keeping with the luxury of their surroundings, dressed in glittering vestments, in those pleated jackets that flare out into a small gathered skirt at the waist, legs set off in dark tights, with ‘vol-au-vent’ or ‘artichoke leaf’ caps on their heads, as worn by Charles VII in his portrait in the Louvre, and their torsos wrapped in cloths of goldworked lozengy or in damasks threaded with silver and edged with marten fur.

And he thought, too, about the women’s apparel, dresses in elaborate, flowery fabrics, with narrow sleeves and bust, with lapels turned back to the shoulders, with skirts cut high at the front, and flowing behind in a long swirling train edged with white fur. And under this costume, which he was putting together mentally as if on an imaginary mannequin, under the ornaments, the stitching on the slash-pleated bodice, the necklace of heavy stones, of violet or milky-white crystals, sombre cabochons and jewels that sparkled and glittered, a woman insinuated herself, filling out the dress, rounding out the bodice, slipping under the double-pointed wimple with its trailing veil, a woman who smiled with the recognisable features of the unknown woman and Madame Chantelouve. And he was staring at her, ravished, without even noticing that it was her, when his cat, jumping onto his knees, diverted his thoughts and brought him back again to his room.

“Ah, there she is again!” And in spite of himself he laughed that his unknown woman should have pursued him, even to Tiffauges. “All the same, it’s stupid to let one’s mind wander like this,” he said as he stretched himself, “though it’s my only pleasure, and everything else is so vulgar and so superficial.”

“There’s no doubt about it,” he continued, lighting a cigarette, “it was a singular epoch, the Middle Ages. For some, it’s entirely white, and for others totally black, there’s no grey area: an era of ignorance and darkness, as intellectuals and atheists never tire of telling us, or one of ethereal, exquisite beauty, as artists and the learned faithful claim.”

What is certain is that the immutable classes of society – the nobility, the priests, the bourgeoisie, and the people – had  very elevated souls in those days. One can be sure of this: society has done nothing but degenerate in the four centuries which separate us from the Middle Ages.

In those days the lord of the manor was, it’s true, a formidable brute most of the time: we’re talking about a salacious, drunken bandit, a bloody, gregarious tyrant. But he had an infantile mind and a weak spirit, he was brought to heel by the Church, and, to liberate the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem, men such as these would sacrifice their fortunes, abandon their houses, their children and their wives, they would accept impossible hardships, extraordinary sufferings and unheard-of dangers.

These men redeemed the baseness of their manners through their pious heroism. The breed has undergone some changes since then. It has curbed, at times even abandoned altogether, its instincts for carnage and violence, though it has replaced them with a monomania for business, by the passion for money. It has done worse still, it has fallen into such abjection that it is drawn to the sordid practices of the vulgar. The aristocracy exhibits itself like a belly-dancer, dresses up in the dancer’s tutu and the clown’s motley. Now, to please the public, it performs on the flying trapeze, jumps through hoops and lifts weights amid the trampled sawdust of a circus!

The priests, in spite of a few religious houses that were ravaged by extremes of lechery or the frenzies of Satanism, were admirable, and threw themselves into superhuman transports and attained God. Saints abounded throughout this period, miracles multiplied, and, while still remaining omnipotent, the Church was kind to the humble, it consoled the afflicted, defended the weak and rejoiced with the common people. Today, it hates poverty and mysticism, and is killing itself with priests who repress zealous thoughts, who preach sobriety in things spiritual, moderation in belief and common sense in prayer: a very bourgeois attitude to the soul. Yet, here and there, poles apart from these lukewarm priests, and still crying out to us from the depths of their cloisters, are the true saints, monks who almost kill themselves in prayer for each one of us. Along with those possessed by devils, these  monks form the only tie that binds our century to that of the Middle Ages.

As for the bourgeoisie, its sententious and self-satisfied side already existed in the time of Charles VII. But greed was restrained by the confessional and, moreover, along with the worker, the tradesman was kept in check by the Guilds, which denounced fraud and deceit, and closed down disreputable manufacturers. Indeed, they actually fixed a fair price for high quality work. From father to son, artisans and bourgeois worked in the same profession; the Guilds assured them of work and a fair salary. They weren’t, as they are now, subject to the fluctuations of the market, ground down by the millstone of capital, huge fortunes didn’t exist and everyone made a living. Confident of the future, without hatred, they created marvels of that sumptuary art the secret of which remains lost forever.

All these artisans, if they merited it, passed through three stages – apprentice, journeyman and master – and so improved their state and matured into true artists. They ennobled the simplest piece of ironwork, the most commonplace piece of pottery, the most ordinary trunk or chest. The Guilds, who adopted saints as their patrons, images of whom, often petitioned, would figure on their banners, preserved the honest existence of the lower classes over the centuries and singularly raised the spiritual level of the men whom they protected.

All that has, however, come to an end. The bourgeoisie has replaced a nobility sunk in senility or corruption, and it’s to that class we owe the foul spawning of sports clubs and drinking dens, the ‘tote’ system and the betting shop. Today, the merchant has no other purpose but to exploit the worker, manufacture worthless trash, misrepresent the quality of his goods, and cheat on the weight of the commodities he sells.

As for the common man, we have lifted the indispensable fear of the old Hell and, in the same stroke, informed him that he must no longer hope for any compensation after his death, whatever his sufferings and grievances. So now he bungles a badly paid job and turns to drink. From time to  time, whenever he’s drunk to excess, he rebels, and then we beat him unmercifully, because once he’s let loose, he reveals himself to be a stupid and cruel brute!

Good God, what a mess! And to think that the nineteenth century exalts and flatters itself so much. It’s nothing but a word in its mouth, this ‘progress’. Progress for whom? Progress of what? This miserable century has invented nothing!

It has built nothing and demolished everything. At the present time, it glories in its electricity, which it imagines it has invented. But this has been known about and used since antiquity, and if the ancients couldn’t explain its nature, or even its essence, the moderns are just as incapable of demonstrating the causes of this force that can produce sparks and transmit, complete with nasal twang, voices along a wire. It also imagines that it created hypnotism, though in Egypt and India, the high priests and the Brahmins understood and widely practised this awesome science. No, what it has discovered, this century of ours, is how to falsify commodities, the sophistry of production. There, it has become a master. It has even succeeded in adulterating excrement, so much so that in 1888 the Chambre des Députés had to pass a law aimed at repressing the fraud in manure. Now that, that’s the limit!

“Hello … someone’s ringing.” He opened the door and flinched.

Madame Chantelouve was standing in front of him.

He nodded, dumbfounded, as, without breathing a word, she went straight into his study. There, she turned and Durtal, who had followed her, stood facing her.

“Please, sit down.” And he moved an armchair towards her, hastening to push back with his foot the edge of a rug that had been rucked up by the cat, and apologising for the mess. She made a vague gesture and, still standing, in a very calm, quiet voice, said to him: “It is I who have been sending you these mad letters … I have come to exorcise this evil fever, to finish it in a frank and open manner. You have written so yourself, that no liaison between us is possible … let us forget what has passed between us, and, before I go, tell me truly that you aren’t angry with me …”

He made to protest. Oh, but by no means could he allow her to be so discouraged. He wasn’t in any way mad when he’d replied to her in such ardent tones, he was writing in good faith, he loved her …

“You love me! But you didn’t know those letters came from me! You’re in love with a stranger, a phantasm. And even if what you say is true, that phantasm no longer exists, since I am here!”

“You’re wrong, I knew perfectly well that the pseudonym ‘Madame Maubel’ was hiding Madame Chantelouve.” And he explained to her in detail, though without informing her of course of his doubts, how he had lifted the mask.

“Oh.” She reflected for a moment, her eyelids fluttering over her still troubled eyes. “In any case,” she went on, looking him straight in the face, “you couldn’t have known it was me in those first letters to which you responded with such cries of passion. It was, therefore, not to me that those cries were addressed.”

He denied her assertion, got himself into a muddle over the dates of the letters and the sequence of events, and she herself ended by losing the thread of his remarks. It became so ridiculous that they lapsed into silence. Then, she sat down and burst out laughing.

This sharp, strident laugh, exposing magnificent teeth – if a little short and pointed – and bringing a mocking look to her mouth, vexed him. “She’s making fun of me,” he said to himself, and already unhappy at the turn the conversation had taken and furious to see this woman so calm, so different from her passionate letters, he asked her in an irritated tone:

“May I ask why you are laughing like that?”

“Forgive me, it’s nerves, it often strikes me like this on the omnibus, but leaving that aside, let’s be reasonable and talk. You were saying that you loved me …”

“Yes.”

“Well, even supposing I’m not indifferent to you either, where would all this lead? Ah, as you well know, my unhappy friend, it was you who first of all refused – and based your  refusal on well-considered reasons – the rendezvous that in a moment of madness I asked of you.”

“But I refused then because I didn’t know it came from you! I’ve already told you, it was some days after that, without meaning to, that des Hermies revealed your name to me. Did I hesitate once I knew? No, seeing that I immediately begged you to come.”

“That’s as may be, but you admit I’m right when I say you must have written those first letters to someone other than me.”

She remained, for a moment, lost in thought. Durtal was beginning to get prodigiously bored of endlessly discussing the same question. He judged it prudent not to reply, and searched for a way out of the impasse.

But it was she who relieved his embarrassment. “Don’t let’s discuss it any more or we’ll never finish,” she said smiling. “Let’s see, the situation is this: I’m married, to a very good man who loves me and whose only crime is that he represents the sort of happiness, admittedly a slightly insipid sort, that’s close to hand. I wrote to you first, so I’m the guilty one, and believe me, on his account I’ve suffered for it. You, you have work to do, to write beautiful books, you have no need of a harebrained woman walking into your life. So you see, it’s for the best that, while still continuing to be friends, true friends, we should remain as we are.”

“And this is the woman who wrote me such spirited letters, who talks to me now about reason, common sense, and I don’t know what.”

“Come on, be frank with me, you don’t really love me.”

“Me! …” He took her hands gently in his own, she didn’t resist, but stared at him resolutely:

“Listen, if you had loved me, you would have come to see me, but for months you haven’t even bothered to find out whether I was alive or dead …”

“But you must realise I couldn’t hope to have been welcomed by you in the terms we’re now on. Besides, there were always guests in your drawing-room … and your husband. I  could never have had you even a little bit to myself in your own home.”

He was pressing her hands tightly, drawing himself closer to her; she was looking at him with her smoky eyes, in which he saw again the plaintive, almost mournful expression that had seduced him. He completely lost his head before this voluptuous, doleful face, but, with a firm gesture, she withdrew her hands.

“Look … let’s sit down and talk about something else. You know, your apartment is charming! Who is this saint?” she added, examining on the chimney-breast the picture of the kneeling monk praying next to a cardinal’s hat and a jug.

“I don’t know.”

“I’ll do some research about it for you. Back at the house I have some lives of the Saints, it should be easy to find out, a cardinal who abandons the purple to go and live in a hut. Wait a moment … I think Saint Peter Damian did something like that, though I’m not sure. I have such a poor memory, come on, help me a little.”

“But I don’t know!”

She came up to him and put a hand on his shoulder:

“You’re offended, tell me, are you angry with me?”

“Of course I am! When I want you madly, when I’ve been dreaming about this meeting for the past week, you come here and tell me that everything is over between us, that you don’t love me …”

She began to caress him. “But if I didn’t love you, would I have come? Only you must see that reality would kill the ideal, you must see it would be better not to expose ourselves to such terrible regrets. Come, we’re not children anymore. No! leave me alone, don’t touch me like that!” She struggled, ashen-faced, in his arms. “I swear to you if you don’t let me go now, I will leave and you’ll never see me again.” Her voice had become hoarse and dry. He released her.

“Sit down, there, behind the table … do it for my sake.” Then, all the while tapping her heel on the floor, she said in a melancholy tone: “It will never be possible to be a friend and nothing but a friend with a man. Nevertheless, it would be  nice to come here and see you, without fear of evil thoughts, wouldn’t it?” She fell silent, then she added: “Yes, but only to see each other like this … and if we don’t have sublime things to say we can be silent, it’s just as nice not saying anything.”

She sighed, then said, “It’s getting late, I must get back.”

“Without leaving me with anything to hope for?” he said, taking her gloved hands and kissing them. “Tell me that you’ll come back …”

She didn’t reply, but softly shook her head, then, when he started becoming more importunate:

“Listen, if you promise to ask nothing of me, to be good, the day after tomorrow I will come here at nine o’clock in the evening.”

He promised everything she asked. And as he was raising his lips from her gloves, his mouth brushed against her breast, which he felt stiffen, she pulled her hands away, then nervously took hold of his, and, clenching her teeth, offered him her neck, which he kissed.

And then she fled.

“Well!” he said, closing the door. He was at the same time both satisfied and disappointed.

Satisfied, because he found her enigmatic, complex and charming. Now that he was alone, he began picturing her again in his mind: her tight black dress beneath her fur mantle, the warm collar of which he had caressed as he kissed the curve of her neck … no jewellery, though her ears were pierced with sparkling blue sapphires … a dark-green, otter- skin hat on her blond, rather wild, hair … her long fawn suede gloves, which, like her veil, exuded a strange scent, in which a hint of cinnamon seemed to lose itself among other stronger perfumes, a faint, soft scent that still clung to his hands when he raised them to his face … and he saw again her troubled eyes, their sombre grey waters suddenly etched with points of light, her moist, mouse-like teeth, her thin, bitten lips. “Ah, the day after tomorrow!” he said to himself, “it will be truly wonderful to kiss all that.”

But disappointed, too, both with himself and with her. He reproached himself for having been peevish, morose and on  edge. He should have been more effusive, less restrained, but it was all her fault, for she had disconcerted him, the disparity between the woman who cried out with such desire and such anguish in her letters, and the woman he had seen, who was so completely self-possessed in all her coquetries, was truly too much!

“All the same, they’re amazing creatures these women,” he thought. “Here’s one who has accomplished the most difficult thing you can imagine, to come to a man’s house, after having written him such extravagant letters. Me, I act like a goose, I’m embarrassed, I don’t know what to say, but her, in an instant she has the relaxed manner of someone in her own home, or on a casual social visit. Poised, graceful, never lost for words, and eyes that make up for everything besides! She can’t be easy to live with, though,” he added, thinking of her harsh tone of voice as she escaped from his arms. “And yet, she has her affectionate moments,” he continued dreamily, recalling not so much her words as a certain genuinely tender inflexion in her voice, a certain wistful, heart-broken look. “I’m going to have to tread carefully the day after tomorrow,” he concluded, addressing his cat, which, never having seen a woman, had fled at the sight of Madame Chantelouve and taken refuge under the bed. Now it came closer, as if stalking its prey, sniffing at the armchair in which she had sat.

“In fact, when you think about it,” he said to himself, “she was frighteningly expert, this Madame Hyacinthe! She didn’t want to meet in a café or in the street. She would have smelt the rented room or the hotel coming a mile off. And though, from the single fact of my not inviting her here, she couldn’t be in any doubt that I didn’t want her to set foot in this apartment, she deliberately came. And then that scene at the beginning. That, when you think about it logically, was all a pretence. If she wasn’t looking for a liaison she wouldn’t have come up here. No, she was waiting to be seduced, waiting, moreover, as all women do, to be offered something they already desire. I’ve been tricked, and her coming here has upset all my plans. But what does it matter, she’s none the less desirable for all that,” he added, glad to dismiss  these disagreeable thoughts, and throw himself back into his infatuated vision of her. “The day after tomorrow shouldn’t be too boring in any case,” he continued, recalling her eyes, imagining them in surrender, delusive and full of sadness as he undressed her, revealing under her furs and her tight dress, her thin, white body, warm and supple. “Even though she’s thirty, she hasn’t had any children, so there’s a real promise of some virtually unspoiled flesh!”

As a breath of youthfulness intoxicated him, Durtal looked at himself, astonished, in the mirror. His tired eyes were clearer, his face seemed to him younger, less careworn, his moustache less untidy, his hair blacker. “Fortunately, I was freshly shaved,” he said. But, little by little as he was thinking things over, he saw in the mirror, normally so rarely consulted, his features droop and his eyes become dim. His short figure, which had seemed taller with this awakening of his spirit, subsided again, the sadness returned to his thoughtful face. “This is not what one would call a physique for the ladies,” he concluded. “So what does she want with me, because in the end it would be easier for her to cheat on her husband with someone else? Ah well, these thoughts have been reeling around for long enough, let’s have done with them. To sum up my situation, I love her with my head not with my heart, that’s an important distinction. Under these conditions, whatever else happens, such love affairs tend to be short-lived and I’m almost sure to get myself out of it without doing anything too stupid!”


CHAPTER IX

The next morning he awoke – as on the previous night he had gone to sleep – thinking about her. He started once again to rationalise events, to turn his conjectures over and over in his mind, to find a pretext for her actions. Once again he asked himself the question, why, when I went to her house, did she not let me see that I attracted her? Never a look, never a word that would have aroused my suspicions, that would have encouraged me. And why this correspondence? Why, when it was so simple to insist on having me to dine, when it was so simple to invent an occasion which, either at her house or on neutral ground, could have brought us together?

And he answered himself: Because it would have been too normal, not strange enough! She was, perhaps, shrewd in these matters, she understood that the unknown scares off a man’s reason and that the resulting void agitates the soul, and she wanted to make my mind feverish, to unbalance it, before taking up the attack under her real name.

He had to admit that, if his conjectures were right, she was peculiarly cunning. In truth, she was perhaps, quite simply, an over-excited romanticist, or a joker, it amused her to invent these little intrigues, to spice up with a savoury appetiser what would otherwise be a vulgar dish.

And Chantelouve, the husband? Durtal now thought about him. He must be supervising his wife, whose indiscretions would make his own affairs easier, otherwise why would she arrange to come at nine o’clock at night, when it would seem to be easier, under the pretext of shopping at the Bon Marché or going to the baths, to meet at a lover’s house in the afternoon or the morning?

This new question remained unanswered, but little by little he ceased to worry about it, for his obsession with this woman threw him into a similar state to the one he’d experienced when he was reading her letters and groaning  with passion over the unknown woman he’d conjured up in his imagination.

This unknown woman had now completely vanished, he could no longer even recall what she looked like. Madame Chantelouve, as she was in reality, without being tainted by or assuming the other’s features, held him completely in her grip, stoking his mind and senses to white heat. He was taken by a mad desire, breathing in her promise about the following evening. “And what if she doesn’t come?” he said to himself. An icy chill ran down his back at the idea that she wouldn’t be able to get away from the house or that she wanted to make him wait, in order to whet his appetite further.

“It’s high time this was finished,” he thought to himself, because this St Vitus’ dance of the psyche wasn’t without a certain loss of vital energy which worried him. He was afraid, in short, that after the febrile agitation of his nights, he might cut a very sorry figure when the moment came as her knight-errant!

“It’s best not to think about all that,” he continued, on the way to Carhaix’s house, where he was due to dine with the astrologer Gévingey and des Hermies.

“This will give me something different to think about,” he murmured groping his way upstairs in the darkness of the tower. Des Hermies, who heard him clambering up, opened the door, throwing a thin pencil of light into the pitch black of the spiral stairwell.

Reaching the landing, Durtal saw his friend, jacketless, his shirt-sleeves rolled up, his body wrapped in an apron.

“I am, as you see, in the heat of composition!” he said, inspecting a pot boiling on the stove and consulting, as if it were a pressure gauge, his watch, which hung from a nail in the wall. He had the brusque, confident look of a mechanic surveying his machine. “There,” he said, lifting the lid, “look at that!” Durtal bent over, and, through the clouds of steam, he caught a glimpse of a sodden dishcloth bubbling in the saucepan.

“Is that the leg of lamb?”

“Yes, my friend, it’s sewn into the material so tightly that the air can’t get in. It cooks in this beautiful, bubbling court- bouillon, into which, along with a handful of artichokes, I’ve thrown some cloves of garlic, slices of carrot, onions, nutmeg, laurel leaves and some thyme. I’m sure you’ll really love it, as long as Gévingey doesn’t make us wait too long, because lamb à l’anglaise doesn’t stand to be overcooked.”

Carhaix’s wife suddenly appeared at the door.

“Come through, my husband’s here.”

Durtal found him tidying up his books. They shook hands. At random, Durtal leafed through some of the already-dusted volumes piled up on the table.

“Are these,” he asked, “technical works about bell-metal and the casting of bells or about the liturgical aspects that relate to them?”

“About the casting itself? No, though sometimes these old books refer to the ancient bell-founders, the ‘smelters’ as they were called in the good old days, and, here and there, you’ll find information about alloys of red copper and refined tin. I think you’ll also find that the art of the smelter has been in decline for the last three centuries, which is perhaps due to the fact that, in the Middle Ages especially, the faithful would throw jewellery and precious metals into the cast, thereby tempering the alloy. Or then again, perhaps it’s because the bell-founders no longer pray to Saint Anthony the hermit when the bronze is boiling in the furnace! I don’t know, the fact remains that bells are now made in bulk, they have no personality and they all sound identical. They’re like domestic maids, obedient but indistinguishable, whereas formerly they were a little like those old-fashioned servants who were a part of the family whose griefs and joys they shared. But what does that matter to the clergy and their flocks? Those minor functionaries are devoted to a form of worship which is completely devoid of any symbolism whatsoever. And yet it’s that which is all important. You asked me, a few moments ago, if these books treated bells from the point of view of the liturgy? The answer is yes, most of them explain, in great detail, the significance of each of the parts of which they’re composed  and their interpretations are simple and, as a matter of fact, very consistent.”

“Oh? And what are they?”

“Ah! Now if all this interests you, I’ll sum it up for you in a few words. According to the Rationale of Guillaume Durand, the hardness of the metal signifies the authority of the preacher, the striking of the clapper against the sides expresses the idea that the preacher must strike himself, to correct his own vices, before he reproaches the sins of others. The beam or cross-timber from which the bell is suspended represents, by its very form, the cross of Christ, and the rope, which formerly served as the bell-pull, allegorises the wisdom of the Scriptures, which proceeds from the mystery of the Cross itself.

“The ancient liturgists reveal an almost identical system of symbols. Jean Beleth, who lived around 1200, also declared that the bell was an image of the preacher, but he added that its back-and-forth motion, when it’s set swinging, teaches us that the priest must, by turns, elevate his language and then simplify it, so as to make it more suitable to the common people. For Hugues de Saint-Victor, the clapper is the tongue of the priest which strikes the two sides of the bell’s mouth and thus announces, simultaneously, the truths of the two Testaments. Finally, if we address ourselves to perhaps the most ancient of the liturgists, Fortunat Amalaire, we find simply that the body of the bell signifies the mouth of the preacher and the striker his tongue.”

“But,” said Durtal, a little disappointed, “that’s not – how can I put it? – very profound.”

The door opened.

“How goes it?” said Carhaix, shaking hands with Gévingey and presenting him to Durtal.

While the bell-ringer’s wife finished laying the table, Durtal examined the newcomer. He was a short man, wearing a black, shapeless felt hat, and enveloped like a bus conductor in a hooded blue cloak. His head was like an egg, standing on its end. The cranium, as shiny as if it had been polished with wax, seemed to have pushed its way through the remains of his hair,  which hung down to his neck and was as stiff as the fibres of a dry coconut. His nose was hooked, the nostrils opening out into large caverns above a toothless mouth, partly hidden by a thick moustache, grizzled with flecks of grey like his goatee, which served to elongate his short chin. At first glance, he gave the impression of being an artisan, a wood engraver or an illuminator of holy images or pious statues, but the more one looked at him, observing his close-set eyes, which were round and grey and a bit cross-eyed, the more one listened to his solemn voice and his obsequious manners, the more one asked oneself from what strange kind of sacristy this man had come from?

He took off his overcoat to expose a black frock coat of a stiff, box-like cut. A thick gold chain ran around his neck before losing itself, twisting like a snake, in the bulging pocket of an old waistcoat. But what really astonished Durtal was when Gévingey revealed his hands, which he obligingly placed on his knees, as if on show.

They were huge, podgy, and speckled with orange spots; the fingers, tipped by milk-white nails cut to the quick, were covered in enormous rings the stones of which stretched from finger-joint to knuckle.

As he looked at Durtal, who was staring at his fingers, he smiled:

“I see, Monsieur, that you are studying these valuable jewels. They are made from three metals: gold, platinum and silver. This ring here, bears a scorpion, the sign under which I was born; this one here, with its two intersecting triangles, one pointing up and the other pointing down, represents an image of the microcosm, the seal of Solomon, the great Pentacle; as for this small one you can see here,” he continued, showing off a ladies’ ring set with a tiny sapphire between two rose-cut diamonds, “that is a memento given to me by a woman whose horoscope I was good enough to cast.”

“Oh,” said Durtal, a little taken aback by his conceited manner.

“Dinner is ready,” said the bell-ringer’s wife. Des Hermies, now apronless and prim in a cheviot wool suit, looking less  pale, his cheeks reddened by the heat of the stove, pushed the chairs up to the table.

Carhaix served the soup and everyone fell silent, taking cooler spoonfuls from the edge of their bowls; then his wife brought in the celebrated lamb à l’anglaise and gave it to des Hermies to carve.

It was a magnificent red colour, oozing large drops of juice at the touch of the knife. Everyone went into ecstasies as soon as they tried the strong-tasting meat, which was flavoured with puréed turnips and sweetened with a white caper sauce.

Des Hermies bowed under the shower of compliments. Carhaix filled their glasses, and, a little embarrassed in front of Gévingey, he overwhelmed him with attention to make him forget their old quarrel. Des Hermies abetted him and, wanting to be useful to Durtal as well, he led the conversation round to horoscopes.

Now it was Gévingey’s turn to mount the pulpit. In a self- satisfied tone, he spoke of his immense labours, of the six months of calculations a horoscope demanded, of the surprise of people when he declared that such work wasn’t repaid by the price – five hundred francs – he charged for it. “Nevertheless, I can’t give my knowledge away for nothing,” he concluded.

“But nowadays,” he went on, after a silence, “people distrust astrology, which was revered in antiquity. In the Middle Ages, too, it was almost sacred. Consider for instance, Messieurs, the portal of Notre-Dame. The three doors – which archaeologists uninitiated in Christian or occult symbolism designate under the names of the Door of Judgement, the Door of the Virgin, and the Door of Sainte-Anne or Saint-Marcel – in reality represent Mysticism, Astrology and Alchemy, the three great sciences of the Middle Ages. Today, one often hears people say: ‘Are you certain the stars have an influence over the destiny of man?’ But Messieurs, without going here into details reserved for the adept, in what way is this spiritual influence any stranger than the bodily influence that certain planets, such as the moon for example, exercise over the organs of women and men? You, Monsieur des  Hermies, you are a doctor, you are not unaware of the fact that Dr Gillespin and Dr Jakson in Jamaica, and Dr Balfour in the East Indies, have proved that the constellations have an influence on human health. At every new moon, the number of illnesses increase, acute attacks of fever coincide exactly with the phases of the earth’s satellite. And lastly, lunatics really do exist. Go into the countryside and vouch for yourselves at which time of the month the mad are abroad. But what good does it do to try and convince the sceptical?” he added, contemplating his rings with an air of resignation.

“It seems to me, though, that astrology is once again coming to the surface,” said Durtal, “there are now two astrologers who draw up horoscopes listed in the back pages of the newspapers, right next to the advertisements for secret remedies.”

“How scandalous! That sort doesn’t even know the first thing about the science, they’re common tricksters hoping to pick up a few sous. What good does it do to talk about them, since they don’t count for anything! As for the rest, it has to be said that it’s only in America and England that you can find anyone who knows how to draw up a nativity chart or cast a horoscope.”

“I’m afraid,” said des Hermies, “it’s not just these self- styled astrologers, it’s the same with all these magicians and theosophists, all these occultists and kabbalists of the present day, they understand absolutely nothing. Those that I know are, beyond a doubt, complete ignoramuses, unquestionable imbeciles.”

“And that’s the honest truth, Messieurs! These people are for the most part, either failed old hacks, or insignificant young men looking to exploit the whims of a public fed up with Positivism. They plagiarise Eliphas Lévi, steal from Fabre d’Olivet, and write treatises with no beginning and no end which they themselves would be incapable of explaining. It’s really pitiful, when you think about it.”

“Especially as they make these sciences – which, underneath all the rubbish, certainly contain some overlooked truths – seem ridiculous,” said Durtal.

“And what’s more lamentable still,” said des Hermies, “is that aside from the gullible and the foolish, these little sects also harbour terrible charlatans and frightful con-men …”

“Péladan, for one,” exclaimed Durtal. “Is there anyone who hasn’t heard of this cheap-jack magician, this laughing- stock from the Midi?”

“Oh, him …”

“You see, Messieurs,” continued Gévingey, “these people are, in a word, incapable of obtaining any real results in practice whatsoever, the only person in this century who has penetrated into the mysteries, without being either a saint or a devil-worshipper, is William Crookes.”

And as Durtal seemed to doubt the reality of the apparitions attested to by this Englishman and declared that no theory could explain them, Gévingey heatedly concluded:

“Excuse me, Monsieur, we have a choice between three diverse and, I would dare to say, clearly defined doctrines. Either the apparition was created by an aura discharged by the medium in a trance state and combined with the auras of the people present … or there are immaterial beings in the air, elementals as we call them, who manifest themselves in conditions that are more-or-less well-known … or then again, and this is the theory of pure spiritualism, these phenomena are the result of invoking the souls of the dead.”

“I know,” said Durtal, “and it fills me with horror. I also know that there is a Hindu belief in the migration of souls that roam about after death. These disembodied souls wander around until they are reborn, and then, through a succession of incarnations, attain complete purity. Well, it seems to me enough to live once. I prefer nothingness, the void, to all those metamorphoses, it’s more consoling! As for the invocation of the dead, the mere thought that the local butcher could force the spirit of a Hugo, a Balzac, or a Baudelaire to talk to him would make me beside myself with anger if I were to believe it. No … as degrading as it is, materialism isn’t as vile as that.”

“Spiritualism was, under its old name of necromancy, condemned and held accursed by the Church,” said Carhaix.

Gévingey looked at his rings, then he drained his glass.

“In any case,” the astrologer continued, “you’ll surely admit that these theories are tenable? That of the elementals in particular – Satanism apart – seems the most well-founded, the most plausible. Space is swarming with microbes, is it any more surprising that it should also abound in spirits and spectres? Water and vinegar are teeming with amoeba, the microscope reveals them to us, so why shouldn’t the air, invisible to human sight or scientific instruments, also be seething, like the other elements, with more or less corporeal beings, with more or less developed germs of life?”

“That’s probably why cats suddenly stare curiously into blank space, their eyes following something which is passing and which we can’t see,” said Carhaix’s wife.

“No, thank you,” said Gévingey to des Hermies, who had offered him some more egg and dandelion salad.

“My friends,” said the bell-ringer, “you have forgotten only one doctrine – the only one – that of the Church, which attributes all these inexplicable phenomena to Satan. Catholicism has known about these things for a long time. There was no need to wait for the first manifestation of spirits, produced in America in 1847, I believe, among the Fox family, to decree that table-rapping spirits were a revelation of the Devil. There have been plenty of examples throughout history. You’ll find the proof in Saint Augustine, he had to send out a priest in the diocese of Hippo to put a stop to the noises and the upsetting of objects and furniture that are now symptomatic of Spiritualism. Again, in the time of Theodoric, Saint Cesaire had to exorcise a house haunted by the spirits of the dead. You see, according to Augustine, there are only two Cities, that of God and that the Devil. Now since God is above such cheap tricks, occultists and spiritualists are more or less acting as agents of Satan whether they want to or not.”

“Which hasn’t stopped Spiritualism,” said Gévingey, “from accomplishing an immense task. It has violated the threshold of the unknown and burst open the doors of its sanctuary. It has worked a revolution in the supernatural similar to that effected in the terrestrial order in France  in 1789. It has democratised invocation, it has opened up a whole new path, only it lacks initiated leaders, so it has called forth good and evil spirits, at random and without discrimination. There’s a bit of everything in it, it’s a mystical rag-bag, one might say.”

“And the saddest thing about it,” said des Hermies, laughing, “is that you never get to see anything. I know that some experiments have been successful, but all those I’ve witnessed either hang fire or miscarry.”

“That isn’t surprising,” replied the astrologer, spreading some thick orange marmalade on his bread, “the first rule to observe in magic or Spiritualism is to keep sceptics away, because very often their auras counteract those of the clairvoyant or the medium.”

Then how can you be sure of the reality of such phenomena? thought Durtal.

Carhaix got up. “If you’ll excuse me, I’ll be back in ten minutes.” He put on his greatcoat and the sound of his footsteps faded in stairwell of the tower.

“He’s right, it’s a quarter to eight,” murmured Durtal, looking at his watch.

There was a moment of silence in the room. On everyone refusing the offer of more dessert, Madame Carhaix took off the tablecloth, and spread an oilcloth on the table. The astrologer was twisting the rings on his fingers, Durtal was kneading a ball of breadcrumbs, and des Hermies, leaning to one side, took his Japanese tobacco-pouch out of his hip pocket and began rolling a cigarette.

Then, while the bell-ringer’s wife wished her guests goodnight and retired to her room, des Hermies fetched the kettle and the cafetière.

“Is there anything I can do?” Durtal asked.

“Yes, if you could find some small glasses and open the liqueur bottles, that would be a great help.”

As he opened the cupboard, Durtal hesitated, stunned by the striking of the bells, which shook the walls and reverberated round the room like explosions.

“If there were any spirits in this room, they must be  well-and-truly concussed now,” he said, placing the small glasses on the table.

“A bell dispels phantoms and chases away demons,” replied Gévingey sententiously, as he filled his pipe.

“Here,” said des Hermies to Durtal, “pour the hot water slowly into the percolator and I’ll refill the stove, the temperature’s falling and my feet are freezing.”

Carhaix returned and blew out his lantern. “The bell was in fine voice this evening because of the dry weather,” and he took off his mountain cap and his overcoat.

“What do you think of him,” des Hermies asked Durtal in a whisper, pointing at the astrologer who was lost amid the smoke of his pipe.

“When he’s quiet, he has the air of an old owl, but when he talks, he reminds me of a miserable, long-winded school usher.”

“Just the one,” des Hermies said to Carhaix, who was holding a lump of sugar over his cup of coffee.

“Monsieur, you are working, are you not, on a history of Gilles de Rais?” Gévingey asked Durtal.

“Yes, I’ve recently been plumbing the depths of mass murder and the lusts of Satanism with the man.”

“Well, as to the latter,” cried des Hermies to Gévingey, “we must appeal to your great knowledge. You alone can enlighten my friend about one of the most obscure questions in devil-worship.”

“Which is?”

“That of incubacy and succubacy.”

Gévingey did not reply straight away.

“This is getting more serious,” he said finally. “Here, we touch on an altogether more redoubtable subject than that of Spiritualism. But is Monsieur already familiar with this question?”

“Indeed he is, and above all he knows that opinions differ. Del Rio and Bodin, for example, consider the incubus to be a male demon who couples with women, and the succubus to be a female demon who has sexual intercourse with a man. According to their theories, the incubus takes the semen a  man discharges while dreaming and uses it itself. Which raises two questions: the first, that of knowing whether a child could be born from such a union or not? This method of procreation has been judged possible by the theological doctors of the Church, who even claim that babies born from such acts of intercourse are heavier than others and that they can exhaust three wet-nurses without getting fat. And the second, that of knowing who the father of the child is: the demon who copulated with the mother, or the man whose semen was taken? To which Saint Thomas responds, using more or less subtle arguments, that the true father is not the incubus but the man.”

“For Sinistrari d’Ameno,” Durtal pointed out, “incubi and succubi are not exactly demons, but rather animated spirits, intermediate between demons and angels, similar to satyrs or fauns, like those revered in pagan times, or a species of hobgoblin or imp like those exorcised in the Middle Ages. Sinistrari adds that they don’t need to pollute a sleeping man, seeing as they possess genitals and are endowed with a prolific potency …”

“Yes, and there’s not much more to add,” said Gévingey, “even Görres, so learned and so exact in his work on natural and diabolic mysticism, passes rapidly over this question, neglects it even, as, moreover does the Church, which keeps its mouth shut because it doesn’t like to acknowledge the subject and looks askance on any priest who concerns himself with it.”

“Excuse me,” said Carhaix, always ready to defend the Church, “but the Church has never hesitated to pronounce on such filthy goings-on. The existence of succubi and incubi is attested to by Saint Augustine, by Saint Thomas, by Saint Bonaventure, by Denis the Carthusian, by Pope Innocent VIII and countless others. The matter has, therefore, been gone into thoroughly and every Catholic is bound to believe it. It also figures in the lives of the saints, if I’m not mistaken. In the legend of Saint Hippolytus, for example, Voragine recounts that a priest, tempted by a naked succubus, threw his stole at its head, whereupon he found nothing in front of him but the  corpse of some dead woman the Devil had animated to seduce him.”

“Yes,” said Gévingey, whose eyes were shining, “the Church recognises succubi, I admit, but let me finish and you’ll see that my opinion is founded on reason. You know very well, Messieurs,” he continued, addressing des Hermies and Durtal, “what the books tell us, but over the last hundred years everything has changed and if the facts that I am going to reveal to you are perfectly familiar to the Papal Curia, they are unknown to most of the clergy, and, in any case, you won’t find them mentioned in any book. At the present time, it’s not so much demons, as the invoked spirits of the dead who fulfil the inevitable role of incubi and succubi. In other words, it used to be that in a case of succubacy, the living being who submitted to it was merely in a state of Possession. Now, with the invocation of the dead, which adds the hideously carnal prospect of vampirism to that of demonism, it is no longer possession in the strict sense of the word, but something much worse. The Church no longer knows what to do: either it has to keep quiet, or admit that the invocation of the dead, previously outlawed by Moses, is possible: but that would be too dangerous, because it would popularise the knowledge of such phenomena, which are easier to produce now than they were, since, without realising it, Spiritualism has shown the way. As a result, the Church keeps silent. And yet Rome knows perfectly well the frightening advances the incubus has made recently within the cloisters.”

“Which proves that celibacy is a dreadful thing to endure in solitude,” said des Hermies.

“Which proves above all that souls are weak and no longer know how to pray,” said Carhaix.

“Be that as it may, to enlighten you completely on this matter, Messieurs, I must divide those attacked by incubi and succubi into two classes. The first class is composed of those who have dedicated themselves, personally and directly, to the demonic influence of the spirits. They are fairly rare, they die, all of them, through suicide, or by one or other of the forms of  violent death. The second class is composed of those whose visitation by the spirits has been imposed by means of witchcraft. These are more numerous, especially in religious institutions which are attacked by Satanic organisations. Ordinarily, their victims end up going mad. Lunatic asylums are full of them. Doctors, and even the majority of priests, are in no doubt about the cause of their dementia, yet these cases are curable. A miracle-healer I know has saved many who were once bewitched and who would, if it weren’t for him, still be screaming under the icy water of an asylum shower! There are certain fumigation rituals, certain exorcisms, certain prescriptions carried in amulets, written on leaves of virgin parchment and thrice blessed, which almost always end up saving the patient.”

“One question,” asked des Hermies, “is a woman visited by an incubus when she’s asleep or when she’s awake?”

“It’s necessary to draw a distinction. If this woman isn’t bewitched, if it’s she who, through her own act of will, wishes to couple with an impure spirit, she is always awake while the carnal act is taking place. If, on the contrary, the woman is the victim of a magic spell, the violation is committed either while she’s asleep or, if she’s fully awake, in a cataleptic state which prevents her from defending herself. The most powerful exorcist of our time, a man who has sounded these matters more deeply than I, a Doctor of Theology, Dr Johannès, was telling me that he has saved nuns who had been ridden by an incubus, non-stop and without respite, for two, three and even up to four days.”

“Yes, I know this priest,” said des Hermies.

“And the act is performed in the same way as normal?” asked Durtal.

“Yes and no. Here, the filthiness of the details obliges me to stop,” said Gévingey, blushing a little, “what I’m about to tell you is more than strange. Understand, then, that the member of the incubus is two-pronged and penetrates two orifices simultaneously. At other times, it extends and while one of the branches uses the lawful way, the other simultaneously attacks the lower half of the face … You can imagine,  Messieurs, how life must be shortened by these activities, which are repeated ad nauseam.”

“And you are sure that these facts are true?”

“Absolutely.”

“But even so, do you actually have any proof?” Durtal asked tentatively.

Gévingey was silent, then: “The subject is too serious and I’ve already said too much not to go on to the end. I am neither a fantasist nor a madman. Well, Messieurs, I once spent the night in a room belonging to the most redoubtable master of Satanism of the present day …”

“Canon Docre,” broke in des Hermies.

“Yes, and I wasn’t sleeping, I swear to you it was broad daylight when the succubus came, provocative, palpable and persistent. Fortunately for me, I remembered a spell of deliverance, which didn’t fail me … In the end, I ran off, the same day, to see Dr Johannès, who I mentioned just now. He quickly and permanently, I hope, freed me from this sorcery.”

“If I wasn’t afraid of being indiscreet, I’d ask you what it looked like, this succubus, whose attack you repulsed.”

“But … it was just like any other naked woman,” said the astrologer hesitantly.

What would have been strange, Durtal said to himself, biting his lips, is if she’d demanded a little something, a little present, as a real woman would have.

“And do you know what has become of this terrible Docre?” said des Hermies.

“No, thank God, he must be in the South somewhere, near Nîmes, where he used to live.”

“But what does he actually do, this priest?” asked Durtal.

“What does he do? He invokes the Devil and feeds white mice with the hosts that he consecrates. His mania for sacrilege is such that he had an image of the Crucifixion tattooed on the soles of his feet, so he can literally walk all over the Saviour.”

“Well,” murmured Carhaix, whose bushy moustache bristled and his large eyes blazed, “well, if this abominable priest ever finds himself here in this room, I swear to you that I’ll  respect his feet, but I’ll throw him down the stairs head first!”

“And the Black Mass?” continued des Hermies.

“He celebrates it with despicable men and women; he’s also openly accused of obtaining inheritances by insidious means, and of causing inexplicable deaths. Unfortunately, there’s no law to repress sacrilege, and how can you bring to justice a man who works his evil from a distance and kills slowly without the autopsy finding any trace of poison?”

“A modern Gilles de Rais!” said Durtal.

“Yes, but less savage, less open, more hypocritical in his cruelty. He’s no butcher, doubtless he limits himself to drawing up magic spells or hypnotising people to commit suicide, for he is, I believe, a first-rate practitioner of the art of hypnosis,” said des Hermies.

“Could he persuade one of his victims to drink, drop by drop, a poison he’d selected for them, one which would mimic the phases of an illness?” asked Durtal.

“But of course, even the medicine men of today, who are always the last to pick up on new ideas, are perfectly aware of the possibility of such things. The experiments of Beaunis, of Liégeois, of Liébaut and of Bernheim are conclusive. It’s even possible to have your chosen victim assassinated by another person, to whom you suggest the desire to commit the crime, without them having any recollection of it.”

“I’ve just thought of something,” interrupted Carhaix, who was lost in a reflection and hadn’t been listening to the discussion on hypnosis. “I was thinking about the Inquisition. Its existence really was justified, given that it alone could have dealt with this fallen priest who was expelled by the Church.”

“The more so,” said des Hermies with a wry smile, “as the ferocity of the Inquisition has been well and truly exaggerated. No doubt when the well-meaning Bodin speaks of inserting long needles between a magician’s fingernails and the flesh of his fingers, a practice which, as he says, constitutes the most excellent of hells, or when he extols in a similar fashion torture by fire, which he considers an exquisite death, it is solely to draw these magicians away from their detestable way of life and to save their souls! And if the courageous Del  Rio declares that one shouldn’t torture those possessed by devils straight after they’ve eaten, from fear they’ll vomit, he was probably just being anxious about their stomachs! Wasn’t it also Del Rio who declared that you shouldn’t repeat torture twice in the same day, in order to give the fear and the suffering time to sink in … At any rate, you must admit he was very considerate, this good Jesuit!”

“Docre,” continued Gévingey, ignoring des Hermies comments, “is the only individual to have rediscovered the secrets of the ancients and to have obtained results in practising them. I think you’ll find he’s a little bit more powerful than all those fools and con-men we’ve been talking about. All the same, they know about him, this fearful Canon, for he has struck several of them down with a serious ophthalmitis that even trained oculists couldn’t cure. That’s why they tremble whenever you mention the name of Docre in front of them.”

“But really, how could a priest end up like that?”

“I don’t know. If you want more substantial information about him,” replied Gévingey looking at des Hermies, “you’ll have to ask your friend Chantelouve.”

“Chantelouve!” cried Durtal.

“Yes, he and his wife used to see him frequently at one time, but I hope for their sakes that they have long since ceased to have anything to do with this monster.”

Durtal was no longer listening. Madame Chantelouve knew Canon Docre! What, was she too a Satanist? But no, she didn’t have the air of a possessed woman. Obviously, he told himself, this astrologer is deranged. Her! And he dreamed of her, imagined how, the following night, she would undoubtedly abandon herself to him. Oh, those strange eyes, those eyes like storm clouds flashing with lightning.

She was haunting him now, holding him as completely in her grip as she had before he’d ever climbed the steps of Carhaix’s tower. “But if I didn’t love you, would I have come?” That phrase she’d uttered, he could hear it still, with that seductive tone in her voice, saw again the image of her face, half-jeering, half-tender.

“Come on, you’re dreaming!” said des Hermies, who tapped him on the shoulder, “we’re leaving, it’s about to strike ten.”

Once in the street, they shook hands with Gévingey who lived on the other side of the river and they began to walk.

“Now then, what about my astrologer, did he interest you?” asked des Hermies.

“He’s a little bit mad, don’t you think?”

“Mad? Not at all!”

“All his stories are unbelievable, nevertheless.”

“Everything is unbelievable,” said des Hermies quietly, pulling up the collar of his overcoat. “Nevertheless,” he continued, “I confess that Gévingey astonished me when he claimed he’d been visited by a succubus. His good faith isn’t in doubt, for I know him to be truthful, if a little pompous and conceited. I know only too well that at the Salpêtrière such cases are neither unknown nor rare. Women in the throes of hystero-epilepsy see phantoms next to them in plain daylight, have intercourse with them when they are in a cataleptic state and, moreover, sleep every night with apparitions that unmistakably recall the astral bodies of incubi; but these women are hystero-epileptics, and Gévingey, whose doctor I am, isn’t. But then, what can you believe in and what can you prove? Materialists have gone to some pains to re-examine the witchcraft trials of yesteryear. They claim to have discovered in the possession of the Ursuline nuns at Loudun, or of the nuns of Poitiers – or even in the stories of the miracles of Saint-Médard – the symptoms of hysteria, its generalised contractions, its muscular rigidity, its lethargy, even the arching back-spasms of its patients. But what does that show? That those possessed by the Devil are hystero-epileptics? Well, to be sure, the observations of Dr Richet, who is very knowledgeable in these matters, are conclusive, but does that necessarily mean they invalidate possession? From the fact that numerous patients in the Salpêtrière are not possessed but hysterical, does it follow that other women who suffer from a similar illness must be too? And then you would also have to demonstrate that all women who believed themselves to be possessed  were hysterical, and that isn’t the case, for there are dispassionate women of firm mind who are definitely possessed, but who aren’t even aware of it!

“And even allowing that this last point is disputable, it still remains to resolve this insoluble question: is a woman possessed because she’s hysterical, or hysterical because she’s possessed? Only the Church can answer, science can’t. No, if you think about it, the self-assurance of the Positivists is baffling. They declare that Satanism doesn’t exist, they put everything down to hysteria and they don’t even know what this frightful illness is or what its causes are. Yes, Charcot has clearly and unequivocally ascertained the phases of the attack, noted the absurd, frenetic postures, the clownish movements, has discovered the hysterogenic zones, and can, by adroitly manipulating their ovaries, retard or accelerate their crises. But as to prevention, as to knowing the sources and causes, as to a cure, that’s another thing altogether! Everything runs aground on this stupefying, inexplicable malady, which, as a consequence bears the most diverse interpretations without any of them ever being declared correct, because there is a soul involved in all this, a soul in conflict with the body, a soul overcome by the derangement of the nerves. All this, you see, my friend, is as clear as a bottle of ink, mystery is all around and reason, as soon as it tries to take a step forward, stumbles in the shadows.”

“Oh well!” exclaimed Durtal, who had arrived at his front door, “since everything is possible and nothing is certain, long live the succubus! After all, it’s more suitable subject for literature.”


CHAPTER X

It seemed as if the next day would never end. Awake at dawn, dreaming of Madame Chantelouve, he now felt restless and invented pretexts for going out. He didn’t have any impromptu liqueurs, cakes or bon-bons, and it wasn’t done to be without such provisions on the day of a rendezvous … He went, by the longest route, as far as the Avenue de l’Opera to buy liqueurs flavoured with oil of citron and alkermes, the taste of which conjures up images of an Oriental druggist’s shop. “The point,” he told himself, “is not so much to treat Hyacinthe as to have her drink an unknown elixir, something that amazes her.”

He returned loaded down with purchases, then went out again, and, once in the street, a feeling of infinite boredom overwhelmed him. He ended up by running aground, after an interminable walk by the quays, in a brasserie. He fell onto a bench and opened a newspaper.

What was he thinking about, as, without even reading them, he browsed through the news columns? About nothing at all, not even her. As a result of having turned this matter over and over in his head, always on the same track, his mind had reached a standstill and was now paralysed. Durtal found himself simply exhausted, numb, like a man in a warm bath after an all-night voyage.

“I must be home in good time,” he told himself, as soon as he began to recover, “because old Rateau, though I begged him to do it, certainly won’t have been thorough with the cleaning. And today of all days, I don’t want to have dust all over the furniture. It’s six o’clock, suppose I have a bit to eat somewhere that’s fairly reliable?”

He recalled a neighbouring restaurant where he had once eaten without too much anxiety. There, he picked at a piece of stale fish, its flesh flabby and cold, dug out of its sauce some dead lentils, no doubt killed by insecticide. To finish, he  savoured some old prunes whose juice, smelling of mould, was both marshy and sepulchral.

Once back at home, the first thing he did was to light a fire in his bedroom and study. Then he examined the rooms.

He wasn’t mistaken, the concierge had knocked the place about with the same brutality, the same haste, as usual. However, he had tried to clean the glass in the picture-frames, for there were fingermarks all over the surfaces.

Durtal wiped the fingerprints off with a wet cloth, smoothed out the organpipe-like creases that ran down the carpet, drew the curtains, and with a dishcloth polished his ornaments, which he then put in order. Everywhere he came across stubbed-out cigarette ends, bits of tobacco, pencil shavings, and pens lacking nibs and eaten with rust. He also discovered balls of cat hair, ripped notebooks and scattered bits of paper that the broom had swept to all corners of the room.

He began to ask himself how he could’ve put up for so long with such dingy, filth-encrusted furniture, and the longer he went on dusting, the more his indignation against Rateau grew. “And that!” he said, noticing that his candles had turned as yellow as if they were made of tallow. He changed them. “There, let’s see, that’s better.” He organised the total confusion of his desk, laid out his notebooks and some books with paper-knives lying across them, then placed an old folio, open, on his chair. “A symbol of hard work!” he said to himself, laughing. Then he went through into the bedroom, freshened up the marble top of the wash-stand with a damp sponge, smoothed the quilt of the bed, straightened up his framed photographs and engravings, and entered the dressing-room. There, he stopped, demoralised. On a bamboo shelf above the sink, was a jumble of bottles. Resolutely, he seized the phials of perfume, cleaned the necks and ground-glass stoppers, rubbed the labels clean with india rubber and crumbs of bread, then he soaped the wash-basin, soaked his combs and brushes in water saturated with ammonia, got his vaporiser to work and sprayed the room with Persian lilac powder, washed the oilcloths on the parquet floor and the wall, tidied the  clothes-horse, and wiped the head and back-supports of the low chair. Gripped by a positive mania for cleanliness, he scraped, trimmed, scrubbed, soaked and polished with big circular motions of his arms. He bore the concierge no ill will now, he even felt that Rateau hadn’t left him enough things to polish, to make as good as new.

Then he shaved again, waxed his moustache, proceeded to perform his ablutions thoroughly once more with plenty of water, asked himself, as he was dressing, whether he should wear buttoned shoes or slippers, judged that the shoes were less casual, more dignified. However, he resolved to knot his cravat loosely and put on his corduroy jacket, thinking that the unstudied dress of an artist would be pleasing to this woman.

“There, that’s it,” he said, with a final stroke of the hairbrush. He returned to the other rooms, stoked the fires, and finally gave some dinner to his cat who prowled around, perplexed, sniffing all the things that had been washed, clearly under the impression they were different from those it rubbed against every day without ever bothering about.

But he was forgetting the refreshments! Durtal placed a kettle by the fire, and spread out on an old lacquered tray some cups, a teapot, a sugar-bowl, some cakes, some sweets and two small liqueur glasses, so as to have everything ready to hand as soon as he thought the moment had come to serve them.

“Now, it’s done. The apartment has been thoroughly deloused, so she can come anytime,” he said to himself, straightening some books whose spines were sticking out from the others on the shelves. “All is ready, except … except the glass of my lamp, which is covered, from the bowl to wick, in brown stains and streaks of tobacco juice. But I can’t get that off, and anyway I don’t want to burn my fingers, in any case, if I lower the shade a little, it won’t be noticeable.

“Now let’s see, how am I going to take things when she arrives?” he asked himself, sinking back into his armchair. “She comes in … good … I take her hands, I kiss them, then, leading her here, into this room, I make her sit close to the fire,  in this armchair. I sit myself down opposite her, on that small chair and, moving a little closer to touch her knees, I then take her again and fold her in my arms, from there to getting her to lean towards me as I get up, is but a step. I simply kiss her on the lips and I’m home and dry.

“But no, no more of that! For that’s when the difficulties begin. I can’t possibly think of taking her into the bedroom. The act of undressing, the bed … it’s all intolerable unless you already know each other. The thought of beginning a love affair like that is so hideous it overwhelms me. I can’t imagine it except after a supper à deux, with a drop of that heady wine which inflames a woman. I’d prefer it if she passed out, only coming to, spread out in the darkness, under my surreptitious kisses. But in default of supper this evening, if we’re to avoid mutual embarrassment, she and I must overcome the wretchedness of this act through an appearance of passion, a tempestuous storm of the heart. It’s necessary therefore that I take her right here, so she can delude herself that I lost my head when she succumbed.

“That won’t be easy to arrange in this room, which has neither a sofa bed nor a divan. To do it properly, it would be better if I were to throw her down on the carpet, she can then, as all women do, resort to folding her arms over her eyes and covering her face. As for me, I’ll take care to turn the lamp down before she gets up again.

“Good … but I’ve still to prepare a cushion for her head,” he searched for one, and slid it under the armchair. “I suppose I should take off my braces now, because they often cause embarrassing delays.” He detached them, and then fastened the buckle of his trousers so that they wouldn’t fall down. “But there’s still that damned question of underskirts! I’m amazed by these novelists who can deflower a virgin, harnessed into her clothes and strapped into her corsets though she is, and all, naturally, in the space of a kiss, in the wink of an eye, as if that were possible! All the same, it’s annoying having to struggle in this maze of undergarments, to fumble about amid starched folds of linen. I can only hope that Madame Chantelouve has foreseen such an eventuality and that – if  only for her sake – she avoids these ridiculous difficulties as much as possible.”

He looked at his watch: half-past eight. “I mustn’t expect her for at least an hour,” he told himself, “because, like all women, she’s bound to be late. What the devil can she be telling poor Chantelouve to explain away her absence this evening? Well, that doesn’t concern me. Hm … that kettle next to the fire might imply I’m preparing hot water for washing afterwards, but no, the pretext of making tea will banish any such coarse idea from her mind. But suppose Hyacinthe doesn’t come?

“She will come,” he told himself, suddenly moved, “besides, what would she gain from holding back now, now that she knows she cannot excite me any further?” Then, his thoughts returning again to their familiar round, the one following the other: “This will undoubtedly be a disaster, once satiated, disillusion will surely follow. Well then, so much the better. I’ll be free, because while this thing is going on, I can no longer work.

“How pitiful. Here I am back again – in spirit only, unfortunately – as if I were a twenty-year-old. I’m waiting for a woman, even though for years I’ve despised lovers and their mistresses, and I look at my watch every five minutes, and listen, in spite of myself, to see if I can hear her footsteps on the stairs. No, there’s no use denying it, romance, that little blue flower, that weed of the soul, is impossible to eradicate, and how persistently it grows! Nothing appears for twenty years and then suddenly, I don’t know how or why, it sprouts, and springs up in wild profusion. My God, how stupid I am!”

He started in his armchair. The doorbell was ringing softly. “It’s not even nine o’clock yet, it can’t be her,” he murmured, opening the door.

It was her.

He took her by the hands, thanked her for being so punctual.

She said she was suffering. “I only came so as not to keep you waiting.”

He felt uneasy.

“I have a frightful migraine,” she continued, touching her forehead with her gloved fingers.

He helped her off with her fur coat, begged her to sit herself in the armchair and he prepared to draw near to her, to install himself as he had planned on the small chair, but she refused the armchair and chose a low seat, far from the fire, near the table.

Standing, he leaned over and took her fingers in his.

“How hot your hand is,” she said.

“Yes, a touch of fever, I sleep so badly. If you knew how much I think about you, but then, to me, you are always here,” and he spoke of the pervasive scent of cinnamon, now faint and distant and smothered by other, less distinctive perfumes, that had been given off by her gloves. “Come,” and he breathed in the scent of her fingers, “you’ll leave me a little of yourself here today when you go.”

She rose, sighing:

“Oh, you have a cat, what’s it called?”

“Mouche.”

She called it. It immediately fled.

“Mouche! Mouche!” cried Durtal.

But Mouche, taking refuge under the bed, wouldn’t come out.

“It’s a little wild, you see … it’s never seen a woman.”

“Oh, you’re just trying to make me think that you’ve never had a woman up here.”

He swore to her that he hadn’t, protested that she was the first …

“And, admit it, you probably didn’t much want this ‘first’ to come?”

He reddened. “Why do you say that?”

She made a vague gesture. “I just wanted to tease you,” she answered, sitting down, this time in the armchair. “To be honest, I really don’t know why I let myself ask you such indiscreet questions.”

He sat himself in front of her, at last he’d managed to set the scene as he wanted and he could now commence his attack.

He brushed her knees with his own.

“You know very well that it’s impossible for you to be indiscreet here. You, and you alone, have certain rights …”

“No, I don’t have any and I don’t want to have any.”

“Why not?”

“Because … Now, listen.” And her voice grew firm and became grave. “Listen, the more I think about it, the more I want to beg you not to destroy our dream in this way. And then … you want me to be frank, so frank that I’ll undoubtedly seem a monster of egotism to you, well, personally, I don’t want to spoil the happiness … how should I say it … of the most complete and fulfilling kind, which our liaison gives me. I’m well aware that this must be confusing and that I explain myself badly. But ultimately, you see, I possess you when and how I please, just as I have, for many years, possessed Byron, Baudelaire, Gérard de Nerval, and all those whom I love …”

“You mean to say … ?”

“I’m saying that I have only to desire them, only have to desire you, before I go to sleep …”

“And?”

“And you would be inferior to my dreams, to the Durtal I adore and whose caresses make my nights so delirious!”

He stared at her, dumbfounded. She had a sad, troubled look in her eyes; she no longer seemed to see him and seemed to be speaking into a void. He hesitated, a picture suddenly flashed into his mind of those scenes of incubacy that Gévingey had spoken about. We’ll sort this out later, he thought to himself, meanwhile … and he took her gently by the arms, leaned towards her, and abruptly kissed her on the mouth.

She started as if she had received an electric shock and stood up. He pressed her to him and kissed her furiously, then, moaning softly, with a sort of purring in her throat, she threw back her head and squeezed one of his legs between her own.

He let out a cry of rage, for he felt the movement of her thighs. Now he understood her, or believed, this time, that he understood her! She just desired self-gratification, a female equivalent of the solitary man’s vice, a fruitless pleasure …

He pushed her away. She stood still, quite pale, choking, her  eyes closed, her hands held out in front of her, like those of a frightened child … Then Durtal’s anger vanished, and he sobbed; stepping toward her, he held her again, but she struggled, crying: “No, I beg you, let me be!”

He was gripping her around the waist, crushing her to him, trying to force her to yield.

“Oh, I beg you, let me go!”

Her voice sounded so full of despair, he released her. Then he asked himself whether he shouldn’t throw her brutally down on the carpet and try to rape her. But her wild eyes frightened him.

She gasped for breath, leaning against his bookcase, her arms hanging by her side, her face drained of colour.

“Oh,” he said, walking around the room and banging into the furniture. “Oh, I must truly be in love with you, if, in spite of all your entreaties and your refusals …”

She crossed her arms to keep him away.

“Oh,” he continued, exasperated, “what are you made of?”

She roused herself and, stung to the quick, said to him: “Monsieur, I have suffered enough, spare me.” And confusedly she spoke of her husband, of her confessor, became so incoherent that he felt scared. She fell silent, then, in a sing-song voice, she continued:

“Say you’ll come tomorrow evening, to my house?”

“But I too, I suffer …”

She seemed not to hear him; there was a faint, far off gleam in her cloudy eyes. In the same melodic tone, she murmured:

“Tell me, my friend, tell me you’ll come, won’t you?”

“Yes,” he said, finally.

Then she readjusted her clothing and, without saying a word, left the room. He followed her to the doorway in silence. She opened the door, turned round, lifted his hand and very gently brushed it across her lips.

He was left dumbfounded, uncomprehending. “What does all that signify?” he said, going back into the room, putting the furniture back in place, and smoothing the mess of the rumpled carpet. “Oh, if only I could restore order to my mind so easily … I have to think, if I can. What did she want to  come for, because she must have had a reason. She didn’t want it to culminate in the act itself. Is she scared of disillusion, as she herself said? Is it on account of how grotesque the convulsions of love are? Or rather is she, as I believe, just a sad, incorrigible flirt, a woman who thinks only of herself? That would be a kind of obscene egoism, one of those complex sins, like those listed in the Summa of the confessors … In which case, it would make her a … prick-tease!

“And then there’s still the question of incubacy on top of all this. She admits, and so nonchalantly too, that in her dreams she cohabits at will with beings both living and dead. Is she Satanising, and Canon Docre, whom she knows, is he involved in it all? So many questions that are impossible to resolve. What was the meaning of that unexpected invitation for tomorrow night? Does she only want to give herself to me in her own home? Would she find it easier there, or does she think it’ll give an extra frisson to the sin if it’s committed under the nose of her husband, in his very bedroom? Does she despise Chantelouve? Is this a premeditated act of revenge, or is she counting on the fear of danger to whip up her senses?

“Or perhaps today was simply a final act of coquetry, or last minute scruples, or an aperitif before the main meal. Women are so strange! She probably sets these deadlines to try and differentiate herself by such subterfuges from the women of the streets. But then again, perhaps there’s a physical cause, an unavoidable bodily need to delay it for another day.”

He looked for other reasons, but could think of none.

“Basically,” he continued, vexed as he was by this latest setback, “basically, I’ve been very stupid. I should have chanced it, I shouldn’t have been put off by her entreaties and by her tricks. I should have forced myself on her lips, grabbed her breasts. That would have put an end to it, whereas now it all has to start again, and hell, I’ve other things to do!

“Who knows, perhaps at this very moment she’s laughing at me? Perhaps she wanted me to be more persistent, more daring … but no, her broken-hearted voice wasn’t put on, her poor eyes weren’t feigning bewilderment. But then what was the significance of that almost respectful kiss, for there was an  inexpressible hint of respect and gratitude in it, in that kiss she imprinted on my hand. It’s all so perplexing. Meanwhile, in all the confusion I forgot my refreshments and my tea. Suppose I take off my boots, now that I’m alone; my feet are swollen from having tramped up and down the room so much. Better still, suppose I go to bed. After all, I won’t be able to work or read tonight.”

And he drew back the covers.

“Decidedly, nothing turns out as you expect it to, even though my plan wasn’t that bad,” he added, stretching out between the sheets. He extinguished the lamp with a sigh, while the cat, now reassured, stepped over him as light as a breeze and noiselessly took up its place.


CHAPTER XI

Contrary to his expectations he slept like a baby throughout the night and awoke the next morning feeling lucid, refreshed and calm.

The drama of the previous night, which should have exacerbated his feelings, had produced absolutely the opposite effect; the truth was that Durtal wasn’t one of those who are attracted by life’s obstacles. He would try charging at them, just once, but as soon as he realised they wouldn’t fall down, he’d step aside without any desire to renew the struggle. If Madame Chantelouve had wanted to lead him on still further by these calculated advances and retreats, she’d taken the wrong path. It was taking the edge off his desire, and this morning he already felt bored of this play-acting, tired of these delays.

A hint of bitterness also started to colour his reflections. He was annoyed with this woman for trifling with him, and annoyed with himself for letting himself be made a fool of in this way. And some of her comments, the impertinence of which had not struck him at first, now began to grate on him. Such as the time when, in excusing her nervous laughter with him, Madame Chantelouve had carelessly answered, “It often strikes me like this on the omnibus”. And that other time, especially, when she claimed to have no need either of his permission or of his person to possess him, seemed to him unbecoming at the very least, addressed as it was to a man who had never run after her and who had never tried to snare her with his advances.

“As for you, my dear,” he said, “I’m going to sort you out as soon as I get the chance.”

In the clear light of morning, the woman’s hold over him was loosening. Resolutely, he thought: “Go to two more rendezvous: this evening’s at her place, which won’t amount to much because I don’t intend either to let myself be attacked, or, for my own part, to attempt an assault myself, I  don’t want to be caught in flagrante by Chantelouve and risk either the police courts or his revolver; and one other, the final one, here. If she doesn’t yield then, well, that’ll be the end of it, she’ll have to play her role of prick-tease elsewhere!”

And he breakfasted with a good appetite, installed himself at his table and sorted out the scattered notes for his book.

“I had got,” he told himself, leafing through his last chapter, “to the point where all his alchemical experiments and his devilish invocations had miscarried. Prelati, Blanchet and all the sorcerers and magicians who surrounded the Marshal, swore that to tempt Satan, Gilles either had to offer himself body and soul, or else undertake some gross crime.”

Gilles refuses to forswear his life and renounce his soul, but he feels no horror at the thought of murder. This man, so brave on the field of battle, so courageous when accompanying and protecting Joan of Arc, trembles before the Devil, is afraid when he contemplates eternal life or thinks about Christ. And it’s the same with his accomplices. To assure himself that they won’t reveal the staggering evidence of depravity the château conceals, he swears them to secrecy on the Holy Gospels, confident that none of them will violate their oath because in the Middle Ages even the most hardened of criminals wouldn’t dare take on the unpardonable sin of deceiving God.

The fact remains that at the same time as his alchemists are abandoning their unproductive furnaces, Gilles indulges himself in outrageous revelries, and his carnal passions, inflamed by immoderately spiced food and drink, start to erupt and end up in total turmoil.

However, there are absolutely no women at the château: while at Tiffauges, Gilles seems to have abhorred the sex. After having bestirred himself with the camp whores, and, along with Xaintrailles and La Hire, serviced the prostitutes at the court of Charles VII, it seems that a contempt for the feminine form had come upon him. Like all those whose carnal desires degenerate and deviate from the ideal, he had inexorably ended up being disgusted by the delicate texture of  female skin, by that womanly smell which all sodomites abhor.

And so he corrupts the choirboys from his own music school. Hadn’t he singled them out, these little ministers of the Psalter, as being “as beautiful as angels”? They were the only ones he loved, the only ones, even in his murderous ecstasies, that he spared.

But soon this stew of infantile corruption grows lukewarm. The law of Satanism, which demands that the elect of the Evil One descend the spiral stair of sin to its lowest rung, was once more about to be fulfilled. Nothing more was necessary but that Gilles’s soul should putrefy, for in that blood-red tabernacle, spotted with abscesses, the Lowest of the Low could live at his ease.

And so the litanies of lust rise amid the filthy stench of the abattoir. Gilles’s first victim is a small boy, whose name is now lost. He cuts his throat, slices off his hands, tears out his heart, plucks out his eyes, and then takes them to Prelati’s room. Together, they offer them up with passionate objurgations to the Devil, who remains silent. Exasperated, Gilles flees. Prelati wraps the pitiful remains in a cloth, and, shaking with fear, goes and buries them at night in holy ground, next to a chapel consecrated to Saint Vincent.

The blood of this child, which Gilles had preserved to write his invocation rituals and magic spells with, was like a terrible seed which spread and flourished, and de Rais was soon to reap the most exorbitant harvest of crimes known to man. From 1432 to 1440, which is to say during the eight years inclusive between the Marshal’s retirement to Tiffauges and his death, the inhabitants of Anjou, Poitou and Brittany, wander, sobbing, through the countryside. Their children disappear: goatherds are abducted in the fields, little girls who leave school and boys who go to play ball along the lanes or to mess around near the woods, never return home.

In the course of an enquiry ordered by the Duke of Brittany, the notaries of Jean Touscheronde, the Duke’s steward in these matters, draw up endless lists of these late lamented children:

Lost, at Rochebernart, the child of Péronne’s wife, “a child who did go to school and learnt right well,” as the mother said.

Lost, at Saint-Etienne de Montluc, the son of Guillaume Brice, “who was a poor man and in receipt of alms”.

Lost, at Machecoul, the son of Georget the barber, “who was seen, one day, picking apples behind the Hotel Rondeau and who hasn’t been seen since”.

Lost, at Thonaye, the child of Mathelin Thouars, “who was heard to lament and moan, and the said child was about twelve years of age”.

Again, at Machecoul, on the day of Pentecost, the Sergents, husband and wife, leave their eight-year-old child at home, and, on their return from the fields, “they could not find the said child of eight years, whereat they marvelled greatly and were sore grieved”.

At Chantelou, Pierre Badieu, a merchant of the parish, states that a year ago, or thereabouts, he saw on de Rais’ lands, two small children of nine years of age, two brothers, who were the sons of Robin Pavot of the aforesaid place. “And never since that time were they seen, nor no one knows what became of them”.

At Nantes, Jeanne Darel gives evidence that “on the feast- day of the Holy Father, she lost in the town her very own son, named Olivier, being of the age of seven or eight and since that feast-day of the Holy Father has not seen nor heard news of him”.

And so the pages of the enquiry go on, accumulating, revealing hundreds of names, recounting the grief of mothers who question passers-by on the roads, and the cries of families whose children were abducted from their homes as soon as they went to dig in the fields or sow hemp. At the end of each deposition, like a sad refrain, the same phrases are repeated: “they were seen to grieve mournfully” and “much lamentation was heard”. Wherever Gilles establishes his charnel-houses, women weep.

At first, these frightened people tell themselves that evil fairies, that wicked spirits, have scattered their offspring, but  little by little, terrible suspicions centre around Gilles. Whenever the Marshal decamps, whenever he goes from his fortress at Tiffauges to his château at Champtocé, and from there to his castle at La Suze or at Nantes, he leaves in his wake a trail of tears. He passes through the countryside, and, the next day, children are missing. Trembling, the peasants also notice that whenever Prelati, Roger de Bricqueville and Gilles de Sillé, all intimates associates of the Marshal, turn up, little boys disappear. Lastly, in horror, they discover an old woman, Perrine Martin, wandering around, clothed in grey, her face covered like Gilles de Sillé’s by a coarse black scarf. She accosts their children and her voice is so seductive, her face, when she lifts her veil, so deceptive, that they follow her to the edge of the woods, where men gag them and carry them off in sacks. And the terror-struck people call this purveyor of flesh, this ogress, La Meffraye, after the name of a bird of prey.

These emissaries spread out through all the villages and towns, hunting down children under the orders of the Master Huntsman, the aforementioned de Bricqueville. But not content with these game-beaters, Gilles would position himself by one of the windows of the château and, whenever young beggars, drawn by his reputation for generosity, came to demand alms, he would appraise them with a glance, letting in those whose looks aroused his lust and then throwing them into his deepest dungeon, until such time as, feeling his appetites roused, the Marshal demanded his carnal supper.

How many children did he butcher after having deflowered them? He himself didn’t know, so many rapes and murders had he committed. Contemporary documents calculate seven to eight hundred victims, but this number seems too low, too inexact. Whole regions were devastated: in the hamlet of Tiffauges, there were no youths left; at La Suze, no male offspring; at Champtocé, the bottom of one of the towers was completely full of corpses. Later, a witness at the trial, Guillaume Hylairet, stated that, “a man named Du Jardin hath heard it said that there was found at the said Castle a sewer crammed full of small children, all of whom were dead”.

Even today, traces of these assassinations remain. Two years ago, at Tiffauges, a doctor discovered an oubliette, from which he retrieved masses of skulls and bones.

And the fact remains that Gilles confessed to the most dreadful butchery, and his friends confirmed the frightful details.

At dusk, when their senses are heightened, as if whipped up by the strong juices of venison and inflamed by fiery liquors steeped in spices, Gilles and his friends retire to a chamber in the depths of the château. And it is here that the small boys imprisoned in the cellars are brought. They strip them and gag them, the Marshal abuses and rapes them, then he cuts them up with thrusts of his dagger, delighting in dismembering them, piece by piece. At other times, he slices them open at the chest, and breathes in the air from their lungs, or he cuts them open at the belly, sniffs at it, enlarges the wound with his hands and squats over it. Then, as he steeps himself in this mess of filth and lukewarm entrails, he turns round and looks over his shoulder, in order to contemplate his victim’s final convulsions, his dying spasms. As he himself said: “I was happier indulging in torture, tears, fear and blood, than in any other pleasure.”

Then he wearies of these excremental delights. From one still unpublished passage of the trial we learn that, “The said lord excited himself with small boys, sometimes with small girls, who he used in the viscera, saying that it was more pleasurable and less painful to have them there than in the natural place.” After which, he would slowly sever their throats. Corpses, linen and clothes would then be placed in a blazing fireplace stuffed with wood and dry leaves, and the ashes scattered, some in the latrines, some from the top of a tower into the wind, and some into moats and ditches.

Before long, his mania increases: hitherto, he had appeased the fury of his senses with the living or the dying, now, tired of defiling still breathing flesh, he becomes a lover of the dead. A passionate artist, he would kiss, with enthusiastic cries, the well-formed limbs of his dead victims. He even set up a sepulchral beauty competition, and whichever of the decapitated  heads won the prize, he would lift it up by the hair and passionately kiss its cold lips.

This vampirism satisfied him for a few months. He defiled the bodies of dead children, appeased the fever of his desires in the blood-stained chill of the tomb. He even went so far, one day when the supply of children had dried up, as to rip open a pregnant woman and to abuse the foetus. Then, after these excesses, he would fall, exhausted, into horrible dreams, into bouts of sluggish insensibility, similar to the lethargy that overwhelmed Sergeant Bertrand after his graveyard violations. But, even if one admits that this leaden sleep is one of the recognised symptoms of the still poorly-studied state of vampirism, even if one believed that Gilles de Rais suffered from a genetic aberration of the senses that made him a virtuoso of suffering and murder, it has to be admitted that he distinguished himself as the most ostentatious of criminals, the most frenzied of sadists, by a detail so horrible that it seems almost inhuman.

These terrifying delights, these monstrous crimes, were no longer enough for him, so he debased them still further with the essence of a rare sin. This wasn’t simply the determined, thoughtful cruelty of a wild beast which plays with the body of its victim. His ferocity wasn’t just carnal, it was so intense as to become almost spiritual. He wanted to make the child suffer body and soul; by a wholly Satanic artifice, he falsely- inspired gratitude, duped affection, stole love. Then he surpassed, in a bound, the infamy of man and entered straight into the utmost shadow of Evil.

This is what he contrived:

As soon as one of these unfortunate children was led into his chamber, Bricqueville, Prelati and Sillé would hang him from a hook fixed into the wall, and, just as the child begins to suffocate, Gilles would order them to take him down and to untie the rope. He would then take the little one carefully onto his knees, revive him, caress him, nurse him, wipe away his tears, tell him as he points to his accomplices, “These men are evil, but you see, they obey me. Don’t be afraid, I have saved your life and I want to return you to your mother,” and  while the child, transported by joy, is embracing him, feeling love for him, at that very moment, he gently cuts his neck from behind, making him look, as he calls it, “languishing”, and when the head is almost detached, hanging off, amid spurts of blood, he kneads the body, turns it about and violates it with a loud bellow.

After such abominable sport, he could well believe that, in his hands the science of the charnel-house had been exhausted, had oozed its last drop of pus, and, with a cry of pride, he tells his troupe of hangers-on: “There is no one else on the planet who would dare do such a thing!”

But if the furthest horizons of Good, if the extremities of Love are attainable by certain souls, those of Evil can never be reached. Wearied of debauchery and murder, the Marshal found he could go no further down that road. He had often dreamed of unique acts of violation, of the most drawn out, the most studious of tortures, that’s true, but he was reaching the limits of the human imagination: indeed, he had even diabolically surpassed them. But still he was left gasping, insatiable, before the impossible. He was living proof of the demonologists’ axiom that the Evil One cheats all those who give themselves, or who wish to give themselves, up to him. Unable to stoop any lower, he wished to retrace his steps, but then remorse overwhelmed him, gripped him, tormented him without respite.

He spent nights in expiation, besieged by phantoms, screaming for death like a beast. He is discovered running through the remote parts of the château, crying, he throws himself on his knees, swears to God that he will be penitent, promises to set up pious institutions. At Machecoul, he founds a college in honour of the Holy Innocents and speaks of confining himself to a cloister, of going to Jerusalem, begging for his bread on the way.

But in this fanatical, wayward mind, ideas superimpose themselves, then move on, sliding one over the other, and those which disappear leave their shadow on those which follow. Suddenly, even as he cries in distress, he plunges into new debaucheries, falls into such frenzies of madness, that he  launches himself on the first child who is brought to him, he gouges his pupils, stirring the bloody milk of his eyes with his fingers, then he seizes a spiked club and hits him across the head until his brain leaps from his skull.

And as the blood spurts and the mess of brain spatters him, he grinds his teeth and laughs. Like a hunted beast, he flees into the woods, while his accomplices wash the ground, carefully clearing away the corpse and its remains.

He wanders into the forests which surround Tiffauges, forests black and thick, as dense as those that Brittany can still boast at Carnoët. As he walks, he sobs, desperately thrusting aside the phantoms that overwhelm him, then, as he stares, he suddenly becomes aware of the obscenity of ancient trees.

It seems that nature is perverting herself in front of him and that it must be his presence that is corrupting her. For the first time, he understands the immutable salaciousness of woods, perceives the priapic revelry within their branches.

Here, a tree seems to him to be a living being, standing upside down, its roots of hair buried in the ground, its legs sticking in the air, spread apart, subdividing into fresh thighs which open out, in their turn, becoming smaller and smaller, in proportion to their distance from the trunk; and there, between these legs, another branch thrusts out in a motionless fornication that repeats itself, diminishing from bough to bough, right to the top. Or then again, the tree seems to him to be a phallus which rises and disappears under a petticoat of leaves, or rather, on the contrary, one that emerges from a tuft of green pubic hair, and plunges into the velvety belly of the earth.

Such images scared him. In the pale, lithe bark of tall beech trees, he saw again the skin of young boys, skin as lucid and white as parchment; in the dark and wrinkled bark of old oaks, he is reminded of the dirty, elephant-tough hide of beggar-boys. And next to each of the branches’ bifurcations there are yawning holes, orifices formed by rolls of bark into oval gashes, dark voids the surrounding folds of which simulate vile emunctories or the protruding anuses of beasts. And in the elbows of the branches, still other visions form, of  hollows underneath arms, of armpits curled with grey lichen, and there, in the very trunk of the tree, are wounds which stretch out like great labia, beneath tufts of ruddy velvet and clumps of moss.

Everywhere, obscene forms rise out of the earth, thrusting at random into the heavens, which seem to welcome this Satanic orgy: the clouds swell like breasts, part like buttocks, grow round like huge, pregnant bellies, dissipate themselves in spreading trails of spawn, they merge with the dark debauchery of the forest in which there is nothing but images of gigantic and dwarfish thighs, of female triangles, those great Vs, nothing but those mouths of Sodom, those gashes splaying themselves, those moist holes. And then this landscape of abomination changes. Gilles now sees disturbing polyps on their trunks, horrible growths. He discovers exostoses and ulcers, deep wounds, tubercular chancres, atrocious caries. This is Nature’s leper-colony, an arboreal venereal clinic, out of which, near a bend in the forest path, rises a copper beech tree.

And standing amid these falling, empurpled leaves, he believes himself drenched by a downpour of blood. He goes into a rage, imagining that a forest nymph lives under the bark, and he wants to torment the goddess’s flesh, he wants to butcher this Dryad, violate her in a place unknown to the follies of man.

He envies the woodcutter who could murder and massacre this tree, and he begins to rave, he groans, and then, wild-eyed, he listens to the forest, which responds to his cries of desire with the shrill hooting of the wind. He collapses, weeping, then retraces his steps until, at the point of exhaustion, he arrives at the château and falls onto his bed in a heap.

But the phantoms become even more distinct now that he’s asleep. The lubricious embraces of the branches, the coupling of diverse parts of the wood, the dilating orifices, the half-open thickets, all disappear, the shower of leaves whipped up by the north wind dries up, the white abscesses of the clouds are reabsorbed into the grey sky, and – in complete silence – incubi and succubi file past.

The corpses of those he has massacred and whose ashes he has thrown into ditches, come alive again in the form of maggots, which attack his lower parts. He writhes, bathed in blood, stands up with a start, then, crouching, drags himself on all fours, like a wolf, howling, as far as a crucifix, the base of which he gnaws.

Then a sudden reversal overwhelms him. He trembles before this Christ whose tortured face stares down at him. He implores him to have pity, begs him to spare him, he sobs, he cries, and, when he can cry no more, he moans softly, terrified, as he hears echoed in his own voice, the cries of children calling for their mothers and begging for mercy.


* * *



And Durtal captivated by this vision he has conjured up, closes his notebook and, with a shrug of his shoulders, considers how petty are his spiritual debates over a woman whose sin is – as indeed is his own – nothing but a bourgeois sin, a sin of the mediocre.


CHAPTER XII

“The pretext for this visit, which might seem strange to Chantelouve since I haven’t seen him for a few months, is simple enough,” Durtal said to himself, as he walked along the Rue de Bagneux. “Supposing he’s at home tonight – which isn’t very likely, for in that case, what would be the point of our rendezvous? – I could resort to telling him that I’d learned through des Hermies about his attack of gout and that I wanted to see how he was.”

He went up the stairs of the house in which the Chantelouves had their apartment. It was a very large old staircase with iron banisters, its steps paved with red tiles and bordered with wood. It was lit by antique reflector lamps, each of which was surmounted by a kind of iron casque, painted green.

This ancient house smelt of damp tombs, but it also exuded a clerical odour, giving off an aura of solemn intimacy lacking in the pasteboard buildings of today. It had none of that air of promiscuity common to new apartments, in which kept women lived indiscriminately among homely, conventional couples. The house pleased him and, against this sober backdrop, he judged Hyacinthe even more desirable.

He rang at the first floor. A maid showed him through a long corridor into the sitting room. He noted, at a glance, that nothing had changed since his last visit.

It was the same room, long and high-ceilinged, with windows that seemed to go on forever, and a fireplace adorned with a small bronze replica of Frémiet’s statue of Joan of Arc between two globe lamps of Japanese porcelain. He recognised the grand piano, the table heaped with sketch- books, the divan, the Louis XV-style armchairs with exotic needlework covers. In front of every window were blue, imitation-Chinese pots, mounted on fake-ebony stands, containing wilting palm leaves. On the walls were unremarkable religious pictures and a portrait of Chantelouve as a young  man, in three-quarter profile, a hand resting on a pile of his works. Only an ancient Russian icon, inlaid with silver niello, and one of those Christs carved in wood in the seventeenth century by Bogard de Nancy, which was lying on a bed of velvet in an ancient gilded wooden frame, relieved the banality of these bourgeois furnishings, which looked as if they’d been fixed up for Lent to receive priests and charitable-minded ladies.

A huge fire was burning in the hearth, and a tall lamp with a rose-coloured lace shade illuminated the room.

“This stinks of the sacristy,” Durtal said to himself, just as the door opened.

Madame Chantelouve entered, swathed in a white swanskin wrap, smelling sweetly of frangipani. She shook Durtal by the hand, and, as she sat down opposite him, he glimpsed under her robe her purple silk stockings and her small, patent leather, open-work shoes.

They spoke about the weather, she complaining about the persistence of winter, declaring that, in spite of well-stoked boilers, she was always shivering with the cold, and she held out her hands to him to prove that they were, in fact, frozen. Then she fussed about his health, thinking he looked pale.

“My friend seems very sad,” she said.

“You know why, at least,” he said, wishing to make himself sound interesting.

She didn’t reply straight away, then:

“Yesterday, I saw how much you desire me, but why, why do you want to take things so far?”

He expressed his irritation with a vague flick of his hand.

“All the same, you’re a curious man,” she continued. “I re- read one of your books today, and I noted down this phrase: ‘The only desirable woman is the one you can’t have.’ Come, admit you were right when you wrote that …”

“That depends, I wasn’t in love then.”

She shook her head. “Look,” she said, “I must tell my husband that you’re here.”

Durtal remained silent, wondering to himself what role Chantelouve was actually playing in this ménage.

Madame Chantelouve returned with her husband. He was in a dressing-gown and he had a feather quill in his mouth.

He put it down on the table, and after having assured Durtal that his health was completely restored, he complained about his overwhelming work-load and the burden of writing. “I’ve had to give up my dinners and receptions, I no longer go out in the world,” he said, “I’m tied to my desk from morning till night.”

And to a question of Durtal’s, asking about the nature of this work, he admitted to a whole series of volumes of the lives of the saints, all of which he knocked out, unsigned, commissioned for the export market by a publisher in Tours.

“Yes,” said his wife with a laugh, “he’s preparing lives of saints who have been neglected, in both senses of the word!”

And since Durtal’s puzzled look demanded an explanation, Chantelouve, laughing in his turn, added:

“What she says is true, the subjects are imposed on me and you could say that the editor delights in making me extol the execrable! I’ve had to describe the Blessed, and for the most part they’re deplorably dirty: Labre was so vermin-ridden and foul-smelling as to repel his fellow lodgers, even though he slept in a stable; Saint Cunegonde gave up caring for her body as a sign of her humility; Saint Opportune never used water and never washed her bed-linen, except with her own tears; Saint Silvie never cleaned her face; Saint Radegonde never once changed her hairshirt and slept on a pile of ashes; and numerous others around whose heads I’m obliged to draw a golden halo!”

“There are worse examples than those,” said Durtal. “Read the life of Marie Alacoque, there you’ll see that, to mortify herself, she lapped up the faecal discharge of a sick woman with her tongue and sucked the abscess on an invalid’s toe.”

“I know, but I have to confess that, far from being impressed by them, such stories disgust me.”

“I much prefer Saint Luce the Martyr,” said Madame Chantelouve. “He had a body so transparent that one could see through his chest to the filthy desires in his heart. To us,  such filth is at least tolerable. As for the rest,” she continued after a silence, “this slovenliness is enough to make me take against the monasteries and to render your Middles Ages unbearable to me.”

“Pardon, my dear,” said her husband, “but you have just made a great error. The Middle Ages was never a sordid epoch, as you seem to believe, and people would visit the public baths assiduously. At Paris, for example, where these establishments were numerous, the bathhouse attendants would promenade through the city announcing that their water was hot. It was only at the start of the Renaissance that uncleanliness became commonplace in France. When one thinks that ‘sweet’ Queen Margot had her body soaked in perfumes, but underneath was as grimy as the inside of a stove-pipe! And what about Henry IV, who prided himself on having smelly feet and ‘high’ armpits!”

“My dear, I beg you, spare us the details,” said his wife.

Durtal was watching Chantelouve as he spoke. He was short and stout, with a pot-belly so huge he could barely encircle it with both hands. He had ruddy cheeks, and he wore his over-pomaded hair long at the back and combed forward at the front so that it curled round his temples. He had pink cotton wool in his ears, was completely clean-shaven, and looked like a pious lawyer with a fondness for the good life. But his eyes, sly and deceitful, belied this jovial, saccharine appearance: you could see in that look a scheming, cunning businessman who, despite his honeyed manner, was capable of the most underhand dealings.

How he would love to shove me out of that door, Durtal thought, for surely he can’t be unaware of his wife’s intrigues. But if Chantelouve desired to get rid of him, he gave no sign of it. His legs crossed, his hands together one on top of the other, in the attitude of a priest, he now seemed to be really interested in Durtal’s work.

Leaning forward a little, listening as though in a theatre, he answered, “Yes, I know the subject, some time ago I read a book on Gilles de Rais which seemed to me very well done, a volume by Abbé Bossard.”

“It’s the most reliable and complete work that has yet been written about the Marshal.”

“But,” Chantelouve replied, “there’s one point I still don’t understand, I can’t make out why Gilles de Rais was nicknamed ‘Bluebeard’, for his life bears no relation to that told by the good Perrault.”

“The truth is that the real Bluebeard wasn’t Gilles de Rais at all, but actually a Breton king called Cômor: a fragment of his castle, dating from the sixth century, still exists on the borders of the Carnoët forest. The legend is simple: the king asked Guérock, Comte de Vannes for the hand of his daughter, Triphine, in marriage. Guérock refused because he had heard it said that the king, who was in a constant state of widowerhood, was in the habit of slitting his wives’ throats. Finally, Saint Gildas promises Guérock to return his daughter safe and sound whenever he asks for her, and the union was celebrated. Some months afterwards, Triphine learned that Cômor had indeed killed his wives as soon as they’d become pregnant. She was big with child so she fled, but she was overtaken by her husband who cut her throat. The weeping father summoned Saint Gildas to keep his promise and the Saint resuscitated Triphine. As you can see, this legend is much closer to the old tale adapted by the ingenious Perrault, than to the story of Bluebeard. But as to telling you how and why the name Bluebeard transferred itself from King Cômor to the Marshal, I’m afraid I can’t, it’s all lost in the mists of time.”

“But tell me,” continued Chantelouve after a short silence, “what with your Gilles des Rais, you must be getting mixed up in Satanism.”

“Yes, and it would even be interesting if these events weren’t so remote from us. What would be really fascinating – and more relevant – would be to describe the devil-worship of our own times.”

“Undoubtedly,” said Chantelouve, with a smile.

“Because,” continued Durtal watching him closely, “there are some extraordinary things going on even as we speak. I’ve been told, for example, about a sacrilegious priest, a certain  canon who is reviving the witches’ sabbaths of the Middle Ages …”

Chantelouve didn’t even flinch. Calmly, he uncrossed his legs, and raising his eyes to the ceiling, he said:

“Really? It may be that one or two black sheep have succeeded in insinuating themselves into our clergy’s fold, but they are so rare they’re not even worth your while bothering about.” And he cut short the conversation by talking about a book on the Fronde he had just read.

Durtal took this to mean that Chantelouve was refusing to speak about his relations with Canon Docre. He kept silent, a little embarrassed.

“My dear,” said Madame Chantelouve, addressing her husband, “you’ve forgotten to turn up the wick of your lamp; it’s smoking and even though the door is closed I can smell it from here.”

It seemed that she was giving him a hint to leave. Chantelouve got up and, with a slightly sarcastic smile, he excused himself, saying he was obliged to get on with his work. He shook Durtal’s hand, begged him to come up more often, and then, wrapping his dressing-gown around his middle, left the room.

She followed him with her eyes, got up in her turn, went to the door to assure herself with a quick glance that it was closed, and then returned to Durtal, who was leaning against the chimney-breast. Without saying a word, she took his head between her hands, put her lips to his and kissed him full on his open mouth.

He moaned passionately.

She was staring at him with her lazy, smoky eyes and he could see sparkles of silver playing across their surface. He held her in his arms, enraptured, but alert for any noise. Gently, she disengaged herself with a sigh, while he, embarrassed, went and sat down a little way away from her, wringing his hands.

They talked of inconsequential things, she extolling her maid, who, if she told her to, would throw herself into the fire, he responding with gestures of approval and surprise.

Then, suddenly, she passed her hands over her forehead.

“Oh!” she said, “I suffer so terribly when I think that he’s there, that he’s working! No, I’m too remorseful. I know it’s a stupid thing to say, but if he was a different sort of man, a man who mixed in society and made conquests … it would be a different thing altogether.”

He listened to her, annoyed by the conventionality of her excuses. At last, feeling completely calm, he approached her and said to her:

“You spoke of remorse, but whether we take the plunge or whether we continue to hesitate at the water’s edge, isn’t the sin pretty much the same?”

“Yes, I know, my confessor talks to me – albeit more harshly – a little like you do, but no, for all your fine words, it’s not the same thing.”

He started to laugh, thinking that perhaps remorse was the spice that made a spent passion more appetising, then he joked:

“As for confessors,” he went on, “it seems to me that, if I were a casuist, I would endeavour to invent a new sin. I’m not, and yet in the course of my research I really think I’ve found one.”

“You!” And, laughing in her turn, she asked, “Could I commit it?”

He stared at her. She had the air of a greedy child.

“You alone can answer that. Now, I must admit that it’s not an absolutely new sin, for it falls into the familiar category of Lust. But it has been overlooked since pagan times and was always poorly defined in any case.”

She listened to him attentively, deep in her armchair.

“Don’t keep me waiting,” she said, “come to the point, what is this sin?”

“It’s not easy to explain, nevertheless I’ll try. The domain of Lust includes, if I’m not mistaken, ordinary sin, sins against nature and bestiality, to which we can add, can we not, Satanic abuse and sacrilege? Well, over and above all that, there’s also what I will call Pygmalionism, which combines, at one and the same time, a kind of cerebral masturbation and incest. Imagine an artist falling in love with his creation, with his  own work, let’s say a Herodias, a Judith, a Helen of Troy or a Joan of Arc which he has either described or painted, and that after evoking her he ends up by possessing her in his dreams. Well, this love is worse than normal incest. As far as that goes, the guilty man is, in effect, only committing a half-crime, as his daughter wasn’t born to him alone, but also comes from the flesh of another. Logically, therefore, there is in incest a quasi-natural element – from the female side – which is almost completely legal. But in Pygmalionism, the father violates the daughter of his soul, the only being who is to him truly pure and good, the only being he has been able to beget without the help of another’s blood. The offence is thus entire and complete. Added to which, does it not also involve a contempt of nature, which is to say, of the divine order? Because the subject of the sin is no longer a palpable, living being, as it is even in bestiality, but rather it’s something ideal that one defiles, a being created through the projection of one’s talent, an almost celestial being, seeing as it’s often rendered immortal either by the artist’s genius or by his skill. Now, let’s take it a step further, if you will. Suppose an artist paints a picture of a saint and he falls in love with it. That compounds a crime against nature with sacrilege. It would be too excessive!”

“And perhaps it would be too exquisite!”

He stood dumbfounded at the word. Then she got up, opened the door and called her husband.

“My dear,” she said, “Durtal has discovered a new sin!”

“As to that,” said Chantelouve, who stood framed in the doorway, “I would doubt it, the book of virtue and vice is a ne varietur edition. One cannot invent new sins, though one can ensure that the old ones aren’t forgotten. But, come, what’s this all about?”

So Durtal told him his theory.

“But this is simply a refined form of succubacy. It isn’t the created work which comes to life, but rather a succubus which takes on its shape during the night!”

“In any case, you’ll admit that this kind of cerebral hermaphroditism, this ability to reproduce without the need  for anyone else, is at least a noble sin, for it is the privilege of artists alone, a vice reserved for the elite, inaccessible to the mob!”

“What a connoisseur of perversion you’d make!” said Chantelouve laughing. “Well, I’m going back to my lives of the saints, the atmosphere there is cleaner and healthier. This isn’t a goodnight, Durtal, I’ll leave you to continue your pleasant little chat about Satanism with my wife.”

He said this in the simplest, most debonair way possible, but the ironic barb found its mark.

Durtal felt it. It must be getting late, he thought, as the door closed again behind Chantelouve. He looked at his watch, the bells would soon be tolling for eleven o’clock. He got up to take his leave.

“When will I see you again?” he whispered quietly.

“At your place, tomorrow night, at nine o’clock.”

He looked at her with beseeching eyes. She understood, but she wanted to torment him.

She kissed him, like a mother, on the forehead, then she looked again into his eyes. They continued their silent entreaty, and she responded to their imploring appeal with a long kiss, at which they closed. Then her lips moved down to his and she drank in the ache of his desire.

Then she rang the bell and asked her maid to light Durtal’s way downstairs. He descended, satisfied that she had finally decided to yield to him tomorrow night.


CHAPTER XIII

He began again, as he had the other night, to clean his apartment and to compose a kind of methodical disorder. He stuffed a cushion under a deliberately rumpled armchair, and then he stoked the fires, to heat up the rooms.

Yet he felt no impatience. The unspoken promise he had obtained – that this evening Madame Chantelouve would keep him in suspense no longer – calmed him. Now that his uncertainty was at an end, he no longer trembled with that almost painful sense of longing which up until then the feverish expectation of this woman had produced. He soothed himself by stoking the embers of the fire. His mind was again full of her, but she held herself still and mute. At most, when his thoughts stirred in that direction, he considered the question of how he would go about it, so as not to sprawl about in too ignoble a fashion when the moment came. But if this question, which had much preoccupied him the other night still left him embarrassed, he was now resigned to it. He no longer worried about how to resolve the situation, instead he would leave everything to chance, telling himself that it was useless to draw up a strategy, as the best laid plans nearly always miscarry.

Then he roused himself, accused himself of being weak, and walked about to try and shake off his torpor which he attributed to the hot air from the fire. Perhaps it was because he’d had to wait so long that his desires were flagging, were wearing themselves out. But no, he was still longing for the moment when he would get his hands on this woman! He thought rather to find the explanation for his lack of ardour in the inevitable anxiety occasioned by it being the first time. “It won’t be truly exquisite, this evening, until all that’s over,” he said to himself. “Once the grotesque part is out of the way, once we’ve had carnal knowledge of each other, then I’ll be able to have Hyacinthe again without any sneaking anxieties about her expectations, without worrying about looking  undignified, or being embarrassed over what I’m doing. I wish,” he finished up telling himself, “I were in that position now!”

The cat, which was sitting on the table, immediately pricked up its ears, fixed its black eyes on the door, and made off. The bell rang, and Durtal went to answer it.

He liked her outfit; under her furs, which he helped her off with, she was wearing a violet-coloured dress that was so dark it seemed black, a dress of smooth, close-fitting material that contoured her body, encased her arms and tapered to her waist, accentuating the curve of her hips and stretching over her bulging corset.

“You look charming,” he said, passionately kissing her wrists, and he was pleased to note that the beating of her pulse quickened at the touch of his lips.

She didn’t breath a word, seemed agitated and a little pale.

He sat down opposite her; she looked at him with her mysterious, languid eyes. He felt he was succumbing all over again, he was forgetting all his arguments and his fears, overcome by a mad desire to plunge into the watery-depths of her pupils, to fathom the vague smile on that mournful mouth.

He interlaced her fingers with his own, and, for the first time, he called her very quietly by the name of Hyacinthe.

She listened to him, her breast heaving, her hands restless, and then, with a tone of entreaty in her voice, she said:

“I beg you, let’s give up all that; desire alone is good. Oh, I am clear-headed now, I’ve been thinking about it all the way here. I left him this evening, dreadfully sad. If you only knew what I feel … I went to church today and I was scared, I actually hid when I saw my confessor …”

He’d heard these complaints before, and he said to himself: You can tell what stories you please, but you’ll be dancing to a different tune this evening. Out loud, he responded to her in monosyllables, all the while continuing his advances.

He got up, thinking she would do the same or that, if she stayed sitting down, it would be easier to reach her mouth by leaning over her.

“Your lips, the touch of your lips, yesterday!” he said, and as he brought his face closer to hers, she raised her head and stood up. They remained a moment in each other’s arms, but then, as his hands began to roam over her body, she recoiled.

“Think how ridiculous it all is,” she said in a whisper, “to have to get undressed, to put on a nightshirt … and the stupid carry-on of getting into bed.” He said nothing, gently trying to make her understand that by yielding to his embraces she could spare herself these embarrassments, but he realised in his turn, sensing her body stiffen under his hands, that she absolutely would not abandon herself to him, here, in front of the fire in his living room.

“Come on then,” she said, breaking free of him, “if you want to.”

He stepped aside to let her pass into the other room and, seeing that she wanted to be alone, he pulled the curtain which, in lieu of a door, separated the two rooms.

He sat down again by the fireside and reflected. Perhaps he should have turned down the covers of the bed and not left her to do it, but no doubt that would have seemed too obvious and too direct. Oh, and the kettle! He seized it, and, without going into the bedroom, returned it to the bathroom and put it on the table. Then, after quickly tidying up the boxes of face-powder, the perfumes and the combs that littered the shelves, he went back to his study and listened.

She was making as little noise as possible, walking on tip- toe, as if in a room of the dead. She blew out the candles, obviously not wanting there to be any more light than the glowing red embers of the fire.

He felt positively crushed. All thought of Hyacinthe’s provocative lips, of her eyes, had gone. She was nothing but a woman undressing, just like any other, in a man’s room. Memories of similar scenes overwhelmed him; he recalled girls who, like her, tip-toed over the carpet so as not to be heard, who would remain stock-still for a second, ashamed, if they knocked the water jug against the basin. And after all, what did it prove? Now she was surrendering herself to him he no longer desired her, disillusion was overtaking him even  before he had sated himself, rather than afterwards as was usual. He felt so distressed he almost started to cry.

The frightened cat darted out from under the curtain, running from one room to another, then it stopped, settled itself close to its master, and jumped up onto his lap. As he caressed it, Durtal said to himself:

“Decidedly she was right not to want to go through with it. It’ll be grotesque, horrible. I was in the wrong to insist; but no, it’s really all her fault, she must have wanted it to happen since she came here. And how stupid to repress one’s urges by all these delays. She’s so awkward; just now, when I was kissing her, when I wanted her so much, that would’ve been the right time, but now! And besides, what do I look like? A young, expectant bridegroom, a novice. My God, such stupidity! Listen,” he continued, straining his ears and hearing no more noise, “she’s in bed, I suppose I’ve got to join her. No doubt it’s taken her all this time to get out of her corset; it was hardly worth while putting it on.” And with that, he drew the curtain and went into the room.

Madame Chantelouve was buried under the eiderdown, her mouth half-open and her eyes shut, though he noticed that she was looking at him through the blond grill of her eyelashes. He sat on the edge of the bed; she curled herself up, pulling the covers up to her chin.

“Are you cold, my dear?”

“No.”

And as she opened her eyes wide, they glittered in the dark. He undressed, casting a quick glance over Hyacinthe’s face. It was obscured by shadows, though every now and then it would be illuminated by the red glare of the fire, as a log flared up among the ashes. Briskly, he slipped between the sheets.

It was like embracing a corpse, a body so cold it froze his own, yet the woman’s lips were on fire and consumed his face in silence. He lay stunned, in the grip of this body, as strong and supple as a creeper, which wrapped itself around his. He could neither move nor speak for kisses, which rained down on his face. Finally, he managed to disengage himself and, his  arm now free, he sought her. Then, all of a sudden, while she was devouring his mouth, he felt a nervous spasm of release and, naturally, not having achieved his goal, drew back.

“I hate you,” she said.

“Why?”

“I hate you!”

He would have liked to have replied: “And I hate you!” He was exasperated and would have given everything he possessed for her just to get dressed and go.

The fire in the grate had died out and gave off no light. Calmer now, he sat up and stared into the shadows. He had wanted to find his nightshirt, because the one he had on was starched and kept riding up and cracking, but Hyacinthe was lying on it. Then he noticed that the sheets were already in a mess and he fretted, because in the winter he loved to be snug in his bed, and seeing that he wouldn’t be able to remake it he foresaw a cold night ahead.

Then suddenly he was trapped, as the woman’s body entwined itself around him again. Clear-headed this time he busied himself with her, and with his forceful caresses he began to master her. In a much changed voice, deeper and more guttural, she kept up a stream of wretched expressions and foolish cries which embarrassed him, “My darling!”, “My heart!”, “No, really, it’s too much!” but, aroused all the same, he took this body, which was writhing in ecstasy, and experienced an extraordinary sensation, like a burning spasm inside a sheath of ice.

Overwhelmed, he rolled over, panting, his head in the pillows, astonished and somewhat dismayed, thinking how awful these exhausting pleasures were. He finally put an end to it all by clambering over her, jumping out of bed, and lighting some candles. On the chest of drawers, the cat sat motionless, considering them both in turn. Durtal sensed, or imagined he sensed, an indescribable mockery in those black eyes and, irritated, he chased the animal away.

He threw some more logs onto the fire, got dressed, and was about to leave Hyacinthe to herself. But, in her normal voice, she called him back softly. He went up to the bed; she  hung on his neck, kissed him madly and then, letting her arms fall back on the covers, said:

“The deed is done. Do you love me any better now?”

He didn’t have the courage to reply. Oh, yes, his disillusion was now complete! This feeling of satiation after the event was vindicating his lack of appetite beforehand. He despised her and felt disgusted with himself. Was it possible to have so much desire for a woman, only for it to come to this? In his obsession with her he had put her on a pedestal, and looking into her eyes he had dreamed of … he didn’t know what! He had wanted to exalt himself with her, above the mad clamouring of the senses, to leap out of this world into unexplored, supernal joys. But the spring board had snapped, he was stuck with his feet in the mire, riveted to the ground. Was there, then, no way to escape his own being, to free himself from his own filthiness, and reach those regions where the soul loses itself, enraptured, in its own unfathomable depths?

Oh, the lesson was a brutal and decisive one. He’d let himself go for once, and what regrets, what a comedown! Decidedly, reality doesn’t easily forgive those who scorn her. She revenges herself by shattering one’s ideal, trampling it, throwing it in tatters into the cesspit.

“Don’t get impatient, my dear,” said Madame Chantelouve from behind the curtain, “because I’m taking such a long time.”

Crudely, he thought: “I wish you’d just clear out!” But, aloud, he politely asked her if there was anything he could do for her.

“And yet,” he continued to himself, “she’s so attractive, so mysterious. Her eyes, which can change in an instant from grave to gay and back again, are so deep and so profound. And then here she is, in less than a hour, changed again. I’ve seen a new Hyacinthe, talking dirty like a prostitute, uttering the inanities of a milliner on heat! When it comes down to it, all the convulsions of these women serve only one purpose, to get on my nerves!”

Then, after a moment’s silent reflection, he concluded:

“I must still be young to lose my head like that!”

It was as if Madame Chantelouve was echoing his thoughts, for when she came back through the curtain, she laughed nervously and murmured, “At my age, it’s unbecoming to behave so foolishly.” She looked at him and though he forced a smile, she understood.

“You’ll sleep tonight,” she said sadly, alluding to Durtal’s former complaint that he had lost sleep over her.

He begged her to sit down and warm up, but she said she wasn’t cold.

“Yet in spite of the warmth of the room, you were freezing in bed.”

“It makes no difference, I’m always like that, summer or winter, my skin is cold.”

He thought that in the hot month of August, her frigid body would no doubt be pleasant, but now!

He offered her some sweets, which she refused, but she took a little of the alkermes liqueur he had poured into a tiny silver goblet. She sipped at it and, amicably, they discussed the taste of this ‘drug’ in which she detected a hint of cloves tempered by cinnamon flower and drowned in a distillation of rose-water.

Then he fell silent.

“My poor dear,” she said, “how I’d love him if he was more confident, not always on his guard.”

He asked her to explain.

“Well, I mean that you can’t seem to forget yourself and let yourself simply love. Why, you were lost in thought all the time we were …”

“No I wasn’t.”

She kissed him tenderly. “You see, I love you all the same.” And for moment he was struck by the plaintive look in her face. He saw in it a mixture of gratitude and anxiety. “She’s really not that difficult to please,” he said to himself.

“What are you thinking about?”

“About you.”

She sighed, then said: “What time is it?”

“Half-past ten.”

“I have to get back, he’ll be waiting for me. No, don’t say anything.”

She ran her hands over his cheeks. Gently, he seized her by the waist and kissed her, keeping his arm around her until they reached the door.

“You will come back soon, won’t you?”

“Yes … yes.”

And he went back in.

“Well, that’s that!” he thought, but he felt muddled and confused. His vanity was satisfied, his self-esteem was no longer wounded, he had come through it all. He had possessed this woman. And, moreover, her spell over him was broken, he was regaining complete freedom of mind. But who knew what problems this liaison would cause in the future? And then, despite everything, he felt moved.

Ultimately, what could he reproach her with? She loved as well as she could, she was, in short, both passionate and melancholy. And this dualism – in a mistress who was something of a whore in bed, but who, when dressed and upright, had a measure of critical discernment, was less of a fool, certainly, than the society women among whom she moved – was a delectable spice. Her carnal demands were excessive and bizarre, but then, what did he want?

And in the end he quite rightly accused himself. If things had miscarried, it was all his fault. He was lacking in desire, wasn’t truly stirred except by a cerebral erotomania. He was worn out in body, exhausted in soul, unfitted to love, weary of amorous attentions even before he’d received them, and afterwards he was disgusted that he’d endured them. He had a barren heart in which nothing could grow. Besides, what a sickness this was, to ruin all his pleasures beforehand in endless deliberation, and to sully all his ideals as soon as he attained them. He couldn’t touch anything without spoiling it. In this miserable state of mind, everything, except art, seemed little more than a tiresome recreation, a vain diversion. “All the same, I’m afraid the poor woman won’t be able to bear these terrible disappointments as well as I can. If only she would agree not to come anymore. But no, she doesn’t deserve to be  treated in that way.” And gripped by pity, he swore to himself that the next time he visited her he’d cuddle her and try to persuade her that this feeling of disillusion he’d concealed so badly didn’t exist.

He tried to patch up his bed, to tuck the crumpled sheets back in, to plump the flattened pillows, and then he lay down.

He extinguished the lamp. But in the darkness, his distress increased. With death in his heart, he told himself: “Yes, I was right to say that the only truly good woman is one you haven’t yet had. To learn, two or three years afterwards, when the woman you love is unreachable, living an honest, married life, beyond Paris, beyond France, far away … or was perhaps even dead, then to learn that she loved you, something you wouldn’t even have dared to think while she was with you, that was an ideal, indeed! It was only these truly inviolable love affairs, love affairs which consisted of vague melancholies and regrets, that had any value. For in them there was nothing carnal, no leaven of filth.

“To love from afar, with no expectation, no desire of consummation, to dream chastely of those pallid charms, of those impossible caresses, of those bygone kisses on the forgotten brows of dead lovers, ah! there was something irrevocable and deliciously enchanting about it. Everything else seemed ignoble and empty. But how abominable existence must be for this to be the only truly elevated and truly pure pleasure that heaven affords, here below, to those unbelieving souls horrified by the endless degradations of life.”


CHAPTER XIV

He retained from the events of that evening an alarming aversion to the body, which holds the soul on a leash and opposes itself to any attempted division between the two. It certainly wasn’t intending to let itself be overlooked in order to attend to the soul’s obscure, unfulfillable desires, which it was impossible for it to endure in silence. With the memory of the previous night’s depravities fresh in his mind, Durtal understood, perhaps for the first time, the meaning of that now- obsolete word ‘chastity’, and he savoured its old-fashioned and delicate fullness. Just as a man who has drunk too much the night before dreams of drinking nothing but mineral water the following morning, he was dreaming today of a purified love, one far from any thoughts of sex.

He was mulling over these thoughts when des Hermies came in.

They talked about erotic obsessions. Surprised equally by Durtal’s lethargy and by his bitter tone, des Hermies cried out:

“Well my friend, did we abandon ourselves last night to the delights of excess?”

With a complete disregard for the truth, Durtal shook his head.

“Then,” des Hermies continued, “you’re a superman, totally inhuman. To love, purely and without hope would be perfect, if one didn’t have to reckon with the stirrings of the mind. There’s no justification for chastity, except on religious grounds, unless one’s physical powers are failing, but then it becomes a question of the body which the empirical philosophers have answered more or less unsatisfactorily. In a word, everything here below ends in the act that you disapprove of. The heart, which is reputed to be the most noble part of man, is similar in form to the head of the penis, the part which, so they say, is the most vile. It’s very symbolic, because every love that springs from the heart ends up in the organ it most  resembles. The human imagination, as soon as it starts to animate the things it invents, is reduced to reproducing the movement of mating animals. Look at machines, the action of pistons in cylinders. These are cast-iron Juliettes and steel Romeos; and human relations are no different from the ins- and-outs of our machines. It’s a law of nature that one must obey, unless one is either impotent or a saint. Now, you’re neither one nor the other, but if, for some inconceivable reason you want to live with a knot in your prick, you should follow the formula of the old Neapolitan occultist of the sixteenth century, Piperno. He swears that ‘whosoever eats of the verbena cannot have access of a woman for seven days’ … buy a jar of it, try it, and we’ll see.”

Durtal started to laugh. “There is perhaps a middle way: never commit an act of intercourse with those you love, and, to keep yourself satisfied, when you can’t do otherwise, frequent only those you don’t love. That way you can, to a certain extent, ward off any disgusting eventualities.”

“No, you’d still delude yourself into thinking that with a woman you were mad about you could experience carnal pleasures absolutely different to those you’ve experienced with others, and so it would again end up badly. And also, the kinds of women you’re attracted to aren’t charitable enough, or discrete enough, to admire the wisdom – because in the end, that’s what it is – of such selfishness. But enough of this, what do you say to putting your boots on? It’s on the stroke of six and Mother Carhaix’s beef won’t wait.”

It had already been taken out of the steamer and was lying on a bed of vegetables in a dish when they arrived. Carhaix, buried in his armchair, was reading his breviary.

“What’s the news?” he said, shutting his book.

“Oh nothing, politics doesn’t interest us,” said des Hermies, “and I imagine the American-style rabble-rousing of General Boulanger bores you as much as it does us. Added to which, the stories in the press are even more than usually dull and pointless. Be careful!” he added, addressing Durtal who was preparing to swallow a spoonful of soup, “you’ll burn your mouth.”

“You’re right,” answered Durtal, “that this marrow soup, so expertly browned, is a liquid furnace, but as to news, why do you say there’s nothing important going on? What about the trial of the amazing Abbé Boudes, who’s been sent before the assizes at Aveyron? After having tried to poison his curate with Communion wine, and having exhausted every other criminal activity, such as abortion, rape, acts of indecency, forgery, robbery with menaces, and usury, he ends up by appropriating the moneybox for the repose of souls in Purgatory and pawning the ciborium, the chalice and all the other instruments of worship. It seems to me that this is hardly nothing!”

Carhaix raised his eyes to the heavens.

“If he doesn’t get put away, that’ll be one more priest for Paris,” said des Hermies.

“Why?”

“Why? Because every ecclesiastic who comes to a bad end in the provinces, or who falls foul of the authorities, is sent here where they’re less visible, lost in the crowd as it were. They go to make up part of that body of abbés one calls ‘non-beneficed priests’.”

“And what are they?” Durtal asked.

“They’re priests attached to a particular parish. You know that in addition to a curate or a ministrant, vicars and standing clergy, every church has additional or locum priests? That’s what these priests are. They do all the hard work, they celebrate the early morning masses when everyone else is sleeping, and evening masses when everyone else is digesting their dinner. It’s them, too, that have to get up in the middle of the night to administer sacraments to the poor, who keep vigil over the corpses of the faithful rich, and who, during burial services, have to put up with draughty church porches, the beating sun amid the gravestones, and squalls of snow and rain at the graveside. It’s hard labour; for the sum of five or six francs, they even act as substitutes for their better-off colleagues, who are bored by their duties. For the most part, they are men in disgrace, attached to a church to keep them out of the way, and then watched,  until such time as their celebret is revoked and they can be suspended. In other words, the provincial parishes exile to the city any priest who, for whatever reason, they no longer like.”

“But what, then, do the vicars and the other titular abbés actually do if they shift all their work onto the backs of others?”

“They do all the easy, fashionable work, that which requires neither charity nor effort! They confess the well-heeled among their flock, prepare smug brats for catechism, and preach, playing the starring role in ceremonies in which, to stir up the faithful, they resort to overblown theatrical effects. In Paris, aside from the parish priests, the clergy can be divided thus: well-off men of the world, priests with positions at the Madeleine or Saint-Roch, churches whose clientele is wealthy. They are pampered, eat in expensive restaurants, and spend their whole lives in drawing rooms, comforting only those souls who kneel before them in lace. And then there’s the rest, good office workers who, for the most part, have neither the education nor the necessary fortune to attend to the non-accomplishments of the idle classes. They tend to be more unsociable, and frequent only the middle classes, consoling themselves for their vulgarity either by playing cards among themselves or happily exchanging banal clichés and dirty stories over dessert.”

“Come on des Hermies,” said Carhaix, “you’re going too far. After all, I flatter myself that I, too, know these priests, and even in Paris they are honourable, and indeed conscientious, gentlemen. Yet they are insulted and reviled, accused by the rabble of foul vices. But ultimately it has to be said that the Abbé Boudes and Canon Docres of this world are, thank God, the exceptions, and that outside Paris – in the country, for instance – the clergy are veritable saints.”

“It may be that Satanic priests are relatively rare, and that the lusts of the clergy and the delinquency of the bishops is obviously exaggerated by the gutter press, but for myself, I don’t reproach them for that. If only they were just gamblers and libertines! But they’re lacklustre, lazy, stupid and  mediocre! They sin against the Holy Spirit, the only sin the All Merciful can’t forgive.”

“They are of their time,” said Durtal. “You can’t expect to find the spirit of the Middle Ages in the bain-marie of today’s seminaries.”

“And,” added Carhaix, “our friend is also forgetting that some impeccable monastic orders still exist, that at Chartreux, for example …”

“Yes, and the Trappists and the Franciscans, but these are cloistered orders whose lives are sheltered from the infamies of this century. By contrast, take the Order of Saint Dominic, a parlour-room Order which has already produced the likes of Monsabré and Didon, which says it all!”

“They’re the hussars of religion, the good old lancers, the Pope’s regiment of dappers and dandies,” said Durtal, “while the worthy monks are the poor bloody infantry of the soul.”

“If they would only love bells!” cried Carhaix, shaking his head. “Come,” he said to his wife who was removing the salad-bowl and plates, “pass us the Coulommiers.“

Des Hermies refilled their glasses and they ate their cheese in silence.

“Tell me, then,” resumed Durtal, turning to des Hermies, “do you know if a woman who receives visits from an incubus necessarily has a cold body? Or to put it another way, would this be serious evidence of incubacy, in the same way that in the old days the impossibility of making a witch cry served the Inquisition as sufficient proof to convict them of witchcraft and magic?”

“Yes, I think I can answer your question. It used to be thought that the flesh of women violated by an incubus was cold, even in the month of August – books by authorities on the matter confirm it – but now, the majority of the women who submit to, or who actually summon, these amorous spectres, have, on the contrary, skin that is burning hot and dry to the touch. This transformation is still not general, but is tending to become so. I remember very clearly Doctor Johannès, the man Gévingey told you about, was often obliged when trying to cure his patient to restore the body to  its normal temperature with baths of diluted hydriodate of potassium.”

“Really?” said Durtal, who was thinking of Madame Chantelouve.

“Do you know what became of Doctor Johannès?” asked Carhaix.

“He lives very discretely in Lyon. He continues, I believe, to cure the possessed and preach the blessed coming of the Paraclete.”

“So who is he, this Doctor?” demanded Durtal.

“He’s a very clever and learned priest. He was formerly the director of a religious community and he edited, here in Paris, the only review ever devoted to mysticism. He was also a much-consulted theologian and a recognised master of divine jurisprudence. Then he had some harrowing arguments with the Pope’s Curia at Rome and with the Cardinal Archbishop of Paris. It was his exorcisms and battles against the incubi he encountered in nunneries that ruined him.

“Ah, I can remember the last time I saw him as clearly as if it were yesterday. I met him in the Rue de Grenelle, coming out of the archbishop’s palace, the very same day on which, after a scene he later told me about, he left the Church. I can still see this priest walking beside me, along the deserted Boulevard des Invalides. He was pale, and his broken, still solemn voice was trembling. He had been summoned and commanded to explain the case of an epileptic, whom he said he’d cured with the aid of a holy relic, Christ’s seamless robe, preserved at Argenteuil. The Cardinal, assisted by two high-ranking vicars, listened to him, as he stood.

“After he’d finished and had furnished them, moreover, with the information they asked him for concerning his remedies for witchcraft, Cardinal Guibert said: ‘You would be better going to La Trappe!’

“I can recall, word for word, his response: ‘If I have violated the laws of the Church, I’m ready to be punished for my errors. If you think I’m guilty, pass a canonical judgement and I swear on my sacerdotal honour I will execute it, but I want a formal judgement, because in law, no one is bound to  condemn himself, nemo se tradere tenetur, as the Corpus Juris Canonici has it.’

“There was an issue of his review on the table. The Cardinal, pointing to a page, continued:

“‘Was it you who wrote that?’

“‘Yes, Your Eminence.’

“‘These are vile doctrines!’ And he went into his study in the neighbouring room, shouting, ‘Get out of here!’ Then, Johannès went up to the door of the study and, falling to his knees in the doorway, said: ‘Your Eminence, I had no wish to offend you, if I have done so, then I ask your pardon.’

“The Cardinal cried out louder, ‘Get out of here or I’ll call for assistance!’ Johannès got up and left. ‘All my old ties are broken,’ he said as he left me. He was so sombre I didn’t have the heart to question him further.”

There was silence. Carhaix got up to ring a peal of bells in the tower, his wife took away the dessert and the tablecloth, des Hermies prepared the coffee, and Durtal, lost in thought, rolled a cigarette.

When Carhaix returned, as if enveloped by haze of noise, he shouted:

“Just now, des Hermies, you were speaking of the Franciscans. Did you know that this order was supposed to stay so poor it couldn’t afford to own even a single bell? Although it’s true that this rule has been relaxed somewhat because it was too difficult to observe and a bit too harsh. Nowadays they have a bell, but only the one!”

“Like most of the abbeys, then.”

“No, almost all of them have more than one, often three, in honour of the three holy hypostases of the Godhead.”

“So is there a set number of bells for monasteries and for churches?”

“Indeed in the past there was. Then, there was a pious hierarchy of ringing: the bells of a convent should never sound when the bells of the church were starting to peal. They were supposed to be servants, remaining respectful and deferential in their place, keeping quiet, while their Sovereign spoke to the multitude. These principles, consecrated in 1590 by order  of the Council of Toulouse and confirmed by two decrees from the Congregation of Rites, are no longer followed. The ordinances of Saint Charles Borromeo, who wanted a cathedral church to have between five and seven bells, a collegiate church three, and a parish church two, have been abolished. Nowadays, churches have more or less bells according to how rich they are. But we’re doing nothing but talk, where are the brandy glasses?”

His wife brought them, shook hands with her guests and went out. Then, as Carhaix poured the cognac, des Hermies said in a low voice:

“I didn’t want to tell you in front of her, because these things trouble and frighten her, but I received a singular visit this morning from Gévingey, who is going to Lyon to take refuge with Doctor Johannès. He claims to have been bewitched by Canon Docre, who was actually in Paris on a passing visit. I don’t know what happened between them, but the fact is that Gévingey is in a wretched state.”

“What’s wrong with him, exactly?” asked Durtal.

“I have absolutely no idea. I sounded him carefully, examined every inch of him. He complains of needle-like stabbing pains around the heart. I noted a nervous agitation, but that’s all. What’s more disquieting is his state of decline, inexplicable in a man who is neither cancerous nor diabetic.”

“Well now,” said Carhaix, “I suppose they no longer casts spells on people using wax figures and needles, the ‘Manie’ and the ‘Dagyde’ as they were called in the good old days?”

“No, practices like those are old-fashioned now and obsolete almost everywhere. Gévingey, who confessed everything to me, told me this morning all about the extraordinary preparations this fearful Canon makes use of. These are, it seems, the undisclosed secrets of modern magic.”

“Ah, now this interests me,” said Durtal.

“I’m limiting myself, you understand, to repeating only what he told me,” continued des Hermies, lighting his cigarette. “Well, Docre has in his possession some cages of white mice, which he carries around on his trips. He feeds them on consecrated hosts and on dough which he impregnates with  carefully graded doses of poison. As soon as the unfortunate creatures are suffused with it, he takes them, holds them over a chalice, and, with a very sharp instrument, pierces them right through. The blood runs into the chalice and he uses it, as I will explain to you in a moment, to strike his enemies to death. At other times, he works using chickens or guinea-pigs, in which case he doesn’t use the blood but rather the fat of these animals, which become, as it were, living ‘tabernacles’ of loathsome poison.

“At other times again, he makes use of a formula invented by the Satanic Society of the Aristocratical Neo-Theurgists, which I’ve already told you about, and prepares a stew composed of flour, meat, Eucharistic bread, mercurial, animal semen, human blood, morphine acetate and oil of aspic.

“Finally – and according to Gévingey this last piece of filth is more dangerous still – he fattens fish on consecrated wafers and with a gradually increased dose of toxic substances. These toxins are chosen from among those that derange the brain, or kill with tetanic spasms anyone who absorbs them through his pores. Then, as soon as the fish are thoroughly permeated with these substances, which have been fortified by sacrilegious rites, Docre takes them out of the water, leaves them to putrefy, distils them and then extracts their essential oils, a drop of which would be enough to send you mad. This drop is employed, it would seem, externally. It’s the same as in Balzac’s Histoire des trieze, it’s only when it touches the hair that it induces madness or poisons you.”

“My God,” said Durtal, “I rather fear a spot of this oil has been dropped on poor Gévingey’s head!”

“And what’s extraordinary about this story isn’t so much the strangeness of this diabolical pharmacopoeia, as the state of mind of the person who invents and uses it. Imagine this happening at the present time, just two steps away from us, and that it’s priests who are inventing these potions unknown even to the sorcerers of the Middle Ages!”

“Priests?” protested Carhaix. “No, only one, and what a priest!”

“Not at all, Gévingey was very precise, he confirmed that  others do the same. A case of bewitching using the poisoned blood of mice took place in 1879, at Châlons-sur-Marne, in a demonic circle of which the Canon was, it’s true, a member, and in 1883 in Savoy, a group of defrocked abbés prepared the oil I’ve just told you about. As you can see, Docre is not alone in practising this abominable science; monasteries and convents know about it and even some of the laity suspect it.”

“But even if we admit that these preparations are real and effective, that doesn’t explain how you can bewitch someone with them, either from afar or close-to.”

“That’s another thing altogether. You have a choice between two methods to strike at the enemy you have in mind. The first and least often used is this: the magician uses a clairvoyant, a woman who in these circles is called a ‘flying spirit’, that’s to say an astral traveller who, when put in a hypnotic state, can go in spirit wherever they want her to. It’s then possible to make her carry these magic poisons over hundreds of leagues, to the person for whom they were designed. Those who are attacked by this method see no one, and they become mad or die without ever suspecting poison. But aside from the fact that clairvoyants are rare, they are also dangerous, because other people can also put them into a cataleptic state and extract confessions from them. That explains why men such as Docre have recourse to the second method, which is more certain. It consists of invoking, as Spiritualists do, the spirit of a dead person and sending it to strike your victim with the prepared spell. The result is the same, only the method is different. These are the secrets,” des Hermies concluded, “recounted almost word for word, which were told to me this morning by our friend Gévingey.”

“And Doctor Johannès treats those who have been poisoned in this manner?” asked Carhaix.

“Yes, this man – and I can vouch for it – can perform inexplicable cures.”

“But with what?”

“As to that, Gévingey spoke about a ‘sacrifice’ to the glory of Melchisedek, which the Doctor celebrates. I have no idea  what this sacrifice entails, but Gévingey will no doubt tell us, if he comes back alive!”

“All the same, I wouldn’t be sorry to have a good look, just once in my life, at this Canon Docre,” said Durtal.

“Not me!” cried Carhaix as he helped his friends on with their overcoats. “He’s the incarnation of Evil on earth.”

He lit his lantern and, as they were descending the stairs, Durtal complained about the cold. Des Hermies began to laugh.

“If your family knew the magic secrets of plants, you wouldn’t be shivering like that,” he said. “In fact, in the sixteenth century you’d be taught that a child couldn’t suffer either from the cold or the heat for the whole of his life, if you rubbed his hands with wormwood juice before his twelfth year had passed. As you can see, this sweet-smelling spell is a lot less dangerous that those which Canon Docre abuses.”

Once they’d reached the bottom, and after Carhaix had shut the door of his tower again, they quickened their steps, because the north wind was sweeping through the square.

“Well,” said des Hermies, “Satanism apart – or rather, no, including it, for Satanism is a religion too – you must admit that for two unbelievers such as ourselves, we have remarkably pious conversations. I hope this will count for something up above.”

“We don’t really deserve it,” replied Durtal, “for what else is there to talk about? Conversations which aren’t about either religion or art are so vulgar and so pointless!”


CHAPTER XV

The thought of this abominable magisterium kept running through his head the next day, and, while smoking his cigarettes by the side of fire, Durtal reflected on the struggle between Canon Docre and Doctor Johannès, those two priests battling each other behind Gévingey’s back, exchanging counter-blows of incantation and exorcism.

“In Christian symbolism,” he said to himself, “the fish is one of the representative forms of Christ. It’s undoubtedly because of this, and in order to aggravate his sacrileges, that the Canon crams his fish full of hosts. In effect, this is a reversal of the practice of witches in the Middle Ages who by contrast would choose some foul beast to consecrate to the Devil – the toad, for example – by giving it the body of the Saviour to eat.

“Now how much truth is there as regards the power these god-killing alchemists were alleged to possess? How much credence should we give to the evocation of spirits who murder a designated person to order, with deadly oils and poisoned blood? It all seems highly improbable, even a little mad!

“And yet, when you think about it, don’t we find the same mysteries today, unexplained and surviving under another name, that we have long since attributed to the credulity of the Middle Ages? At the Charité, Doctor Luys transfers illnesses from one hypnotised woman to another. In what way is that less astonishing than the art of invoking spirits, or the spells cast by magicians or preachers? A ghost or a flying spirit is no more extraordinary, on the whole, than a microbe, which strikes from a distance and poisons you without you even suspecting anything. The atmosphere could just as well carry spirits as bacteria. It’s certain that it transmits certain emanations and effluences without diluting them, electricity for example, or the thoughtwaves of a mesmerist, who can send out an order to a distant patient to cross the whole  of Paris to rejoin him. Science can no longer deny these phenomena. In another sphere, Dr Brown-Sequard rejuvenates feeble old men and revitalises the impotent by injecting them with extracts of the genital organs of rabbits and guinea-pigs. Who knows if those elixirs of longevity, those love-philtres that witches sold to men who were worn out or unable to perform, weren’t composed of similar or analogous substances? One can’t ignore the fact that human semen was nearly always used in the Middle Ages in the composition of these mixtures. And now, hasn’t Dr Brown-Sequard, after repeated experiments, recently demonstrated the potency of this substance when taken from one man and implanted in another?

“In short, the apparitions, doppelgängers and ‘bilocations’, as the Spiritualists call them, that terrified antiquity still persist to this day. In spite of everything, it’s difficult to conceive that the experiments Doctor Crookes has been carrying out in front of witnesses for the last three years could all be fakes. And if he has photographed visible and tangible spectres, we’re forced to admit that the thaumaturgists of the Middle Ages were telling the truth. Obviously, it’s all still incredible, just as hypnotism – the ability of one person to possess the mind of another and impel him to commit a crime – would have been incredible, only ten years ago.

“We’re stumbling in the dark, that much is certain. Still, as des Hermies rightly pointed out, it’s less important to know whether the sacrilegious potions used by these demonic circles are potent or not, than to completely establish this undeniable fact: that at the present time there exist groups of Satanists and fallen priests who prepare them.

“Oh, if only there were some way to meet Canon Docre, to insinuate myself into his confidence. Then, perhaps, one might end up seeing a little more clearly into these matters! Besides, the only people worth knowing are either saints, sinners or mad, they’re the only ones whose conversation is of any value. People with common sense are inevitably dull, endlessly harping on about their humdrum lives. They’re part of the mob, some more intelligent than others, but the mob  nonetheless, and they annoy me! Yes, but how to introduce myself to this terrible priest?” And as he stoked the fire Durtal answered his own question: “Through Chantelouve, if he were willing, which he isn’t. Which leaves his wife, who must have often visited him. I’m going to have to interrogate her, then I can find out if she still corresponds with him, if she still sees him.”

This sudden intrusion of Madame Chantelouve into his reflections threw him into a deep gloom. He looked at his watch and murmured to himself: “How tedious! She’s going to come again and once more it’ll be necessary to … if only it was possible to convince her of the futility of such carnal contortions. In any case, she can’t be very pleased with me at the moment, because in response to her frantic letter begging for a rendezvous, I replied three days later with a short, dry note inviting her to come here this evening. I lack enthusiasm, too much so perhaps!”

He got up, went to check if the fire was still alight in his bedroom, and then returned and sat down, without even re- arranging his room as he had on previous occasions. Now that he was no longer captivated by this woman all his feelings of gallantry had fled, and his self-consciousness too. He waited for her with impatience, his feet in slippers.

“In truth,” he said to himself, “I’ve never experienced any pleasure with Hyacinthe, other than that kiss we exchanged at her house, when her husband was in the next room. I’ll certainly never recapture the savour of her mouth that night, or her passion. Here, the taste of her lips is insipid.”

Madame Chantelouve rang earlier than usual.

“Well,” she said as she sat down, “that was a nice letter you wrote.”

“What do you mean?”

“Come on, my dear, admit it frankly that you’ve had enough of me.”

He protested, but she shook her head.

“Look,” he replied, “what are you reproaching me with? For having sent you a short note? But I had someone here. I was busy, I didn’t have the time to compose a great long  speech. For not appointing an earlier rendezvous? But I couldn’t! I’ve already told you our meetings demand caution and that they can’t be frequent, and I’ve clearly given you to understand my reasons, I think …”

“I’m so stupid that I probably didn’t understand them, these reasons. You spoke of family matters, I think …”

“Yes.”

“That’s a little vague.”

“But I can’t go into all the details, I can’t tell you that …”

He stopped himself, asked himself if the moment had not come to break with her without any further delay, but he thought of the information she must possess on Canon Docre.

“That what? Go on, say it.”

He shook his head, hesitating, not because he was about to lie, but in case he sounded rude or mean.

“So be it,” he continued. “Since you’re forcing me, I will confess to you, whatever the cost to me, that I’ve had a mistress for some years past. I should add immediately that our relations are now purely amicable …”

“Very good,” she said, interrupting him, “your ‘family matters’ speak for themselves.”

“Moreover,” he added in a lower voice, “since you wish to know everything … well then, I have a child by her.”

“You have a child! Oh, my poor dear.”

She got up. “There’s nothing for me to do but withdraw. Goodbye. You will not see me again.”

But he seized her hands and, simultaneously pleased with his lie and ashamed of his brutality, begged her to stay.

She refused. Then he drew her to him, kissed her hair, flattered her. Her troubled eyes gazed deeply into his.

“Oh, come on then,” she said. “No, let me undress.”

“Not now, surely!”

“Yes!”

“Great,” he murmured to himself, sinking overwhelmed into a chair, “here’s the same scene as the other night starting all over again.” He felt crushed by an inexpressible gloom, overcome by weariness.

He undressed by the fire and warmed himself while waiting for her to get ready. Once in bed, she entwined him in her supple and cold limbs.

“So, is it really true, I’m not to come here anymore?”

He made no reply, realising that she had no intention of going and dreading the idea of definitely beginning an affair with this limpet.

“Answer me.”

He buried his head in her breast, which he kissed to spare himself from having to respond.

“Tell me that on my lips!”

He spurred her on furiously to keep her quiet, then lay back disillusioned and exhausted, but glad that it was all over. When they were lying down again, she put her arm round his neck and probed his mouth with her tongue, but he cared little for her caresses, and remained dejected and weak. Then she leaned over and took hold of him, and he let out a groan.

“Ah,” she exclaimed, suddenly sitting up, “now I’ve finally heard you cry.”

He lay, exhausted, worn-out; his battered brain, which felt as if it had detached itself from his cranium, was incapable of putting two ideas together. He pulled himself together, however, managed to stand up and, so as to leave her to get dressed, went into his study where he put on his clothes.

As he went through the hanging curtain that separated the two rooms, he noticed the light from a candle behind him, shining on the chimney-breast in front of him. Hyacinthe, as she passed and repassed in front of it, was alternately extinguishing and igniting its flame.

“Ah,” she said, “my poor dear, so you have a child!”

Well, that hit the mark, he thought to himself. “Yes, a little girl.”

“And how old is she?”

“She’s nearly six,” and he described her, fair-haired and quick-witted, lively, but delicate of health. She had to take a lot of precautions and required constant care.

“Your evenings must be very distressing,” she replied, in a voice full of emotion from behind the curtain.

“Ah, yes! Just think, if I were to die tomorrow what would become of those two unfortunates?”

He got carried away, ended up believing in the existence of this child himself. He felt moved at the thought of her and her mother, his voice trembled, tears almost came to his eyes.

“It’s not a happy situation, my dear,” she said, lifting the curtain and coming back into the room fully-dressed. “So that’s the reason why, even when he smiles, he looks so sad.”

He looked at her. Surely, at that moment, her affection for him was real, she was genuinely attached to him. Why did she have to suffer these frenzies of lust? Without them, they could, perhaps, remain friends, sin together in moderation, love each other better than by wallowing in the open sewer of the flesh. But no, that wasn’t possible, he concluded, seeing those sulphurous eyes, that terrible, predatory mouth.

She had sat down near his desk and was playing with his penholder.

“You were in the middle of work when I came? How far have you got with Gilles de Rais?”

“It’s coming on, but I’m being held back. To really study the Satanism of the Middle Ages, you’d have to put yourself in the same milieu, or at least invent a similar one, by getting to know the devotees of devil-worship who surround us now, because the two states of mind are essentially identical, and if their methods are different, the end is the same.” And, looking her straight in the face and thinking that the story of his child had softened her, he threw caution to the winds and broached her directly.

“Oh, if only your husband was willing to part with the information he has on Canon Docre …”

She remained motionless, but her eyes clouded over. She didn’t reply.

“It’s true that Chantelouve, who has his suspicions about our relationship …”

She interrupted him. “My husband isn’t the least concerned about any relations which might exist between you and me. He clearly suffers when I go out, like this evening for  instance, because he knows where I’m going, but I recognise no right of control, either on his part or on mine. He is like me, free to go where his fancy takes him. I have to keep house, attend to his interests, care for him, love him in devoted friendship, and that I do, with all my heart. As to his occupying himself in my affairs, it’s none of his business. No more his, moreover, than anyone else’s …”

She said all this with a determined air, in a clear voice.

“By hell, you set a singular limit to the husband’s role in a relationship,” said Durtal.

“I know these ideas aren’t those of the world in which I live, and they appear not to be yours either. They were, moreover, a cause of unhappiness and strife during my first marriage, but I have a will of iron and I bend those who love me to it. Added to which, I detest lying, so, when after some years of living together, I fell in love with someone else, I told my husband quite frankly and confessed my lapse to him.”

“Dare I ask you how he received this confidence?”

“He was so distressed his hair turned white overnight. He couldn’t accept what he called – wrongly in my opinion – my treachery, and he killed himself.”

“Oh …” said Durtal, disconcerted by the placid and resolute bearing of this woman. “But suppose he’d strangled you first?”

She shrugged her shoulders, and picked off a cat hair that had stuck to her dress.

“So,” he continued after a pause, “you’re a little freer now, your second husband tolerates …”

“Let’s leave my second husband out of this, please, he’s an excellent man who deserves a better woman. I have nothing but praise for Chantelouve and I love him as much I’m able. Now let’s talk of something else, for I have enough aggravation about this matter from my confessor, who has forbidden me to approach the Communion table.”

He gazed at her, once again seeing a new Hyacinthe, a pertinacious and strong woman he didn’t know. Not a sign of emotion, nothing, while she was describing the suicide of her  first husband, she didn’t even seem to suspect that she had a crime to reproach herself with. She remained unpitying, and yet, just now, when she was consoling him, Durtal, on his illusory paternity, he had felt her tremble. Perhaps, after all, she was simply playing a part, just as he was.

He was left wondering at the turn the conversation had taken. He searched for a means of getting back to the subject he’d started, and from which Hyacinthe had strayed, the Satanism of Canon Docre.

“Come, let’s not think about all that,” she said, approaching him. She was smiling, becoming once again the woman he had known.

“But if you cannot go to Communion because of me …”

She interrupted him. “Didn’t you complain before about not being loved?” and she kissed him on his eyes.

He squeezed her politely in his arms, but he felt her body quiver and, out of prudence, he moved away.

“So he’s rather unrelenting, your confessor?”

“He’s one of those old-style, incorruptible men. All the same, I expressly chose him.”

“If I were a woman, I think that I would, on the contrary, choose someone charming and accommodating, someone who wouldn’t rip apart the little bundle of my sins with his rough fingers. I’d want him to be indulgent, oiling the springs of confession, teasing out with the gentlest of gestures any repressed wrongdoing. It’s true that you’d then risk falling in love with a confessor who would, perhaps, himself be defenceless, and …”

“And that would be incest, for the priest is a spiritual father; and it would also be sacrilege, for the priest is consecrated. Oh,” she said, suddenly becoming over-excited and talking as if to herself, “I was such a fool about all that!”

He watched her. Sparks flashed in her extraordinary, myopic eyes. Evidently he had struck by chance at the heart of her vice, he was sure of it.

“Tell me,” he smiled, “are you still unfaithful to me with my own double?”

“I don’t understand.”

“Yes you do. Do you receive visits in the night from an incubus who looks like me?”

“No, as soon as I possessed you in flesh and blood, I had no need to evoke your image.”

“You know, you’re a right little Satanist?”

“It’s possible, I’ve mixed so much with priests!”

“Well there you go,” he replied, bowing to her, “but listen to me and do me a favour, my dear Hyacinthe, by answering me this. You know Canon Docre?”

“All right then, yes.”

“Well, in a word, who is this man I hear talked about so much?”

“By whom?”

“By Gévingey and des Hermies.”

“Ah, you know the astrologer. Yes, he once used to meet with Docre – in my drawing-room in fact – but I didn’t know the Canon had any dealings with des Hermies, who didn’t come to my house at that time.”

“He hasn’t had any. Des Hermies has never seen him, like me, he’s only heard Gévingey’s stories. But to get to the point, what truth is there in all the blasphemies which this priest is accused of?”

“I don’t know. Docre is a gentleman and a scholar, and very distinguished. He was even confessor to a Royal Highness, and he would certainly have been made a bishop if he hadn’t left the priesthood. I’ve heard many evil things said of him, but in the clerical world especially, such things are often said!”

“But come on, you knew him personally.”

“Yes, I even had him as my confessor.”

“Well then, it’s inconceivable that you don’t know what you think about him.”

“That’s presumably so. Anyhow, all this time you’ve been skirting round the issue. What exactly is it you want to know?”

“Well, everything you’d care to tell me. Is he young, handsome or ugly, poor or rich?”

“He’s forty years old, very good-looking, and spends a lot of money.”

“Do you believe he can cast spells, that he celebrates the Black Mass?”

“It’s highly probable.”

“Forgive me for pushing you into a corner like this, for dragging the words out of you, as if with forceps, but – can I be wholly indiscreet? – this faculty of incubacy … ?”

“Certainly, it’s from him that I got it. I hope you’re satisfied now.”

“Yes and no. I appreciate your willingness to answer me – I feel as if I’m taking advantage – but, one last question. You wouldn’t know any way I could get to see Canon Docre in person?”

“He is in Nîmes.”

“Excuse me, he’s in Paris at the moment.”

“Ah, so you know that! Well, if I did know a way, I wouldn’t point it out to you, that’s for sure. It wouldn’t be good for you to meet this priest.”

“You admit then that he’s dangerous?”

“I neither admit or deny it, I say simply that you should have nothing to do with this priest.”

“But I must, I have things to ask him for my book on Satanism.”

“Then you must get your answers some other way. Besides,” she added, putting on her hat in front of the mirror, “my husband has cut off all relations with this man who, quite frankly, scares him. So Docre won’t be coming to our house again, as he once used to.”

“But there’s no reason why …”

“Why what?” she said, turning round.

“Why … nothing.” He repressed the thought: Why you should not see him again.

She didn’t insist; she was tucking her hair under her veil. “My God, what do I look like!”

He took her hands and kissed them. “When will I see you again?”

“I was thinking of not coming anymore.”

“But you know perfectly well that I love you like a dear friend. Tell me, when will you come?”

“The day after tomorrow, unless it would inconvenience you.”

“Not at all!”

“Then, goodbye.” They kissed each other on the mouth.

“And above all don’t think about Canon Docre,” she said, holding up a warning finger to him as she left.

“The Devil take you and your reticences!” he said to himself, as he closed the door.


CHAPTER XVI

“When I think,” Durtal said to himself the next day, “that in bed, when even the most pertinacious of wills succumbs, that I held firm, that I refused to yield to Hyacinthe’s attempts to get a foot-hold in here, but that when it was all over, at the very moment when an exhausted man begins to recover himself, that I myself begged her to continue her visits … I just can’t understand it! Deep down, I haven’t given up my firm resolution to finish with her,” he continued, trying to justify to himself the inconsistency of his sudden change of heart, “but I couldn’t just dismiss her like some prostitute. I was hoping, too, to get some more information about the Canon. Oh, but as far as that goes, I haven’t finished with her yet. She’s got to make up her mind to talk about it properly and not answer in monosyllables and guarded phrases as she did yesterday.

“Indeed, what can she have been doing with this priest, who was once her confessor and who, by her own admission, launched her on the road to incubacy? She was his mistress, that’s for sure, but how many of the other ecclesiastics she mixes with have also been her lovers? Because she gave herself away in that outburst of hers, they’re the kind of men she prefers. Oh, if I only frequented clerical circles, I’d no doubt learn some curious particulars about her and her husband. All the same, it’s strange that Chantelouve, who plays a singular role in this ménage, has acquired such a deplorable reputation while she hasn’t. I’ve never heard anyone talk about her indiscretions. But no, I’m being stupid, it’s not that strange, her husband doesn’t confine himself to religious and society circles, he rubs up against men of letters, exposes himself as a consequence to every kind of slander, while she, if she takes a lover, undoubtedly chooses him from one of those pious cliques where no one I know would ever be received. Moreover, priests are very discrete people. But then how do you explain her coming here? By the simple fact that she’s  probably got indigestion from her diet of cassocks and she needs me as a relief from all those black stockings. I provide her with a secular interlude.

“Yet she’s a singular woman for all that, and the more I see her the less I understand her. She has within her three distinct individuals:

“First, the woman I’ve encountered sitting or standing in her own drawing-room, reserved, almost haughty, who becomes a good friend, affectionate, tender even, on closer acquaintance.

“Next, the woman in bed, completely changed in voice and bearing, a whore spitting filth and lost to shame.

“And lastly, the third, whom I caught a glimpse of yesterday, a ruthless minx, a truly nasty Satanic woman.

“How do all these blend and harmonise with each other? I don’t know, by hypocrisy no doubt. But no, she’s often disconcertingly frank, though perhaps it’s true that these are moments of relaxation or forgetfulness. Anyway, there’s no point in trying to understand the character of this devout wanton. Indeed, what I was most apprehensive about hasn’t happened: she doesn’t ask me to take her out, doesn’t force me to have dinner with her, doesn’t beg me for money or insist on any of the compromises of the typical, shady adventuress. I’ll never find anyone better. Yes, except that right now I’d prefer to find no one at all. It would suit me fine to place all my carnal needs in the hands of a hired woman. After all, for a mere twenty francs I can buy the most studiously- achieved climaxes, because it has to be said that only whores know how to serve up these delicacies of the senses.

“What’s so bizarre,” he said to himself suddenly after a thoughtful silence, “is that, making all due allowances, Gilles de Rais was split like her into three quite different personalities:

“First, the brave and pious soldier.

“Next, the refined and criminal-minded artist.

“Lastly, the repentant sinner and mystic.

“He was a mass of extreme contradictions, that man. Looking at his life as a whole, one discovers that each of his  vices has a virtue which opposes it, but no obvious way of reconciling the two. He was tempestuously proud, hugely arrogant, but when gripped by remorse he fell to his knees before the people and had the tears and the humility of a saint. His fury passed the limits of human revenge, and yet he was charitable and he adored his friends, whom he cared for like a brother whenever the Devil left them battered and bruised. Impetuous in his desires but nevertheless patient, brave in battle but a coward before eternity, he was despotic and violent, yet helpless to resist the flattery of the self-serving hangers-on who surrounded him. Sometimes he reaches the heights, and sometimes the depths, but he’s never on level ground, on the flat plains of the soul.

“Even his own confessions don’t throw any light on this ceaseless shifting between extremes. When he’s asked who suggested the notion of such crimes to him, he replies: ‘No one, my imagination alone has driven me to it. The idea came only from myself, from my day-dreams, from my daily pleasures, from my taste for debauchery.’ And then he accuses himself of idleness, and constantly asserts that fine food and strong drink have helped uncage the wild beast in him.

“Leaving ordinary passions far behind, he is carried away in swift succession by good as much as by evil, and he plunges head first into these opposing whirlpools of the soul. He dies at the age of just thirty-six, but he had drained the flood tide of immoderate pleasures, as well as the ebb tide of a suffering that nothing could appease. He had worshipped death, had loved like a vampire, and had embraced unparalleled expressions of suffering and fear, but he had also been oppressed by inviolable feelings of remorse, by an insatiable dread. Here below, he no longer had anything left to attempt, nothing new to learn.

“Now let’s see,” said Durtal, who was leafing through his notes, “I left him just at the moment he was beginning his atonement. As I wrote in one of the preceding chapters, the inhabitants of the regions dominated by the Marshal’s castles now know who the inconceivable monster is who steals their children and slits their throats. But no one dares to say  anything. No sooner does the tall figure of this human carnivore turn the corner of the road, than they all run off, hide behind a hedge, or shut themselves up in their cottages.”

And Gilles, arrogant and sullen, passes through this wasteland of singultuous, boarded-up villages. Impunity seems assured him, for what peasant would be mad enough to attack a master who could have him strung up on a gibbet for the least word? Moreover, if the common people have given up trying to attack him, his peers certainly don’t intend to fight him on behalf of the yokels they scorn, and his superior, Jean V, the Duke of Brittany, simply flatters and indulges him in order to extort his lands from him at the lowest possible price.

One power alone could raise itself up above the complicity of the feudal system, above human interest, and avenge the oppressed and the weak: the Church. And, indeed, it was the Church which, in the person of Jean de Malestroit, stood up to this monster and struck him down.

Jean de Malestroit, the Bishop of Nantes, came from an illustrious lineage. He was a near relative of Jean V, and his incomparable piety, his implacable good sense, his impulsive charity and his infallible wisdom, made him venerated, even by the Duke. The lamentations from the countryside decimated by Gilles had come to his notice; silently, he begins an enquiry, setting his spies on the Marshal and determines to begin the struggle as soon as he can.

And then suddenly Gilles commits an inexplicable act of violence which allows the bishop to march on him straightaway and to strike a blow against him. To repair the damage to his fortune, Gilles had sold the seigneury of Saint-Etienne-de- Mer-Morte to one of Jean V’s subjects, Guillaume le Ferron, who then delegated his brother Jean le Ferron to take possession of his estates. A few days later, the Marshal reassembles the two hundred men of his household guard and, at their head, leads them to Saint-Etienne. There, on the day of Pentecost, while the assembled crowd are hearing mass, he rushes into the church, broadsword in hand, sweeping aside in a single movement the tumultuous ranks of the faithful and, in front of the dumbfounded priest, threatens to cut Jean le  Ferron’s throat while he prays. The service interrupted, the congregation takes flight. Gilles drags off le Ferron, who begs for mercy, as far as his castle, then orders the drawbridge to be lowered and occupies the place by force, while his prisoner is carried off and thrown into an underground dungeon at Tiffauges.

In a single stroke he had not only managed to violate the customs of Brittany, which forbid any baron to raise troops without the consent of the Duke, but also to commit a double sacrilege by profaning a chapel and seizing Jean le Ferron, who was a tonsured clerk of the Church.

The bishop learns of this ambush and persuades Jean V, who nevertheless still hesitates, to march against the rebel. Then, while one army advances on Saint-Etienne, which Gilles abandons to take refuge with his little band of companions in the fortified manor of Machecoul, the other army lays siege to Tiffauges.

While all this is going on, the prelate amasses information and pushes on with his enquiries. His activity becomes astonishing, he delegates his commissioners and his procurators to go to every village where children have disappeared. He himself leaves his palace at Nantes, tours the country, and gathers depositions from the victims. Finally, the people talk, begging him on bended knee to protect them, and, indignant at the atrocious crimes they reveal, the bishop swears he will see justice done.

A month suffices for all the reports to be completed. By letters patent, Jean de Malestroit publicly pronounces an infamatio on Gilles, then, when all the formal canonical procedures have been gone through, he sends out a summons for his arrest.

This document, drawn up in the form of a mandate and published at Nantes on the 13th September in the year of our Lord 1440, records the crimes imputed to the Marshal, and then, in emphatic language, calls upon his diocese to march against the assassin and drive him from his hiding place. “Wherefore, we do enjoin each and every one of you, individually, by these present letters, to summon immediately and  in definitive manner, without counting one on another, without that you entrust this duty to any person else, to summon before us, or before the Ecclesiastical Court of our cathedral church, on Monday of the Feast of the Glorification of the Holy Cross, the 19th September, Gilles, the noble Baron de Rais, being subject to our dominion and holden to our jurisdiction, and we summon him, ourselves, by these letters, to appear before the bar to answer these crimes which weigh upon him. See, therefore, that you execute these orders and that each one of you do cause them to be executed.”

And so, the next day, the captain-at-arms Jean Labbé, acting in the name of the Duke, and Robin Guillaumet, acting notary in the name of the bishop, present themselves, escorted by a small troop of soldiers, before the château at Machecoul.

What passes through the mind of the Marshal? Too weak to hold out in open countryside, he could nevertheless have defended himself behind the ramparts which sheltered him, yet he surrenders!

Roger de Bricqueville and Gilles de Sillé, his habitual counsellors, have already fled. He remains alone with Prelati, who also tries to escape, in vain. Along with Gilles, he is taken away in chains. Robin Guillaumet inspects the fortress from top to bottom. Here, he discovers blood-stained shirts and half-burnt bones, the ashes of which Prelati has not had time to throw into the latrines or the moat.

Amid the curses and cries of horror that rise up around them, Gilles and his servants are conducted to Nantes and imprisoned in the castle at Tour Neuve.

“All this is a bit puzzling,” Durtal said to himself. “Given the Marshal’s former devil-may-care attitude, how can one accept the fact that without a blow being struck he gives himself up to certain death? Had he been unmanned, his resolve undermined by nights of debauchery, unsettled by the abject pleasures of sacrilege, shattered and ground down by remorse? Or was he tired of living like this and did he give himself up, like so many murderers, attracted by thoughts of his own punishment? No one knows. Did he consider himself of so exalted a rank he believed himself invincible?  Did he hope, in the end, to appease the Duke by playing on his venality and offering him a ransom of manors and meadows?

“It’s plausible. He might also have known how hesitant Jean V was, from fear of displeasing the nobility of his Duchy, of yielding to the objurgations of the bishop and raising troops to pursue and arrest him. What’s certain is that there are no documents that can answer these questions. Still, all this can be fairly set out in a book, what will be far more tiresome and difficult, from the point of view of criminal law, is the trial itself.”

As soon as Gilles and his accomplices were incarcerated, two tribunals were formed: one Ecclesiastical, to judge crimes relating to the Church, the other Civil, to judge those it is the duty of the State to deal with.

In actual fact, the civil tribunal, which took part in the ecclesiastical debates, kept itself completely in the background during the case, doing nothing except conduct, as a matter of form, a brief cross-examination, though it did pronounce the sentence of death which the Church forbids itself from passing by reason of the old adage Ecclesia abhorret a sanguine.

The ecclesiastical trials last a month and eight days; the civil trials, forty-eight hours. It seems that the Duke of Brittany, in order to shelter himself behind the bishop, deliberately curtailed the role of the civil judiciary, which ordinarily stands up for itself a bit better against the encroachments of the ecclesiastical court.

Jean de Malestroit presides over the hearings, choosing as assessors the Bishops of Mans, Saint-Brieuc and Saint-Lô. Next, in addition to these high dignitaries, he surrounds himself with a group of jurists who work in relay during the interminable sessions of the trial. The names of most of them figure in the accounts of the proceedings: they are, Guillaume de Montigné, an advocate of the secular court, Jean Blanchet, a bachelor of law, Guillaume Groyguet and Robert de la Rivière, licentiates in utroque jure, and Hervé Lévi, the bailiff of Quimper. Pierre de l’Hospital, the chancellor of Brittany,  who is to preside over the civil debates after the canonical judgement, assists Jean de Malestroit.

The Prosecutor, who also holds the office of public minister, was Guillaume Chapeiron, curé of Saint-Nicolas, an eloquent and cunning man. To alleviate the fatigue of the hearings, he is assisted by Geoffroy Pipraire, dean of Sainte- Marie, and by Jacques de Pentcoetdic, bishop of the church of Nantes.

Finally, alongside the Episcopal court, the Church had instituted, for the repression of crimes of heresy – which included those of perjury, blasphemy, sacrilege and all the heinous offences of magic – that extraordinary tribunal known as the Inquisition. It sat next to Jean de Malestroit in the redoubtable and learned shape of Jean Blouyn, of the Order of Saint-Dominic, who had been delegated by the grand inquisitor of France, Guillaume Mérici, to act as vice-inquisitor for the town and for the diocese of Nantes.

Once the Tribunal is constituted, the trial opens first thing in the morning, because according to the custom of the time, neither judges nor witnesses must have broken their fast. They hear accounts from the parents of the victims, and Robin Guillaume, acting as sergeant-at-arms, the same man who arrested the Marshal at Machecoul, reads the citation charging Gilles de Rais to appear. He is led in and disdainfully declares that he doesn’t accept the jurisdiction of the Tribunal, but, as canonical procedure allows, the Prosecutor immediately turns down this declinatory plea, “so that by this means the punishment of witchcraft be not impeded”, on the grounds that it is “frivolous” and null and void in law, and he obtains permission from the Tribunal to proceed. He begins to read to the accused the heads of the indictment brought against him; Gilles shouts that the Prosecutor is a liar and a traitor. Then Guillaume Chapeiron raises his hands towards the figure of Christ, swears he is speaking the truth and invites the Marshal to take the same oath. But Gilles, a man who hadn’t shrunk from the least act of sacrilege, becomes distraught. He refuses to perjure himself before God and the sessions breaks up in uproar, with Gilles screaming insults against the Prosecutor.

These preliminaries now over, a few days later the public hearings commence. The charges, drawn up in the form of an indictment, are read out loud in front of the accused and in front of the trembling crowd, then Chapeiron patiently enumerates the crimes, one by one, formally accusing the Marshal of having abused and slaughtered young children, of having practised workings of sorcery and magic, and of having violated the immunities of the Holy Church in Saint-Etienne-de-Mer-Morte.

Then, after a silence, he resumes his speech and, leaving aside the murders and taking up none but the crimes for which the punishment, anticipated by canon law, can be pronounced by the Church, he demands that Gilles be struck with a double excommunication, first as an evoker of demons, heretic, apostate and backslider, and then as a sodomite and blasphemer.

Gilles, who has listened to this concise and impassioned, bitter and succinct indictment, is exasperated. He insults the judges, accuses them of simony and immorality, and refuses to respond to the questions they put to him. The Prosecutor and the advocates are unmoved; they invite him to present his defence. Once again, he challenges them, insults them, but when he is called upon to refute the charges, he falls quiet.

Then the bishop and the vice-inquisitor declare him in contempt and pronounce against him the sentence of excommunication, which is immediately made public. They decide, moreover, that the debates should be continued the next day.

The sound of the doorbell interrupted Durtal’s reading of his notes. Des Hermies came in.

“I’ve just been to see Carhaix, he isn’t well,” he said.

“Really, what’s the matter with him?”

“Nothing serious, a touch of bronchitis, he’ll be up and about in two days if he agrees to stay still.”

“I’ll go and see him tomorrow,” said Durtal.

“And you, how are you doing,” des Hermies continued, “are you working?”

“But of course, I’m swotting up on the trial of the noble Baron de Rais. It’ll be as tiresome to write as to read!”

“And you still don’t know when you’ll finish the book?”

“No,” Durtal replied, stretching. “Moreover, I don’t want to finish it. What will I do then? I’ll have to search for another subject, discover a way to order the opening chapters, always the most troublesome bit to get right. I’ll spend hours in deathly idleness. Really, when I think about it, there’s only one reason for literature to exist, to save those who write it from the tedium of living!”

“And, more charitably, to alleviate the misery of those who still love art.”

“There are few enough of them left.”

“And their numbers are diminishing. The new generation is only interested in games of chance and horse-racing.”

“Yes, that’s true. Nowadays men don’t read, they gamble, it’s only so-called society women who buy books and determine their success or failure. So it is to Woman, as Schopenhauer would call her, or to the little goose, as I’d prefer to describe her, that we’re indebted for this stream of tepid, mucilaginous novels which everyone makes such a fuss about.”

“And which promises a pretty sort of literature for the future, since to please women it naturally has to express, in an agreeable style, ideas that are already commonplace and wholly unoriginal.”

“Ah well,” Durtal added after a silence, “perhaps it’s better that way, the few true writers who remain no longer concern themselves with the public, they live and work far from the world of fashionable salons and its band of literary couturiers. The only indignity they can honestly complain of is, when their work is published, to see it exposed to the grubby curiosity of the public.”

“The fact is,” said des Hermies, “it’s really a form of prostitution. To put a work of literature on sale is to accept the degrading familiarities of the first passer-by. It’s a kind of pollution, a consensual rape of the little in us that is any good.”

“Yes, it’s our obdurate pride, as well our need for a few miserable sous, that makes it impossible for us to hide our manuscripts from the masses. Art should be like the woman one loves, out of reach, in another world, distant, because in the end, along with prayer, it’s the only proper expression of the soul. Consequently, as soon as one of my books appears in public, I abandon it with horror. I avoid places where it’s displayed as much as possible. I care little for it until years afterwards, when it’s disappeared from all the bookshop windows, when it’s as good as dead. In other words, I’m not eager to finish my history of Gilles, which unfortunately is nevertheless nearly completed. I don’t care how it’ll be received and it’s a matter of complete indifference to me when it’ll appear.”

“Tell me, are you doing anything this evening?”

“No, why?”

“Shall we dine together?”

“Of course.”

And while Durtal pulled on his boots, des Hermies continued:

“What strikes me about the so-called literary world at the present time is how hypocritical, how contemptible it is. Take the word ‘dilettante’, for example, which serves to cover a multitude of sins.”

“Indeed, because it gives scope for the most favourable interpretation. But what’s so perplexing is that every critic who now prizes himself as one as if it were a compliment, doesn’t even suspect that he’s humiliating himself, because when it comes down to it, it can all be summed up in this illogical syllogism: the dilettante has no personal predilections since he condemns nothing and loves everything, but whoever has no personal predilections can have no talent.”

“Ergo,” continued des Hermies, putting on his hat, “every author who boasts of being a dilettante admits, by that very fact, that he is no writer.”

“Exactly!”


CHAPTER XVII

Towards the end of the afternoon, Durtal interrupted his work and ascended the towers of Saint-Sulpice.

He found Carhaix lying in a room adjoining the one they normally dined in. The two rooms were similar, with their bare, unpapered stone walls and their vaulted ceilings, except that the bedroom was darker; its semicircular window opened not onto the Place Saint-Sulpice, but onto the back of the church, the roof of which cast it into shade. This cell was furnished with an iron bed, complete with a creaking frame and a stuffed mattress, two cane chairs, and a table covered with an old cloth. On the naked wall was a cheap crucifix, adorned with dried box leaves, and that was all.

Carhaix was sitting up in bed and looking through some newspapers and books. His eyes were more watery, his face more sallow than usual. A beard was sprouting in greyish stubble over his sunken cheeks, which hadn’t been shaved for several days, but a good-natured smile gave his poor features a kindly, almost attractive, expression.

To the questions which Durtal posed him, he replied: “It’s nothing, des Hermies says I can get up tomorrow, but what horrible medicine!” And he held up a potion of which he had to take a spoonful every hour.

“So what is it you’re swallowing?”

But the bell-ringer didn’t know. No doubt to save Carhaix the expense, des Hermies had brought the mixture himself.

“Aren’t you fed up being in bed?”

“What do you think! I’ve had to entrust my bells to an assistant who knows nothing. Oh, if you could hear him ring! It gives me the shivers, it gets on my nerves …”

“You mustn’t let yourself get worked up in this way,” said his wife, “in two days you’ll be able to ring them yourself, those precious bells of yours!”

But he went on with his complaints. “You don’t know anything, you lot. Here are bells which are used to being  treated well, they’re like animals these instruments, they only obey their master. Now they’re deranged, swinging every which way, they sound all mixed up. It’s as much as I can do from down here to recognise their voices!”

“What are you reading?” said Durtal, wanting to steer the conversation away from a subject he felt was a painful one.

“Why, books about bells of course! Ah, look, Monsieur Durtal, I have here some inscriptions of a truly exquisite beauty. Listen,” he continued, opening a book full of bookmarks, “listen to this motto, which was written in relief around the rim of the great bell at Schaffhausen: ‘I summon the living, I mourn the dead, I shatter lightning bolts.’ And what about this, which figures on an old bell in a belfry at Ghent: ‘My name is Rolande; when I toll, there is a fire, when I peal, there is a storm in Flanders.’”

“Yes,” said Durtal approvingly, “that’s not without a certain charm.”

“Well, all that’s gone, too. Nowadays the rich have their names and titles inscribed on the bells they donate to the church, but they have so many titles and distinctions there isn’t any room left for a motto. People truly lack humility, these days.”

“If only humility was all they lacked!” sighed Durtal.

“Oh!” continued Carhaix still thinking about his bells, “if it was just that … but because they’re not used anymore, the bells rust, the metal softens and doesn’t ring true. In the old days these magnificent aids to worship would sing without cease, sounding the canonical hours: Matins and Lauds, before the rise of day; Prime, at dawn; Tierce at nine o’clock; Sext at midday; None at three o’clock, not to mention Vespers and Compline! Today, they announce the curé’s Mass, the times of the Angelus – morning, noon and sunset – an occasional benediction, and, on certain days, they ring out a few peals for one of the prescribed ceremonies, and that’s all. Nowadays, it’s only in religious houses that bells never sleep, for there at least the night offices persist.”

“That’s enough of that,” said his wife, tucking a pillow  behind his back. “When you get agitated like this, it doesn’t do you any good and you make yourself ill.”

“That’s true,” he said, resignedly, “but what can I do, I’ll always be a rebel, an old sinner who nothing ever satisfies,” and he smiled to his wife who was bringing him a spoonful of medicine.

There was a ring. Madame Carhaix went to open the door and showed in a jovial, red-faced priest who cried out in a uncouth voice, “That’s the stairway to heaven, that stairway is! My, how I’m puffing!” And he fell into an armchair and fanned himself.

“Well, my friend,” he said at last, coming into the bedroom, “I heard from the beadle you were suffering, so I came to see you.”

Durtal stared at him. An irrepressible gaiety burst from the priest’s sanguine face, with its bluish, close-shaven cheeks. Carhaix presented the one to the other; they exchanged greetings, the priest a suspicious bow and Durtal a cold nod.

Durtal felt embarrassed, out of place amid the effusions of the bell-ringer and his wife, who had clasped the abbé by the hands and were thanking him for coming up. It was evident that in this household, although not unaware of the commonplace or even sacrilegious passions of the clergy, a priest was one of the elect, a man so superior that when he was present no one else counted.

Durtal took his leave and as he descended he said to himself: “This rambunctious priest gives me the creeps. In any event, high spirits in a priest, a doctor or a man of letters is undoubtedly the sign of an ignoble soul, because ultimately they are the ones who have to come face to face with the miseries of human life, who have to relieve them, tend them or describe them. If after all that they can still guffaw and belly-laugh … well, that’s the limit! Though that doesn’t stop thoughtless critics from deploring the fact that the honest, true-to-life novel of observation is depressing, like the existence it represents. They would have it jovial and old-fashioned, its cheeks rouged so to speak, so as to help them, in their base egoism, forget the disastrous lives they rub up against.

“No matter, Carhaix and his wife are nevertheless singular people. They bow to the paternal despotism of the priests – and there are times when that can’t be much fun – and yet they worship and adore them! But there, these are pure souls, humble believers. I don’t know who that red-faced abbé is, rolling in fat and splitting his sides with mirth, but he’s too excessive. Despite the example of Saint Francis of Assisi, who was also jolly – which is what spoils him for me – I find it difficult to believe that this ecclesiastic has an elevated soul. In any case, it’s probably fair to say it would be better for him if he were mediocre. How, if he were otherwise, could he understand his flock? Besides, if he really was an elevated soul, he’d be hated by his colleagues and persecuted by his bishop!”

Speculating desultorily in this way, Durtal reached the bottom of the tower. He stopped under the porch. “I thought I’d be up there longer,” he said to himself, “it’s not even half-past-five. I must have at least half an hour to kill before I can sit down to eat.”

The weather was almost mild, the snow swept aside. He lit a cigarette and wandered around the Place Saint-Sulpice.

Raising his eyes, he searched for the bell-ringer’s window and then recognised it. It alone, among all the other semi- circular glass panes that opened above the entrance had a curtain. “What an abominable building!” he said to himself, contemplating the church. “To think that this square flanked by two towers dares to compare itself in form to the façade of Notre-Dame. And what a mess,” he added, examining its architecture in detail. “From the parvis to the first floor, there are Doric columns; from the first to the second, are scrolled Ionic columns; and to cap it all, from the base of the summit to the tower itself, there are Corinthian columns with acanthus leaves. What possible significance can this hotchpotch of pagan architectural orders have for a church? And that’s only the tower containing the bells, the other still isn’t finished but sticks up like a rough pipe. Even so, it’s the less ugly of the two!

“And it’s taken five or six architects to raise this pitiful pile of stones! Nevertheless, the Servandonis and Oppenordts of  this world were true prophets, Ezekiels in bricks and mortar. Their work is the work of visionaries far in advance of the eighteenth century, for it’s a prophetic exercise in ashlar, designed to symbolise, in an epoch when trains didn’t exist, the rail terminal of the future. Saint-Sulpice isn’t so much a church as a railway station.

“And the interior of this monument is no more religious or artistic than the outside. There’s really nothing about it, except good old Carhaix’s aerial cave, that I like!” Then he looked around him. “And how truly ugly the Place Saint- Sulpice is,” he continued, “how provincial and domesticated. Certainly, nothing could equal the hideousness of that seminary, which exhales the cold, rancid smell of the poorhouse. And that fountain is no masterpiece, with its polygonal basins and dishes like soup pans, its lion-headed spouts and its ecclesiastical dignitaries in niches, any more than the Town Hall whose administrative style is an eyesore. Yet it’s here, as in the neighbouring streets, Rue Servandoni, Rue Garancière and Rue Ferou, that one breathes an atmosphere of benign silence and mild damp. It smells of old cupboards and a touch of incense. The Place is in perfect harmony with the old-fashioned streets and houses that surround it, with their laundrettes, their workshops of church statuary, their ciborium-makers, and their religious bookshops, in which all the books have covers stained the colour of apple pips, of macadam, of nutmeg and of blue linen!

“Yes, it’s certainly quiet and run-down,” he concluded. The Place was now almost deserted. A few women were climbing the steps of the church, eyes averted, past beggars who were murmuring ‘Our Fathers’ and rattling coins in beakers; a clergyman, holding a book covered in black cloth under his arm, saluted the ladies as he passed; a few dogs were running around; a few children were chasing one another or playing with skipping ropes; the enormous, chocolate- coloured Villette bus and the small, honey-coloured Auteuil bus were leaving, almost empty, while, gathered together in front of their cabs, the cab-drivers were talking on the pavement close to the urinal. No noise, no crowds, and a few  trees. It was just like the silent promenade of a small country town.

“Well,” said Durtal, who was considering the church anew, “even so, I should go up to the top of the tower one day, when it’s less cold and much clearer,” then he shook his head. “But what good would it do? A bird’s-eye view of Paris might have been interesting in the Middle Ages, but now! All I’d see would be the same as from other towers, a mass of grey streets with boulevards showing up as white arteries, gardens and squares as patches of green, and in the distance, rows and rows of houses looking like long lines of dominoes, the black spots of which are windows.

“And then the monuments which emerge from this heaving sea of rooftops, Notre-Dame, Sainte-Chapelle, Saint- Séverin, Saint-Etienne-du-Mont, the Tour Saint-Jacques, are drowned amid a deplorable mass of new buildings and I absolutely can’t bear to look, at one and the same time, at that specimen of the wardrobe-maker’s art that is the Opera, that single span bridge known as the Arc de Triomphe, and that fretwork candlestick, the Eiffel Tower! It’s bad enough seeing them separately down on the pavement, from the corner of every street.

“I suppose I should go and have dinner. After all, I do have a rendezvous with Hyacinthe and I must be back before eight o’clock.”

He made his way to a neighbouring public house, the dining room of which, deserted at six o’clock, would allow him to mull things over peacefully while eating food that was still almost wholesome, and drinking beverages that hadn’t been adulterated too much. He was thinking about Madame Chantelouve, and even more about Canon Docre. The mysterious side of this priest was haunting him. What could possibly be passing through the mind of a man who had inscribed a picture of Christ under the souls of his feet, the better to trample on him?

What hatred that revealed! Did he hate God for not having granted him the blessed ecstasies of a saint, or – what would be more human – for not having elevated him to the highest  dignities of the priesthood? Evidently, this priest was inordinately spiteful and immensely proud. He wasn’t even sorry to be such an object of terror and disgust, since it made him a somebody. And then, to a soul so thoroughly depraved as his seemed to be, it must be a real pleasure to be able to make one’s enemies languish in torment by means of unpunishable magic spells. Added to which, sacrilege arouses the kind of frantic ecstasy and delirious sensuality that nothing can equal. Since the Middle Ages, it’s become a crime for cowards because it’s no longer prosecuted in the secular courts and can be committed with impunity, but to a believer it’s the most extreme crime of all, and Docre believes in Christ inasmuch as he hates him.

“What a monstrous priest! And what sordid relations he’s undoubtedly had with Chantelouve’s wife! Yes, but how to make her talk about it? She made it very clear the other day that she refused to explain herself on this subject. In the meantime, as I’ve no desire this evening to submit to her sinful antics, I’ll tell her I’m ill and in need of complete rest.”

And this he did, as soon as she arrived, one hour after he’d returned home.

She suggested a cup of tea and, on his refusal, she started to caress and kiss him. Then, drawing back a little, she said, “You work too much, you need to distract yourself. Come on, to kill time, why not pay court to me, because, not to put too fine a point on it, it’s always me who has to play that role. No? That idea doesn’t appeal to you? Then think of something else. Shall we break the ice with a game of hide-and-seek with the cat? He shrugs his shoulders. Well, since nothing’s succeeded in cheering up that peevish countenance of yours, let’s talk about your friend des Hermies, what’s he up to?”

“Oh, nothing in particular.”

“And his experiments with Matteï’s new medicine?”

“I don’t know if he’s continuing with them.”

“I see we’ve already exhausted this subject. You know, my dear, your responses aren’t very encouraging.”

“As it happens,” he said, “not everyone answers questions  at length. I even know a certain person who sometimes abuses this brevity when you ask her about a certain subject …”

“About a canon, for example.”

“You’ve said it.”

She calmly crossed her legs.

“This person undoubtedly has her reasons for keeping quiet, but suppose this same person had really tried to oblige her questioner, perhaps she had, since their last talk, gone to a lot of trouble to satisfy him.”

“Come, my dear Hyacinthe, explain yourself,” he said, his face brightening as he pressed her hands.

“You must admit that if I was trying to make your mouth water, with the sole aim of not having to look at that grumpy face of yours, I’ve certainly succeeded.”

He remained silent, asking himself if she was making fun of him or whether she had really agreed to talk.

“Listen,” she continued, “I’m sticking to my decision of the other night. I won’t allow you to get mixed up with Canon Docre, but at a pre-arranged time, I can, without you actually meeting him, arrange for you to take part in this ceremony you want to know so much about.”

“The Black Mass?”

“Yes. Before the week is out, Docre will have left Paris. Unless you see him this once, with me, you’ll never see him. So keep your evenings free for the next week. When the time comes, I will give you a sign. You should be thanking me, my friend, because by helping you, I’m violating the orders of my confessor, whom I dare not see anymore, and am consequently damning myself.”

He kissed her gently, caressed her, then said:

“It’s serious then, this man is really such a monster?”

“I’m afraid so. In any case, I wouldn’t wish him as an enemy on anyone!”

“Indeed. If he can bewitch people like Gévingey …”

“Exactly, and I wouldn’t like to be in that astrologer’s shoes right now.”

“You believe in it, then? Tell me, how does it work, does he use the blood of a mouse, its flesh or its fat?”

“So, you know all about that. He does indeed use these substances, he’s one of the few left who knows how to manipulate them, for a man could easily poison himself – it’s the same as with explosive materials, which are so dangerous to handle for those who prepare them – but often, when he’s attacking some defenceless person, he uses more simple formulas. He distils extracts of poison and adds sulphuric acid to them to fester in the wound, then into this mixture he dips the point of a lancet, which he causes his victim to be pricked with, either by a disembodied spirit or a ghost. That is ordinary, everyday magic, the kind used by the Rosicrucians and other Satanic novices.”

Durtal began to laugh. “But my dear, to listen to you, one would think you could dispatch death at a distance, like a letter.”

“But certain illnesses, such as cholera, aren’t they contracted through letters? Just ask the health services who disinfect the mail during epidemics!”

“I’m not denying it, but the two cases aren’t the same.”

“Yes they are, since it’s the issue of transmission, invisibility and distance that surprises you.”

“What surprises me more is to see the Rosicrucians mixed up in this affair. I must confess I’ve always thought of them as simpleminded saps or as dreary charlatans.”

“Well, all these societies are made up of saps, and at their head there are always charlatans who exploit them. Now that’s the case with the Rosicrucians, though that doesn’t prevent their leaders from attempting these crimes in secret. There’s no need to be learned or intelligent to practise the ritual of evil spells. At any rate, and this I swear to you, there’s a former man of letters among them, who I know personally. He lives with a married woman and they spend their time, the two of them, trying to kill her husband by magic spells.”

“Well, it’s a lot better than divorce, that method.”

She stared at him and frowned.

“I’m not going to say anymore,” she said, “because I can see you’re making fun of me, you don’t believe in anything …”

“Not at all, I’m not laughing, I just haven’t made up my mind yet about this subject. I admit that, at first glance, it all seems improbable to say the least, but when I think that all the efforts of modern science have only gone to confirm the discoveries made by magic in the past, I’m lost for words. Isn’t it true,” he continued after a silence, “to quote just one instance, that we’ve all laughed at those stories of women turning into cats in the Middle Ages. Well, recently a little girl was brought to Monsieur Charcot’s, and all of a sudden she started running about on all fours, jumping, miaowing, scratching and playing just as if she were a cat. Such metamorphoses are therefore possible. No, one cannot repeat it too often, the truth is that we know nothing, and we don’t have the right to deny the existence of anything. But to return to your Rosicrucians and their purely chemical formulas, do they dispense with sacrilege, then?”

“The fact is that their poisons, if they know how to prepare them well enough for them to succeed – which I very much doubt – are easy to combat. Nevertheless, that doesn’t mean that this group, in which a real priest figures, doesn’t make use of defiled Eucharists when necessary.”

“He must be another very fine priest, that one. But, since you’re so well informed, do you also know how to exorcise a spell?”

“Yes and no. I know that when the poisons are sealed through sacrilege, when the operation has been performed by a master, by Docre, or by one of those princes of magic at Rome, it’s very difficult to find an antidote. I have, however, been told about a certain abbé at Lyon who has some success – he’s the only person at the present time who does – with these difficult cures.”

“Doctor Johannès!”

“You know him?”

“No, but Gévingey, who has gone to him for a cure, spoke to me about him.”

“Well, I don’t know how he goes about it, but what I do know is that spells which are in no way complicated by sacrilege can be evaded, in most cases, by the law of return. The  spell is sent back to whoever imparts it. Indeed, two churches still exist, one in Belgium and the other in France, where to this very day if you pray in front of the statue of the Virgin, the spell which has afflicted you rebounds from you and strikes your adversary.”

“Oh, come on!”

“It’s true, one of the churches is at Tougres, eighteen kilometres from Liége, and it even bears the name Notre-Dame de Retour, the other is the church in L’Epine, a small village near Châlons. This church was built long ago to exorcise evil spells wrought with the aid of the thorns that grow in that part of the country, and which were used to transfix images cut into the form of a heart.”

“Near Châlons?” said Durtal, searching his memory. “I seem to recall des Hermies, when he was telling me about the spells cast with the blood of white mice, mentioned the fact that diabolical societies were established there.”

“Yes, that region has always been a violent hotbed of Satanism.”

“You’re awfully well-versed in all this material. Was it Docre who initiated you into this science?”

“It is to him, indeed, that I owe the little I’ve just related. He took me into his affections, he even wanted to make me his pupil. I refused and I’m happy now I did, because I worry much more than I used to about being in a constant state of mortal sin.”

“And the Black Mass, have you taken part in one?”

“Yes, and I’ll tell you this in advance, you’ll regret ever having seen such a terrible thing. It’s a memory that will haunt you for ever, even if – especially if – you don’t take part in its rites personally.”

He stared at her. She was pale and her smoky eyes flickered.

“But if you would have it so,” she continued, “you can’t complain afterwards if the spectacle fills you with terror or sickens you.”

He was left a little nonplussed by the sad, subdued tone of her voice.

“But, as for him – this Docre – where does he come from, what did he used to do, how did he become a master of Satanism?”

“I don’t know, I knew him as a priest living in Paris, then as the confessor of a queen in exile. Terrible stories circulated about him which, thanks to his influential contacts, were hushed up under the Empire. He was confined to La Trappe, then expelled from the clergy and excommunicated by Rome. I’ve also heard that he was accused several times of poisoning, but was acquitted because the courts could never produce any proof. Nowadays he lives in easy circumstances, I don’t know how, and travels a lot with a woman he uses as a clairvoyant. To everyone else, he’s a villain, but he’s clever and perverse … and he’s so very charming, too!”

“Ah,” said Durtal, “how your voice and your eyes are changing! Admit that you love him.”

“No, I don’t love him anymore, for why shouldn’t I tell you that we were both mad about one other for a while.”

“And now?”

“Now, it’s over, I swear to you. We have remained friends and that’s all.”

“But then you must have often been to his house. Was it very strange, was it very bizarrely furnished?”

“No, it was comfortable and tidy. He had a laboratory and an immense library. The only strange book he showed me was a Missal of the Black Mass, printed on parchment. It contained wonderful illustrations and its binding was made from the dried skin of a child who had died unbaptised. Stamped on the front cover, like a dried flower, was a large host that had been consecrated in a Black Mass.”

“And what was in this manuscript?”

“I never read it.”

They fell silent, then she took his hands.

“Here you are back again,” she said, “I knew I could cure you of your black looks. Admit, all the same, that I’m a very good girl for not getting angry.”

“You angry? But why?”

“Why? because it’s not very flattering to a woman, I  suppose, that the only way she can cheer up her lover is by talking about another man!”

“Why no, of course not,” he said, softly kissing her eyelids.

“Stop it,” she whispered “it agitates me and I must go because it’s late.”

She sighed and went out, leaving him confused, asking himself one more time in what mass of filth this woman’s life had been submerged.


CHAPTER XVIII

The day following that on which he had spewed forth such furious imprecations over the Tribunal, Gilles de Rais was again brought before his judges.

He presented himself with bowed head and hands joined. He had, once again, leapt from one extreme to the other. A few hours had sufficed to sober up this demoniac, who now declared that he recognised the authority of the magistrates and demanded pardon for his outrages.

They swore to him that for the love of Our Lord they would forget his insults and, at his request, the bishop and the inquisitor revoked the sentence of excommunication they had inflicted on him the previous day. This hearing, and those following, were taken up with the appearance of Prelati and his accomplices before the court. Then, relying on the ecclesiastical statute which declares that it is impossible to be satisfied by a confession if it is “dubia, vaga, generalis, illativa, jocosa”, the Prosecutor confirmed that to guarantee the sincerity of his testimony, Gilles must be subjected to canonical questioning, which is to say, to torture.

The Marshal begged the bishop to wait until the next day and claimed the right to confess himself straightaway in front of whichever judges it pleased the Tribunal to appoint, swearing that he would then repeat his confession before the people and before the Court.

Jean de Malestroit welcomed this request, and the Bishop of Saint-Brieuc and Pierre de l’Hospital, chancellor of Brittany, were charged to hear Gilles in his cell. When he had finished the account of his debaucheries and his murders, they ordered Prelati to be brought in.

At the sight of him, Gilles burst into tears and when, after his interrogation, they were getting ready to escort the Italian back to jail, he kissed him, saying: “Goodbye, Francis, my friend, we will never see one another again in this world. I pray to God that he gives you true patience and wisdom, and  be sure that if you have true patience and hope in God, then we will meet each other again in great joy in Paradise. Pray to God for me and I will pray for you.”

And he was left alone to mediate on his crimes which he was to confess publicly at the hearing on the following day.

It was now that very day, the solemn day of the trial. The hall in which the Tribunal was sitting was crammed and the multitude, crowded on the stairs, snaked out into the courtyard, filling the neighbouring alleyways and blocking the streets. From twenty leagues around, peasants had come to see this notorious wild beast, whose name alone was enough, before his capture, to make them bar their doors during those trembling vigils in which the women would quietly weep.

The Tribunal was to reassemble in full session. All the assessors who, during long sittings, usually let proxies take their place, were present.

The hall, massive, dark, supported by heavy Romanesque pillars, was relieved midway down by tapering ogives, and the arches of its vault, leaping up to cathedral heights, met at a point like the sides of an Abbot’s mitre. It was lit by a pallid daylight that filtered in through the lead tracery of the narrow window panes. The azure of the ceiling grew deeper at this height, and its painted stars no longer scintillated, except as steely pin-points. Amid the shadows of the vaults, the ermine of the ducal arms was barely visible, its escutcheons resembling huge white dice, speckled with black dots.

Then suddenly, the trumpets brayed, the hall was lit up, and the bishops entered. They shimmered under their mitres of gold cloth, their necks encircled in flame by the orfray collars, studded with carbuncles, of their robes. In a silent procession they advanced, weighed-down by their stiff copes which splayed out from their shoulders like golden bells split down the front, and each was holding a crozier from which hung a maniple, made from green voile.

They seemed to burst into flame at every step, like hot coals that one blows on, illuminating the hall by themselves, reflecting the pale sun of a rainy October which renewed itself in their jewels, and from which it drew fresh fires that it would  send out again, scattering them to the other end of the hall to where the people stood in mute silence.

Outshone by the shimmering of gold and precious stones, the costumes of the other judges seemed incongruous and too dull: the black vestments of the assessors and ecclesiastical magistrates, the black and white robe of Jean Blouyn, the silk gowns, red woollen capes and scarlet hoods edged with furs of the secular justice, all seemed faded and common.

The bishops seated themselves in the front row, motionless, grouped around Jean de Malestroit who, in a raised chair, dominated the hall.

Under an escort of armed guards, Gilles entered.

He was broken, emaciated, had aged twenty years overnight. His eyes were burning under his scorched eyelids, his cheeks were trembling.

At the order of the court, he began the recital of his crimes.

In a dull voice, smothered by tears, he recounted his abductions of children, his hideous schemes, his devil-inspired feelings of arousal, his impetuous murders, his relentless rapes. Haunted by visions of his victims, he described their death agonies, whether swift or drawn out, their appeals for mercy and their death rattles. He admitted to having wallowed in the pliant warmth of their intestines, he confessed to having ripped out their hearts from large, gaping wounds, like those of rotten fruit.

And with the glazed eyes of a sleepwalker he stared at his fingers, which he shook, as if to let the blood drip off them.

The thunderstruck hall kept a gloomy silence, which was suddenly lacerated by a few brief cries as women, hysterical with horror, fainted and were hastily carried away. Gilles himself, seemed to hear nothing, to see nothing, and continued to reel off the frightful litany of his crimes. Then his voice became harsher. He was coming to that bloody Gehenna, to the torture of those small children whom he would beguile, in order to kiss them as he slit their throats.

He divulged the details, enumerated them all. It was so formidable, so atrocious, that under their golden mitres the  bishops blanched. These priests, tempered by the fires of the confessional, these judges who, in this era of demoniacs and murderers, had heard the most terrifying avowals, these prelates who no crime, no debasement of the senses, no soiling of the soul could astonish, crossed themselves, and Jean de Malestroit stood up and out of shame veiled the face of Christ.

Then everyone bowed their heads, and without a word being exchanged they listened to the Marshal who, face distorted, bathed in sweat, was staring at the crucifix, the invisible head of which supported the veil with its jagged crown of thorns.

Gilles finished his recital, but then a change took place. Until now, he had remained standing, speaking as if in a fog, recounting aloud to himself the memory of his imperishable crimes. But when he finished, his strength abandoned him. He fell on his knees and shaking with fearful sobs he cried: “Oh God, my Redeemer, I beg your mercy and your pardon!” Then this savage and haughty baron, undoubtedly the first among his peers, prostrated himself. He turned towards the people and said in tears: “You, the parents of those whom I have so cruelly put to death, give me, oh, give me the support of your pious prayers!”

Then, in its pure white splendour, the soul of the Middle Ages shone out in that hall.

Jean de Malestroit left his seat and lifted up the accused, who was beating his forehead desperately on the flag- stones. The judge within him disappeared, only the priest remained: he embraced the guilty man who was repenting and bewailing his sin.

A shudder ran through the crowd when Jean de Malestroit said to Gilles, who was standing, head sunk on his chest: “Pray, so that the just and terrible anger of the Most-High be laid aside, weep, so that your tears purify the raging charnel-house of your soul!”

And the entire hall knelt and prayed for the assassin.

When their prayers had fallen silent, there was a moment of madness and confusion. Exhausted by horror, overwhelmed  by pity, the crowd grew restless. The Tribunal, unnerved, remained still and tried to regain its composure.

With a gesture, the Prosecutor halted the disputes, swept aside the tears. He said that the crimes were “clear and evident”, that the proofs were manifest, that the court could now, with a clear conscience, chastise the guilty, and he demanded they fix a day to pass judgement. The Tribunal appointed the next day but one.

And on that day, the ecclesiastical magistrate of the Church of Nantes, Jacques de Pentcoetdic read the two sentences in succession. The first, returned by the bishop and the inquisitor on the facts relevant to their common jurisdiction, began like this:

“Invoking the Holy name of Christ, we, Jean, Bishop of Nantes and Brother Jean Blouyn, Bachelor of Holy Scripture of the order of preaching friars of Nantes and delegate of the Inquisitor of Heresy for the town and the diocese of Nantes, in session of the Tribunal and having God alone before our eyes …”

And, after the enumeration of the crimes, concluded:

“We pronounce, decide and declare that you, Gilles de Rais, summoned before our Tribunal, you are shamefully guilty of heresy, apostasy and the invocation of demons, that for these crimes you have incurred the sentence of excommunication and all the other penalties appointed under the law.”

The second sentence, returned by the bishop alone for the crimes which were more particularly within his jurisdiction – those of sodomy, sacrilege and violating the immunity of the Church – arrived at the same conclusions and also pronounced, in an almost identical form, the same penalty.

Gilles listened, head lowered, to the reading of the judgements. When they were finished, the bishop and the inquisitor said to him: “Do you wish, now that you have forsworn your errors, your invocations and your other crimes, to be restored to the Church, our mother?”

And, on the ardent prayers of the Marshal, they lifted the excommunication and allowed him to participate in the  sacraments. The justice of God was satisfied, the crime was recognised and punished, but effaced by contrition and penitence. Only the justice of man remained.

The bishop and the inquisitor handed over the guilty man to the secular court which, reiterating the abduction and murder of children, pronounced the penalty of death and the confiscation of goods. Prelati and his other accomplices were, at the same time, condemned to be hanged and burned alive.

“Cry to God for mercy,” said Pierre de l’Hospital, who was presiding over the civil hearings, “and prepare yourselves to die in a state of grace, with a full repentance for having committed such crimes.”

This recommendation was needless.

Gilles now looked on his torture without fear. He trusted, humbly and avidly in the mercy of the Saviour, calling with all his strength for the stake, his earthly atonement, so as to avoid eternal hellfire after his death.

Far from his castles, alone in his jail, he had unburdened himself and, in his imagination, he saw again the sewer that had for so long fed the waste waters which escaped the slaughterhouses of Tiffauges and Machecoul. He wandered, sobbing, along the riverbank, despairing of ever staunching the tide of this frightful filth. Then, overwhelmed by grace, with a cry of horror and joy, he suddenly felt his soul renewed, he had washed it with his tears, dried it at the fire of his torrential prayers, in the flames of his excessive zeal. The butcher of Sodom had been renounced, the companion of Joan of Arc had returned, the mystic whose soul had aspired to God in stammering words of adoration, in floods of tears.

Then he thought of his friends, wishing that they too could die in a state of grace. He begged the Bishop of Nantes that they be executed not before or after, but at the same time as him. He insisted that he was the guiltiest, that he should advise them about their salvation, assist them when the time came to mount the scaffold.

Jean de Malestroit welcomed this appeal.

“What’s curious,” Durtal said to himself, interrupting his writing to light a cigarette, “is that …”

The doorbell rang softly. Madame Chantelouve came in.

She declared that she would only stay two minutes, that she had a cab downstairs. “It’s for this evening,” she said, “I will come and collect you at nine o’clock. But first, you must write me a letter roughly couched in these terms,” and she handed him a piece of paper which he unfolded.

It simply contained this declaration: “I swear that all that I have said and written on the subject of the Black Mass, the priest who celebrated it, the place I claimed to have attended it, and the supposed persons that I found there, is pure invention. I confirm that I imagined all these events, and that, as a consequence, all I have recounted is false.”

“Is this from Docre?” he said, staring at the small, spiky and convoluted, almost aggressive handwriting.

“Yes, and he also wants this declaration to be undated, written in the form of a letter addressed to someone you have consulted on this subject.”

“He doesn’t trust me very much, this canon of yours …”

“What do you expect, you write books!”

“I’m not very happy about signing this,” murmured Durtal. “And if I refuse?”

“You will not attend the Black Mass.”

His curiosity was stronger than his reluctance. He wrote out and signed the letter, which Madame Chantelouve put in her visiting-card case.

“And in which street is this ceremony to take place?”

“In Rue Olivier-de-Serres.”

“Where’s that?”

“Near the Rue de Vaugirard, at the top end.”

“Is that where Docre lives?”

“No, we’re going to a certain house which belongs to one of his lady friends. And now, if you don’t mind, you’ll have to continue your cross-examination another time, because I’m late and I must run. You’ll be ready at nine o’clock, won’t you?”

He barely had time to kiss her and she was gone.

“At last,” he said to himself when he was alone, “I already have information on the incubus and on magic, it only  remains for me to learn about the Black Mass to be au courant with Satanism as it’s practised at the present time. And I am going to see one! I’ll be hanged if I ever suspected that Paris concealed such an underworld. How these things attract and connect to each other! I had to busy myself with Gilles de Rais and with the diabolism of the Middle Ages in order to get a demonstration of contemporary diabolism.”

And he thought again about Docre and said to himself: “What a cunning charlatan that priest is! but then, of all the occultists swarming around amid the present-day decomposition of beliefs, he’s the only one who interests me. All the others, the magicians, the Theosophists, the kabbalists, the spiritualists, the hermeticists and the Rosicrucians seem to me – when they’re not simply swindlers, that is – to be like children playing in a cellar, stumbling about in the dark and squabbling with each other. And if one descends even lower, into the dens of fortune-tellers, clairvoyants and psychics, what do we find there but hotbeds of prostitution and blackmail? All these so-called purveyors of the future are a squalid lot, that’s the only thing about the occult you can be sure of!”

Des Hermies cut short these reflections by ringing the doorbell. He had come to tell Durtal that Gévingey had returned and that they were to dine together, the day after next, at the Carhaixs.

“His bronchitis is cured then?”

“Yes, completely.”

Preoccupied by the idea of the Black Mass, Durtal couldn’t keep quiet and he confessed that that very evening he would be attending one, and at des Hermies’ look of amazement, he added that he had been promised to secrecy and that he could not tell him any more for the moment.

“Some people have all the luck,” said des Hermies. “Would it be indiscreet to ask the name of the abbé who will be officiating at this Mass?”

“No, it’s Canon Docre.”

“Oh …” and des Hermies fell silent, clearly trying to guess by what machinations his friend had managed to get in touch with this priest.

“You once told me,” continued Durtal, “that in the Middle Ages the Black Mass was said over a woman’s naked rump, and that during the seventeenth century it was celebrated over her belly. What about today?”

“I believe it takes place, as in a church, before an altar. In fact, at the end of the fifteenth century, it was sometimes performed in this way in the regions around the Bay of Biscay. Of course it’s true the Devil officiated in person on these occasions … Dressed in torn and soiled episcopal robes, he used the soles of old shoes as Communion wafers, and cried: ‘This is my body!’ And then he would give these disgusting hosts to the faithful to chew, after first making them kiss his left hand, his member and his backside. I hope you won’t be obliged to render such disgusting acts of homage to your canon.”

Durtal began to laugh. “No, I don’t expect he’ll insist on such honorariums. But come on, don’t you think that the people who go along with these services so piously and so disgracefully are a little bit mad?”

“Mad? But why? The worship of the Devil is no more insane than that of God: one is putrid, the other resplendent, that’s all. By your logic, anyone who prays to any divinity whatsoever must be mad. No, the disciples of Satanism may be mystics of an obscene kind, but they are mystics nonetheless. Now, it’s highly probable that their zeal for the extremes of Evil coincides with a maddening irritation of the senses, because Lust is the first pressing, as it were, of demonism. Medical science, rightly or wrongly, classifies this craving for filth among the unexplored provinces of neurosis, which is at least a possibility, for no one really knows what this malady is that everyone suffers from. One thing is certain though, and that is that our nerves are more easily disturbed in this century than in the past, even by the smallest upset. Do you remember that report in the papers recently about the execution of those condemned to death? It revealed that today’s executioner dreads his work, that he’s on the point of fainting, that he’s sick with nerves whenever he’s about to behead a man. What a miserable creature, when you compare him to  the invincible torturers of the olden days! They would wrap up your leg in a piece of wet canvas, which would then shrink in front of the fire and gently crush your flesh, or else they would drive wedges into your thighs and break your bones, they would shatter your thumbs in thumbscrews or cut strips of skin from your back, they would tie up the skin of your stomach like an apron, they would quarter you, rack you, roast you on a spit and douse you in flaming brandy, and all with an impassive face and tranquil nerves that no cry for help or appeal for mercy could disturb. When it was all over, these exercises being a little tiring, they suffered nothing more than a good thirst and a hearty appetite. Ah, they were full- blooded, well-balanced fellows, whereas nowadays … ! But as regards your companions in sacrilege this evening, if they’re not mad, they’re undoubtedly disgusting libertines. Observe them. I’m sure that while they’re invoking Beelzebub, they’ll be thinking about the carnal delights to come. Don’t be afraid, just go, there won’t be anyone in this group who’ll imitate the martyr that Jacques de Voragine talks about in his history of Saint Paul the hermit. Do you know the legend?”

“No.”

“Well, in order to restore your spirits, I’ll tell it to you. This martyr, who was still very young, was stretched out and tied hand and foot to a bed. Then they unleashed a delightful creature on him, who tried to seduce him. When he was burning with passion and on the verge of sinning, he bit off his tongue with his teeth and spat it into the face of this woman. ‘And thus,’ as the good Voragine says ‘is temptation enshrined by suffering.’”

“My heroism wouldn’t stretch that far, I must confess, but … are you going already?”

“Yes, I have an appointment.”

“What strange times!” continued Durtal, as he walked des Hermies to the door. “At the precise moment Positivism reaches its height, mysticism awakes and a mania for the occult begins.”

“But it has always been so, the ends of centuries are all alike. All are periods of vacillation and confusion. When  materialism rages, magic rears its head. This phenomenon recurs every hundred years. Not to go back any further, just look at the close of the last century. Aside from the rationalists and the atheists, you find Saint-Germain, Cagliostro, Saint- Martin, Gabalis, Cazotte, Rosicrucian societies and Hell-Fire Clubs, just like today! And on that, goodbye, good evening … and good luck.”

“Yes,” Durtal said to himself as he closed the door, “but the Cagliostros of this world at least had a certain attraction and probably also a certain method. As for the magicians of the present day, what a bunch of imbeciles and con-men!”


CHAPTER XIX

They were going up the Rue de Vaugirard in a jolting fiacre. Madame Chantelouve was hunched in a corner, not breathing a word. Durtal was staring at her, and as they passed in front of the street lamps, fleeting rays of light would flash across her veil before extinguishing themselves. She seemed to him to be agitated and nervous beneath her quiet exterior. He took her hand, which she didn’t withdraw, but he could feel its coldness under her glove, and her blond hair seemed, this evening, untidier, drier and coarser than usual. “Are we nearly there yet, my dear?” But in a low voice full of anguish she answered, “No, don’t speak,” and, bored by this taciturn, almost hostile, exchange, he began again to examine the route through the cab windows.

The road stretched out interminably. Already deserted, it was so badly paved the springs of the cab creaked at every turn. It was dimly lit by gas-lamps, which were becoming more and more infrequent the closer they got to the walls of the city. “What a singular expedition!” he said to himself, unsettled by the icy countenance of the woman facing him.

Finally, the vehicle turned sharply into a dark side-street, swung round and stopped.

Hyacinthe got out. While waiting for the coachman to give him his change, Durtal, with a quick glance, surveyed his surroundings. He was in kind of cul-de-sac. Low, gloomy houses bordered an unevenly cobbled lane with no pavements. Turning round after the coach had left, he found himself in front of a long, high wall, above which, in the shadows, the leaves of trees were rustling. A tiny door with a grated opening was set into this thick, sombre wall, mottled with white patches by the streaks of plaster filling its cracks and plugging its holes. Suddenly, further off, a gleam of light flashed from a shop window and, undoubtedly drawn by the sound of the cab’s wheels, a man wearing the black apron of a wine-seller leaned from a shopfront and spat on the doorstep.

“This is the place,” said Madame Chantelouve.

She rang, the grating opened. She lifted her veil and a shaft of lantern light caught her face, the door vanished without a sound and they made their way into a garden.

“Good evening, Madame.”

“Good evening, Marie.”

“It is in the chapel?”

“Yes, does Madame want me to take her there?”

“No, thank you.”

The woman with the lantern scrutinised Durtal. He caught a glimpse, under her hood, of grey, twisted locks round an old, licentious face, but she didn’t give him time to examine her, for she drew back into an outhouse near the wall which served as her lodgings.

He followed Hyacinthe across dark paths smelling of boxwood, to the steps of a building. It was as if she were at home, pushing open doors, her heels clattering on the flagstones.

“Take care,” she said after having reached the vestibule, “there are three steps.”

They came out into a courtyard, stopped in front of an old house, and she rang the bell. A short man appeared and, standing to one side, asked how she was in an affected, sing- song voice. She passed, nodding to him, and Durtal suddenly came up against a puffy face with rheumy, watery eyes, cheeks plastered with rouge, and painted lips: he thought he’d fallen into a den of sodomites.

“You didn’t warn me I’d be mixing in such company,” he said to Hyacinthe, catching up with her at a turning in a corridor lit by a lamp.

“Who did you think you’d meet here, saints?” and she shrugged her shoulders and pulled open a door. They were in a chapel, its low ceiling traversed by beams daubed with pitch, its windows hidden behind huge curtains, and its walls cracked and faded. With his first step, Durtal recoiled. Radiator vents were blasting out hot air. An abominable smell of damp, mustiness and new stoves, aggravated by the irritating tang of ammonia, resins and burnt herbs, gripped him by the throat and oppressed his temples.

He groped his way forward, trying to examine this chapel, which was partially illuminated by hanging lamps of gilded bronze and red glass, and by night-lights in the sanctuary. Hyacinthe motioned him to sit down and then made her way over to a group of people, seated on divans in a corner among the shadows. A little embarrassed at being left by himself, Durtal noticed that there were very few men and a lot of women in the congregation, but his efforts to make out their faces were in vain. Nevertheless, here and there, in a gleam of candlelight, he caught a glimpse of a Junonian type with coarse brown hair, or a man’s face, bored and forlorn. He watched them, and noticed that the women weren’t gossiping among themselves, their conversation seemed nervous, serious, no one laughed, not a raised voice could be heard, nothing except an indistinct, furtive murmuring, undisturbed by a single gesture.

“By Heaven,” he said to himself, “Satan doesn’t seem to have made his faithful very happy!”

An altar boy, dressed in red, made his way to the back of the chapel and lit a row of tapers. Then the altar became visible, an ordinary church altar, surmounted by a tabernacle above which stood the figure of a vile, obscene Christ. His head had been forced up, elongating the neck, and wrinkles painted on his cheeks transformed his suffering face into one twisted by a filthy grin. He was naked and in place of a loincloth, an obscene, thrusting member projected from a mass of horsehair. In front of the tabernacle, was placed a chalice covered with a pall. The altar boy smoothed the altar-cloth with his hands, wiggling his hips and standing on tip-toe as if he were about to take flight, playing the cherub under the pretext of reaching the black tapers, whose odour of bitumen and pitch were now adding to the pestilential stuffiness of the room.

Beneath the red robe, Durtal recognised the creeping Jesus who was guarding the door when he came in, and now he understood the role reserved for this man who substituted sacrilegious obscenity for the childlike purity which the Church demands.

Then another, even more hideous-looking altar boy  showed himself. Emaciated, racked by coughs, made-up with red and white greasepaint, he hobbled about, humming. He approached the braziers flanking the altar, stirred the smouldering pots of incense and threw in leaves and chunks of resin.

Durtal was beginning to get annoyed when Hyacinthe rejoined him. She excused herself for having left him alone for so long, suggested that he change places and led him, behind the rows of chairs, over to one side.

“Are we in a real chapel?” he asked.

“Yes. The house, this church and the garden we walked through, are the remains of an old Ursuline convent, now derelict. For a long time the chapel was only used to store fodder, the house having belonged to a livery-stable keeper who sold it to that woman over there,” and she pointed out the coarse brunette whom Durtal had caught a glimpse of earlier.

“And is she married, this lady?”

“No, she’s an ex-nun who was debauched long ago by Canon Docre.”

“Ah! And what about those men who seem to want to remain in the shadows?”

“They are Satanists … one of them used to be a doctor at the medical school. He has a private chapel in his house in which he prays to a statue of Venus Astarte standing on an altar.”

“No!”

“It’s true. He’s getting old and these demonic prayers increase his potency tenfold, which he then expends on creatures of that sort …” and she pointed, with a flourish, at the altar boys.

“Can you guarantee the truth of this story?”

“I’ve invented nothing, indeed, you’ll find it recounted at length in a religious journal, Les Annales de la Sainteté. And, even though Docre was clearly identified in the article, he didn’t dare start proceedings against the paper. Why, what’s the matter with you?” she added, staring at him.

“I’m … I’m suffocating, the smell of that incense is intolerable.”

“You’ll get used to it in a while.”

“But what are they burning to make it stink like that?”

“Rue, leaves of henbane and thorn-apple, dried nightshade and myrtle, all fragrances pleasing to Satan, our master.”

She said this in that unnatural, guttural voice she had sometimes when in bed.

He looked into her face. She was pale, her lips pressed tight, her misty eyes flickering.

“Here he is,” she murmured all of a sudden, as women rushed about in front of them, falling to their knees before their seats.

Preceded by two altar boys, and wearing a scarlet biretta from which protruded two bison horns of red cloth, the Canon entered.

Durtal watched him as he walked towards the altar. He was tall, but ungainly, top-heavy. His bald forehead stretched in a straight line down to his nose, and his lips and cheeks were covered with the thick, dense stubble that all old priests who’ve been shaving themselves for years have. His features were sinuous and coarse, his eyes – like small, black apple pips set either side of his nose – were shining. Taken together, his physiognomy was evil and disturbing, but full of energy, and those hard, staring eyes were nothing like the shifty, sly pupils that Durtal had imagined.

Docre bowed solemnly before the altar, ascended the steps and began the mass.

And then Durtal noticed that, underneath his sacrificial robes, he was naked. The flesh of his legs, forced up by his high garters, bulged over the top of his black stockings. The chasuble he was wearing was shaped like an ordinary chasuble, but it was the dull red colour of dried blood and, in the middle of a triangle, around which a riotous growth of saffron, juniper, sorrel berries and euphorbia was depicted, a black ram, erect, was thrusting out its horns.

Docre made his genuflections, bowing slightly or fully as the ritual specified. The altar boys, on their knees, recited the Latin responses, their crystalline voices drawing out the end of each word.

“Oh, but this is an ordinary low mass,” Durtal said to Madame Chantelouve.

She made a sign to the contrary. Indeed, at that moment, the altar boys passed behind the altar and then re-emerged, one carrying copper chafing dishes, the other censers, which they distributed among the congregation. The women enveloped themselves in smoke, some of them lowered their heads over the chafing dishes, breathed the perfume in deeply, and then, unsteadily, began to unfasten their dresses and heave lascivious sighs.

At this point, the order of the Mass was interrupted. The priest descended the steps backwards, knelt down on the last and, in a quavering, high-pitched voice, cried out:

“Master of Disorder, Bestower of crime’s blessings, Lord of magnificent sins and noble vices, Satan, it is you we worship, God of Reason, God of Justice.

“Superadmirable legate of false fears, you welcome the beggarliness of our tears. You save family honour by aborting wombs impregnated through the thoughtlessness of a good orgasm, you incite expectant mothers to miscarry, and your obstetrics spare those children who die before they are born, the sufferings of age and the pains of failure!

“Sustainer of the exasperated poor, Restorer of the vanquished, it is you who endows them with hypocrisy, with ingratitude and with pride, in order that they can defend themselves against the attacks of God’s children, the Rich!

“Sovereign of contempt, Reckoner of humiliations, Treasurer of long-standing hatreds, you alone fertilise the mind of the man crushed by injustice, you breathe into him ideas of premeditated vengeance, of deliberate wrong-doing, you incite him to murder, you grant him an exuberant joy in the reprisals he carries out, a righteous intoxication in the tortures he inflicts and the tears of which he is the cause!

“The Hope of virile members and the Anguish of barren wombs, Satan, you never demand useless proofs of chaste loins or extol the madness of fasts and siestas, you alone grant the carnal supplications and petitions of poor, greedy families. You convince mothers to prostitute their daughters, to sell  their sons, you encourage sterile and forbidden loves, you are the Support of shrill Neuroses, the Founder of Hysterias, the blood-stained Vessel of Rape!

“Master, your faithful servants implore you on their knees. They beg you to assure them of the delight of those delectable crimes that justice knows nothing about, they beg you to help them with those spells whose imperceptible traces confound the reason of man, they beg you to grant them their prayers, whenever they wish to torture those who love and serve them, and lastly, they ask for glory, wealth and power, from you, the King of the disinherited, the Son who was driven out by his inexorable Father.”

Then Docre stood up again, and erect, with arms extended, roared out in a clear voice full of hate:

“And you, you who, in my capacity as priest, I compel, whether you will it or not, to descend into this host, to incarnate yourself in this bread, Jesus, Worker of Deceit, Thief of Respect, Usurper of Affection, listen! Since the day you emerged from the prophetic womb of the Virgin, you have broken all your commitments, lied about your promises; centuries have wept, waiting for you, a fugitive God, a dumb God. You were to have redeemed all men, but you haven’t ransomed a single one, you were to have appeared in your glory, and you let yourself fall asleep! Go on, lie, say to the wretch who calls on you, ‘Take hope, be patient, suffer, the hospital of souls will receive you, the angels will help you, Heaven will open for you.’ Impostor! You know only too well that the angels, disgusted by your inactivity, have fled! You were to have been the Spokesman for our complaints, the Chamberlain of our tears, you were to have carried them into the presence of the Father, but you’ve done nothing, no doubt because this intercession would have disturbed your Eternal sleep of sanctimonious self-satisfaction!

“You have forgotten the Vow of Poverty you preached and become a Vassal in thrall to the Banks. You have seen the weak squeezed dry by the press of profit, you have heard the death rattle of the timid wasted by famine and of women disembowelled for a piece of bread, and you have replied, through  your Chancery of Simoniacs, through your representatives in commerce and through your Popes, with delayed excuses and evasive promises, you sacristy Shyster, you God of big business!

“Monster! through whose unimaginable ferocity life was engendered and inflicted on those innocents, whom you have the audacity to condemn in the name of who knows what original sin, whom you have the audacity to punish by virtue of who knows what Commandments, we would have you confess your impudent lies, your unforgivable crimes! We want to drive in your nails, to press down on your crown of thorns, to draw the blood of suffering from your dry wounds. And this we can and will do, by violating the peace of your Body, you Profaner of bountiful vices, you Epitome of idiotic purities, accursed Nazarene, a do-nothing King, a coward of a God!”

“Amen!” cried the altar boys in their crystalline voices.

Durtal listened to this torrent of blasphemy and insult, amazed at the vileness of this priest. A silence followed these ravings. The chapel was hazy with smoke from the incense- burners. The women, silent until now, were becoming restless, then, stepping back up to the altar, the Canon turned towards them and blessed them with a sweeping motion of his left hand.

And suddenly the altar boys started ringing their bells.

This was like a signal, the women fell to the floor, writhing. One, who seemed to be worked by clockwork, threw herself onto her stomach and rowed the air with her legs; another, suddenly struck by a hideous squint, started clucking, then became mute and remained with her jaw open, tongue rolled up, its tip against her palate; another, bloated, livid, her pupils dilated, lolled her head on her shoulders then abruptly jerked it erect, tearing and scratching her breasts with her fingernails; yet another, stretched out on her back, tore off her petticoats, revealing her naked, enormously distended belly, then, her face contorted in horrendous grimaces, uncontrollably stuck out a white tongue, bitten at the edges, from a bloodied mouth that was harrowed with red teeth.

Immediately Durtal stood up to get a better view, and now he saw and heard Canon Docre distinctly.

Docre was gazing at the Christ surmounting the tabernacle, and, arms spread wide, was spewing out the most appalling abuse, bawling out insults with all his strength like a drunken cabman. One of the altar boys kneeled in front of him, his back to the altar. A shiver ran down the priest’s spine. Solemnly, but with a quivering voice, he recited: “Hoc est enim corpus meum,” then, after the consecration, instead of kneeling before the Sacred Body, he turned to face his congregation and appeared, erect, haggard, dripping with sweat.

He was staggering between the two altar boys who, lifting up his chasuble, revealed his naked belly and took hold of him, then the host, which he had lowered in front of him, dropped, violated and soiled, onto the steps.

Then Durtal felt himself shudder, as a breath of madness shook the room. An air of wild hysteria followed in the wake of this sacrilege and overpowered the women. While the altar boys were paying homage to the nudity of the pontiff, the women threw themselves onto the Holy Eucharist and, face down at the foot of the altar, they clawed at it, tore off wet fragments, and ate and drank this divine filth.

Another, squatting over a crucifix, let out a screeching laugh, then cried out: “My priest, my priest!” An old woman tore at her hair, jumped up, whirled herself around then buckled, no longer sure of her feet, and fell down next to a young girl in tears, who cowered against the wall, racked with convulsions and foaming at the mouth, spitting out fearful blasphemies. And Durtal, terrified, saw amid the smoke of incense, as if through a fog, Docre’s red horns: he was now seated, frothing with rage, chewing up the unleavened hosts, which he was spitting out, wiping himself with and distributing to the women, and they were burying them with lustful groans, writhing over each other, in their attempts to violate them.

It was like a padded cell in a lunatic asylum, a monstrous steam-room of prostitutes and madwomen. Then, while the altar boys coupled with the men, the mistress of the house,  skirts rucked up, got up onto the altar, grabbing Christ’s member in one hand, and directing the chalice between her naked legs with the other. In the depths of the chapel, in the shadows, a little girl, who up until then had not stirred, suddenly bent over and howled like a bitch in heat.

Overcome by disgust, almost suffocating, Durtal wanted to escape. He looked for Hyacinthe, but she was no longer there. Finally, he caught sight of her near the Canon. He stepped over the entwined bodies on the floor and went up to her. With quivering nostrils, she drank in the exhalations of incense and coupling bodies.

“The smell of the Sabbath,” she said to him in a low voice, her teeth clenched.

“Well, are you coming or not?”

She seemed to wake up, hesitated for a moment, then, without saying anything, she followed him.

He elbowed his way through, disengaging himself from the women who now bared their teeth ready to bite. He pushed Madame Chantelouve towards the door, crossed the court and the vestibule, and then, the concierge’s lodge being empty, he pulled the gate open and found himself in the street.

Here, he stopped and took breath, filling his lungs with mouthfuls of fresh air; Hyacinthe, motionless, lost in thought, leaned against the wall.

He stared at her. “Admit that you’d like to go back inside,” he said, in a tone of barely concealed scorn.

“No,” she said with an effort, “but these scenes wear me out. I feel dizzy, I need a glass of water to calm me down.”

And she walked straight back up the street, leaning on him as far as the wine-shop, the shutters of which were open.

It was a disreputable hovel, a small room with wooden tables and benches, a zinc counter, a gaming table and violet- coloured wine-jugs. From the ceiling hung a gas lamp in the shape of a U. Two labourers were playing cards, they looked round and laughed. The proprietor took a stub pipe from his mouth and spat onto the sawdust, he didn’t seem the least bit surprised to see this elegant woman in his miserable slum.  Durtal, who was watching him, even thought he saw him wink at Madame Chantelouve.

The proprietor lit a candle and whispered in a low voice:

“Monsieur, you can’t drink here among these people without attracting attention. I’ll take you to a room where you can be alone.”

“Well,” Durtal said to Hyacinthe, who was starting to go up the spiral staircase, “this is a lot of coming and going all for a glass of water!”

But she had already entered a bedroom. Musty, its wallpaper peeling, it was covered in pictures from illustrated magazines pinned up with hairpins. There were tiles missing from the worn, uneven floor, and it was furnished with a bed with a canopy but no curtains, a cracked chamber-pot, a table, a wash-basin and two chairs.

The man brought a carafe of whisky, some sugar, a jug of water and two glasses, and then went back downstairs. Then, with a lustful look in her dark eyes, she entwined herself round Durtal.

“Ah, no!” he cried, furious to have fallen into this trap. “I’ve had enough of all that! Besides, it’s getting late, your husband is waiting for you, it’s time for you to go and rejoin him.”

She wasn’t even listening to him.

“I want you,” she said, and she caught him off-guard and forced him to consent.

Then she undressed, threw her dress and petticoats onto the floor, opened the abominable couch out to its full extent, and, lifting her chemise up at the back, she rubbed her spine against the coarse grain of the sheets, a look of rapture in her eyes and a smile of pleasure on her lips.

She grabbed him and initiated him into slavish practices, depravities the existence of which he hadn’t even suspected, her ghoulish frenzies giving them an added spice, and then suddenly, when he’d managed to get away, he shuddered, for he noticed that scattered in the bed were fragments of a host.

“Oh, you make me sick,” he said to her. “Come on, get dressed and let’s go!”

While she was putting on her clothes, quietly and with a distracted air, he sat on a chair and the foetid air of the room sickened him, for though he wasn’t entirely convinced about Transubstantiation, didn’t absolutely believe the Saviour resided in that soiled bread, the sacrilege in which he had unwillingly participated nevertheless depressed him. “And suppose it were true,” he said to himself, “suppose the Real Presence is a fact, as Hyacinthe and that miserable priest maintain? No, decidedly, I have drunk my fill of this obscenity. It’s over, the time is right for me to fall out with this creature – who I’ve only just tolerated ever since our first meeting – and I’m going to do it!”

When he went back down to the wine-shop, he had to submit to the knowing grins of the labourers. He paid and, without waiting for his change, hurried away. They reached the Rue de Vaugirard and he hailed a cab. They rattled along, without even looking at one another, lost in their own thoughts.

“See you again soon,” Madame Chantelouve said in an almost timid tone of voice when she was set down outside her door.

“No,” he replied, “there’s really no way we’ll ever understand one another: you want everything and I want nothing, it’s better to break it off now. If we were to prolong our relationship, it would only end in bitterness and recrimination. Oh, and then to see you again after what took place this evening? Never!” And he gave his address to the coachman and sank into the back of the cab.


CHAPTER XX

“He’s not having such a bad time of it, this canon,” said des Hermies, as soon as Durtal had told him the details of the Black Mass. “It’s a veritable harem of hystero-epileptics and nymphomaniacs that he’s gathered together. But all this lacks depth. Certainly, from the point of view of irreverence and blasphemy, of sacrilegious works and sensual carryings-on, this priest seems excessive, almost unique, but the bloody and incestuous side of the old sabbaths are missing. Docre is, on the whole, a long way behind Gilles de Rais, his works are incomplete, pale imitations, tame, as one might say.”

“You’re a fine fellow, you are. It’s not that easy these days to procure children one can disembowel with impunity, without the parents whinging and the police coming after you!”

“No doubt, and it’s evidently to difficulties of this sort that one should ascribe the peaceable celebration of this mass. But I can’t help thinking, for the moment, of those women you described to me, those who held their heads over the warming-pans to breathe in the fumes of resins and plants. They’re using the same techniques as the Aïssaouas, who also throw their heads over braziers, whenever the trance, essential to their rites, is slow in coming. As for the other phenomena you told me about, they’re well-known in asylums, and, except as examples of demoniacal emanations, teach us nothing new. Now one last thing,” he added, “not a word of all this in front of Carhaix, for if he knew that you’d assisted in a ceremony in honour of the Devil, he’d be quite capable of shutting the door in your face.”

They walked down from Durtal’s apartment and made their way towards the towers of Saint-Sulpice.

“I haven’t bothered about food, since you said you’d take care of all that,” said Durtal, “but this morning I sent Carhaix’s wife some extra dessert and wine, some proper Dutch gingerbread and two rather amazing liqueurs, an elixir  of long life, which we can drink before the meal instead of an aperitif, and a bottle of celery liqueur. I discovered them both in the shop of an honest distiller.”

“Ha!”

“Yes, my friend, honest. You see, this elixir of long life is concocted according to an ancient recipe from the Codex, with Socotrine aloes, dwarf cardamoms, saffron, myrrh and a heap of other aromatics. It’s inhumanly bitter, but it’s exquisite!”

“Sounds great. Besides, it’s the least we can do to celebrate Gévingey’s deliverance.”

“You’ve seen him again?”

“Yes, he’s in remarkably good health. We’ll have to get him to tell us all about his cure.”

“I keep asking myself what he lives on …”

“On what his knowledge of astrology brings in, of course.”

“So there are rich people who want to have their horoscopes drawn?”

“Well, we must assume so. To tell you the truth, I don’t think Gévingey’s circumstances are entirely easy. Under the Empire, he was astrologer to the Empress, who was very superstitious and gave credence, as Napoleon did for that matter, to predictions and spells, but since the fall of the Empire his affairs have really declined. Nevertheless, he’s thought to be the only person in France who has preserved the secrets of Cornelius Agrippa, Gerard of Cremona, Ruggieri, Gauric, Sinibald the assassin and Trithemius.”

As they were talking, they arrived at the top of the stairs in front of the bell-ringer’s door.

The astrologer was already seated and the table laid. Everyone grimaced a little when they tasted the lively black liqueur that Durtal poured out for them.

Delighted to see her old guests again, Mother Carhaix brought in a thick soup. She filled the bowls, and when – a plate of vegetables being handed round – Durtal chose some leek, des Hermies laughed and said:

“You’d better be careful. Porta, a magician of the late sixteenth century, tells us that this vegetable, long considered an  emblem of virility, disturbs the peace of mind of even the most chaste!”

“Don’t listen to him,” said the bell-ringer’s wife. “And for you, Monsieur Gévingey, some carrot?”

Durtal stared at the astrologer. He still looked the same, with his sugar-loaf head, his faded brown hair, dusty from hydroquinine and ipecac powder, his eyes like a startled bird’s, his enormous hands encrusted with rings, his obsequious and solemn bearing, and his priestly tone, but his complexion was almost fresh, his skin unwrinkled, his eyes seemed clearer and brighter since his return from Lyons.

Durtal congratulated him on the happy outcome of his cure.

“I was just in time, Monsieur, when I appealed to the good offices of Doctor Johannès, because I had been brought very low. Not possessing the gift of clairvoyance, and knowing no clear-sighted medium who could inform me about Canon Docre’s secret preparations, it was impossible for me to defend myself using the law of counter-signs and of the return blow.”

“But,” said des Hermies, “supposing that, through the intermediary of a clairvoyant spirit, you could have observed this priest’s operations, how would you have been able to counteract them?”

“Like this: the law of counter-signs consists, when you know the day and the hour of the attack, in forestalling it either by fleeing from home, which disperses the poison and renders it harmless, or by saying half an hour beforehand, ‘Strike me, here and now!’ This latter method aims to expose the fluence of the assailant, and therefore paralyse his power. In magic, every action that is known about, or openly acknowledged, is spoiled. As for the return blow, it’s also necessary to be forewarned if you want to drive the spell back on the person who sent it, without being struck first. So you see, I was certain to perish. One day had already passed since my bewitchment, a couple more and I’d have breathed my last in Paris.”

“But why?”

“Because every individual struck by the magic spell has  only three days in which to protect himself. After this period, the illness often becomes incurable. So, when Docre told me that he’d condemned me, by his own authority, to the pain of death, and when, two hours later on my return home, I began to feel really ill, I didn’t hesitate to pack my suitcase and take myself off to Lyon.”

“And then?” asked Durtal.

“Then I saw Doctor Johannès. I told him about Docre’s threats and the illness I was suffering. He told me simply, ‘This priest knows how to wrap up the most virulent poison in the most appalling sacrilege. It’ll be a difficult struggle, but I’ll vanquish him.’ And he immediately summoned a lady who lives with him, a clairvoyant.

“He put her to sleep and she, on his injunctions, explained the nature of the spell to which I’d been subjected. She recreated the scene and actually saw me being poisoned by the menstrual blood of a woman who’d been fed on consecrated hosts stabbed with a dagger, and on food and drink that had been expertly dosed with drugs. This sort of spell is so terrible that, apart from Doctor Johannès, no magician in France would dare to attempt a cure.

“Then the Doctor concluded by telling me, ‘Your recovery can only be procured by means of an inviolable Power. There’s no time to lose, we must resort, immediately, to the Sacrifice to the Glory of Melchizedek.’

“And he set up an altar, comprised of a table and a wooden tabernacle in the shape of a house, which was surmounted by a cross, the round base of which was encircled, like a clock dial, by the figure of the Tetragrammaton. He carried in a silver chalice, some unleavened bread and some wine. He changed into his priestly vestments, put a ring on his finger that had received the supreme benediction, and then he started to read the prayers of the Mass from a special missal.

“Almost immediately the clairvoyant cried out, ‘Here are the spirits evoked for the evil spell, those who conveyed the poison by command of the master of black magic, Canon Docre.’

“I myself was seated next to the altar. Doctor Johannès had  put his left hand on my head and, raising his other hand up to the heavens, he begged the Archangel Michael to assist him, beseeching his glorious legions of Swordbearers and Invincible warriors to master and enchain these Spirits of Evil.

“I began to feel relieved, the sensation of painful suffocation which had afflicted me in Paris was diminishing.

“Doctor Johannès continued to recite his incantations, then, when the moment came for the prayer of absolution, he took my hand, placed it on the altar and commanded three times: ‘That the projects and designs of the worker of iniquity who has laid this spell on you come to nothing; that any influence obtained by Satanic means be trampled under foot; that every attack directed against you be null and devoid of effect; that every curse of your enemy be transformed into benedictions from the highest summit of the eternal hills; that his deathly fluence be transmuted into the leaven of life; and that the Archangel of Judgement and the Archangel of Punishment decide the fate of this miserable priest, who has put his trust in the works of Darkness and Evil!

“‘As for you,’ he added, ‘you are delivered, Heaven has cured you. Let your heart give up the most fervent thanksgivings to the living God and to Christ Jesus, for glorious Mary’s sake!’

“And he offered me a little unleavened bread and some wine. I was, indeed, saved. You, who are a doctor, Monsieur des Hermies, you can attest that human science was powerless to cure me, and now look at me!”

“Yes,” said des Hermies, embarrassed, “leaving aside the means, I can at least vouch for the results of this cure, and I have to admit that to my knowledge it isn’t the first time a similar outcome has been achieved … No thanks,” he said to Carhaix’s wife, who invited him take another helping of pea-soup, in which lay sausages flavoured with horse-radish.

“Will you permit me,” said Durtal, “to ask you a few questions? Certain details interest me. What kind of sacerdotal vestments did Johannès wear?”

“His garments consisted of a long robe of vermilion  cashmere, tied in the middle by a red and white cord. On top of this robe he wore a white mantle, made from the same material, that had an upside down cross sewn onto the front.”

“Upside down!” Carhaix cried out.

“Yes, this reversed cross, like the Hanging Man in the Tarot, signifies that a priest of Melchizedek must die as a man and live in Christ, so as to be powerful with the power of the Word made flesh that died for us.”

Carhaix seemed ill at ease. His severe and suspicious Catholicism wouldn’t allow him to recognise unauthorised ceremonies. He fell silent, no longer joining in the conversation, confining himself to refilling the glasses, seasoning the salad, and circulating the plates.

“And this ring you spoke about, what was that like?” asked des Hermies.

“It’s a symbolic band of pure gold. It bears the image of a serpent whose heart, carved in relief and picked out by a ruby, is joined by a chain to another little ring that seals the beast’s jaws.”

“What I would really like to know,” said Durtal, “is the aim and origin of this Sacrificial Mass. How did Melchizedek come to figure in all this?”

“Ah,” said the astrologer, “Melchizedek is one of the most mysterious figures to cross the pages of the Old Testament. He was the king of Salem, priest of Almighty God. He blessed Abraham and the patriarch granted him a tithe of the spoils of the vanquished kings of Sodom and Gomorrah. Such is the account given in Genesis. But Saint Paul mentions him, too. He declares him to be ‘without father, without mother, without descent, having neither beginning of days, nor end of life, but made like unto the Son of God, abideth a priest continually’. Elsewhere, Jesus is described in the Scriptures not only as the ‘Eternal Priest’, but also, quoting Psalm 110, as ‘a priest forever after the order of Melchizedek’.

“All this is fairly confusing, as you can imagine. Some exegetes see in Melchizedek a prophetic figure of the Saviour, others that of Saint Joseph, but all admit that Melchizedek’s sacrifice, in which he offered Abraham the bread and the  wine which he had first offered to the Lord, prefigures, in the words of Isidore de Damiette, ‘that exemplum of the divine mysteries’, otherwise called the Holy Mass.”

“That’s all well and good,” said des Hermies, “but it doesn’t explain the virtues, as a restorative and as an antidote, that Doctor Johannès attributes to this sacrifice.”

“You’re asking me too much!” exclaimed Gévingey. “You’d need the Doctor himself to answer that. Nevertheless, Messieurs, I can tell you this: Theology teaches us that the Mass, as it’s celebrated, is a renewal of the Sacrifice on Calvary. But the Sacrifice of Glory isn’t about that at all. In a sense, it’s the Mass of the future, the glorious Office that will be known on earth during the reign of the Divine Paraclete, a sacrifice offered to God by regenerated man, redeemed by the effusion of the Holy Spirit and of Love. Now, a human being whose heart has been thus purified and sanctified is invincible, and the enchantments of Hell will never prevail against him if he makes use of the Sacrifice to weaken the Spirits of Evil. That explains Doctor Johannès’ strength, for during this ceremony, his heart becomes one with the divine heart of Jesus.”

“That explanation isn’t very clear,” objected the bell-ringer quietly.

“If it were true,” added des Hermies, “we would have to admit that Johannès is a super-being, in advance of his times, an apostle animated by the Holy Spirit.”

“Which he is,” declared the astrologer firmly.

“Well now,” said Carhaix, “could you pass me the gingerbread?”

“Here’s how it should be prepared,” said Durtal. “First, you cut a slice as fine as lace, then you take an equally thin slice of ordinary bread. You spread some butter on them, place them one on top of the other, and eat them. Now tell me if this sandwich doesn’t taste as exquisite as fresh hazelnuts!”

“Anyway,” des Hermies asked, “aside from all that, what else has Doctor Johannès been doing? It’s so long since I last saw him.”

“He leads an existence that is at one and the same time both cosy and hellish. He lives with friends, who revere and adore him. With them, he rests after the tribulations of every kind to which he has to submit. It would be perfect if he didn’t have to repel the almost daily attacks made against him by the tonsured magicians of Rome.”

“But what’s the reason for these attacks?”

“It would take too long to explain. Johannès has a mission from heaven to smash the pestilential plots of Satanism and to preach the coming of Christ in his glory and the advent of the divine Paraclete. Now, the diabolical Curia which surrounds the Vatican has every interest in ridding itself of a man whose prayers obstruct their conjurations and reduce their spells to naught.”

“Ah,” exclaimed Durtal. “And would it be indiscreet to ask you how this former priest foresees and represses these amazing attacks?”

“Not in the least. It is by the flights and the cries of certain birds that the Doctor is warned of these assaults. Falcons and sparrow-hawks are his sentinels. He can tell, according to whether they fly towards him or away from him, whether they go towards the east or the west, or whether they emit a single cry or many, the precise hour of combat and so put himself on guard. As he was telling me one day, sparrow-hawks are easily influenced by Spirits so he uses them as a hypnotiser uses the hypnotised, or as spiritualists make use of a planchette and table.”

“They’re telegraph wires for magical dispatches,” said des Hermies.

“Exactly. Nevertheless, these methods are in no way new, indeed their origins are lost in the mists of time. Ornithomancy is an age-old science, one finds traces of it in the Holy Scriptures, and the Zohar affirms that you can receive numerous warnings if you know how to observe the flights and calls of birds.”

“But,” said Durtal, “why is the sparrow-hawk chosen in preference to other fowl?”

“Because it has always been, since time immemorial, the  harbinger of spells. In Egypt, the hawk-headed god was the god who possessed the science of hieroglyphics. And in previous periods in that country’s history, Heirogrammarians would swallow the heart and the blood of this bird, as a preparation for their magical rites. Even today, the magicians of African kings put a sparrow-hawk’s feather in their hair. And this ‘fowl’, as you call it, is also sacred in India.”

“How does your friend manage,” asked Carhaix’s wife, “to raise and keep animals that are, after all, birds of prey?”

“He neither raises them, nor keeps them. These sparrow- hawks make their nests in the high cliffs that border the Saône, near Lyon. They come to him when the need arises.”

Looking around the cosy and secluded dining room, and recalling to himself the extraordinary conversations that were held in this tower, Durtal was struck again by how far removed he was here from the ideas and language of modern Paris. “All this is taking us back to Middle Ages,” he said, completing his thoughts out loud.

“Fortunately!” exclaimed Carhaix, who then got up to go and ring his bells.

“Yes,” said des Hermies, “and what’s also really strange, in this period of positive and brutal reality, is that these battles, fought in empty space, over towns and above the heads of ordinary humanity, are between a priest in Lyon and prelates in Rome.”

“And in France between this priest and the Rosicrucians and Canon Docre.”

Durtal recalled that Madame Chantelouve had indeed assured him that the leaders of the Rosicrucians were striving to establish relations with the Devil and to prepare evil spells. “Do you think that these individuals practise Satanism?” he asked Gévingey.

“They would like to, but they know nothing. They’re limited to reproducing, like automata, a few fluidic or venific workings, revealed to them by three Brahmins who came to Paris some years ago.”

“As for me,” interjected Carhaix’s wife as she took leave of her guests to go to bed, “I’m glad that I’m not mixed up in all  these frightening goings-on, and that I can just say my prayers and live in peace.”

Then, while des Hermies was preparing the coffee, as was his custom, and Durtal carried over some small glasses, Gévingey stuffed his pipe. As the noise of the bells died away, dispersed as if absorbed by pores in the wall, he inhaled a deep puff of tobacco smoke and said, “I spent several delightful days with the family that Doctor Johannès lives with in Lyon. After the shock I received, it was an unparalleled benefit for me to complete my convalescence in an atmosphere of love and kindness. Added to which, Johannès is one of the most learned men in theology and the occult sciences that I know. No one, except perhaps his opposite, the abominable Docre, has penetrated so far into the arcana of Satanism. One could even say that the two of them are the only people in France at the present day who have crossed the earthly threshold and obtained, from a supernatural point of view, each in his own domain, positive results. But over and above the profit of his conversation, which was so learned and so comprehensive, and which could surprise me even when it touched on judicial astrology, a subject in which I am an expert, Johannès delighted me with the beauty of his views on the future transformation of the world. I swear to you, he really and truly is a prophet whose mission of suffering and glory on earth has been ratified by the Most-High.”

“I’m glad to hear it,” said Durtal with a smile, “but this theory of the Paraclete, if I’m not mistaken, isn’t it the old heresy of Montanus which was formally condemned by the Church?”

“Yes, but it all depends on the way in which you understand the coming of the Paraclete,” interjected the bell-ringer, who had just come in. “It was also the orthodox doctrine of Saint Ireneus, Saint Justin, Scotus Erigena, Amaury of Chartres, Saint Doucine, and that admirable mystic, Joachim of Fiore. This belief was that of the whole Middle Ages and I confess that it obsesses me, that it fascinates me, that it answers my highest aspirations. In fact,” he continued, sitting down and folding his arms, “if the Third Reign is illusory, what  consolation could possibly remain to Christians confronting the universal disorder of a world which only charity forbids us to loathe?”

“Moreover, I have to admit,” said des Hermies, “that in spite of the blood of Golgotha, I personally don’t feel I’ve been redeemed.”

“There are three reigns,” continued the astrologer, tamping down the ashes in his pipe with his finger. “That of the Old Testament, of the Father, the reign of fear. That of the New Testament, of the Son, the reign of expiation. And that of the Gospel of Saint John, the Holy Spirit, which will be the reign of deliverance and love. It’s the past, the present and the future. It’s winter, spring and summer: the first, as Joachim of Fiore says, gave us grass, the second grain, and the third will give us wheat. Two of the persons of the Holy Trinity have arisen, the Third must logically appear.”

“Yes, and supporting texts in the Bible abound, that are compelling, explicit and irrefutable,” said Carhaix. “All the prophets, Isaiah, Ezekiel, Daniel, Zachariah and Malachi speak about it. The Acts of the Apostles are, on this point, very clear. Open them, and in the first chapter you’ll read these lines, ‘This same Jesus, which is taken up from you into heaven, shall so come in like manner as ye have seen him go into heaven.’ Saint John also announces this news in the Apocalypse, which is the Gospel of the Second Coming of Christ. ‘Christ will come,’ he says, ‘and reign a thousand years.’ Saint Paul never wearies of revelations of this kind. In his Epistle to Timothy, he invokes the Lord ‘who shall judge the living and the dead, on the glorious day of his coming and of his Kingdom.’ In his Second Letter to the Thessalonians, he writes that after the advent of the Messiah, ‘Jesus shall destroy the Antichrist by the brightness of his coming.’ However, he declares that this Antichrist hasn’t yet appeared, thus the coming which he prophesises isn’t the coming already fulfilled by the birth in Bethlehem of the Saviour. In the Gospel according to Saint Matthew, Jesus replies to Caiphas, who asks him if he is really the Christ, Son of God, with the words, ‘Thou hast said it, nevertheless, I say unto you hereafter shall ye see the Son of  man sitting on the right hand of power, and coming in the clouds of heaven.’ And in another verse, the apostle adds, ‘Be ye also ready, for in such an hour as ye think not, the Son of man cometh.’

“And there are many others I could find simply by opening the Holy Bible. No, there’s no disputing it, the advocates of the glorious Third Reign can rely absolutely on such inspired passages, and they can, under certain conditions and without fear of heresy, maintain this doctrine which in the fourth century, as Saint Jerome attests, was a dogma of faith recognised by everyone. But, look here, suppose we taste a little of this bottle of cream of celery, which Monsieur Durtal praises so highly?”

It was a thick liqueur, as sweet as aniseed, but softer and more feminine. Only after one had swallowed this sluggish syrup could the delicate aroma of celery be detected, in the back of one’s throat.

“This isn’t bad,” exclaimed the astrologer, “but it’s a bit lifeless,” and he poured a lively draught of rum into his glass.

“If you think about it,” added Durtal, “the Third Reign is also announced by the words of the Lord’s Prayer, ‘Thy kingdom come’.”

“Absolutely,” said the bell-ringer.

“But don’t you see,” interjected Gévingey, “if you were to accept the notion of a real incarnation in the flesh, as some Paracletists do, heresy could exist unchallenged, and that would be both crazy and absurd. Listen, do you recall Fareinism, which has been rife since the eighteenth century in Fareins, a village in the Doubs, where Jansenism found a refuge after being driven from Paris following the closure of the Saint-Médard cemetery? It was here that a priest, François Bonjour, recommenced the same ‘crucifixions’ of convulsionaries, the same electrifying scenes that had disturbed the tomb of Deacon François de Pâris. This priest then fell in love with a woman who claimed to be pregnant by the prophet Elijah, who, according to the Apocalypse, is to precede the Second Coming of Christ. This infant comes into the world, then a second, who is none other than the Paraclete himself.  This latter practised as a wool trader in Paris, was a colonel in the Garde Nationale during the reign of Louis-Philippe, and died peacefully in his bed in 1866. This was a tradesman Paraclete, a Redeemer in epaulettes and plumed hat!

“After him, in 1866, a Madame Brochard from Vouvray declared to anyone who would listen to her, that Jesus was reincarnated in her. In 1889, a harmless lunatic by the name of David published a pamphlet in Angers entitled The Voice of God, in which he bestowed on himself the modest title of ‘Unique Messiah of the Holy Spirit of Creation’ and revealed to us that he was a contractor for public works, and that he sported a white beard nearly four feet long! Even now, his succession hasn’t fallen into escheat, an engineer named Pierre Jean recently toured through the provinces of the Midi on horseback proclaiming that he was the Holy Spirit. In Paris, Bérard, a bus conductor on the Panthéon-Courcelles route, swears that he, too, is the embodiment of the Paraclete, while a newspaper article confirms that the hope of Redemption shines in the person of the poet Jhouney. Lastly, in America, women appear from time to time who maintain that they are the Messiah, and who recruit their adherents from among the converted at revivalist meetings.”

“It’s the same theory as those who confound God with his creation,” said Carhaix. “God is immanent within his creatures, he is their supreme principle of life, the source of their movement, the root of their existence, as Saint Paul says. But he is distinct from their life, from their movement, from their soul. He has his personal Ego: ‘I am that I am’, as it says in Moses. The Holy Spirit, too, through Christ in his glory, will come to be immanent in men. It will be the principle which transforms and regenerates them, but this in no way requires him to incarnate himself in them. The Holy Spirit proceeds from the Father through the Son, he is sent to act, but he won’t materialise himself. To believe the contrary is pure madness, it’s to fall into the schisms of the Gnostics and the Fraticelli, into the errors of Dulcino of Novara and his wife, Marguerite, into the obscenities of Abbé Beccarelli, and into the abominations of Segarelli of Parma who, under the pretext  of becoming more childlike, to better symbolise the simple and naïve love of the Paraclete, would wrap himself up in swaddling clothes and lie in the arms of a wet-nurse to be suckled, before wallowing in the depths of depravity.”

“Even so,” said Durtal, “it all seems a little unclear to me. If I understand you rightly, the Holy Spirit acts through an effusion in us, he transmutes us, renovates our souls through a kind of passive purgation, to speak in theological language.”

“Yes, he has to purify us body and soul.”

“How the body?”

“The action of the Paraclete,” answered the astrologer, “has to extend to the principle of reproduction. The divine life must sanctify those organs which, from that moment on, will procreate only the elect, beings exempt from original sin, beings whom it won’t be necessary to test in the furnace of humiliation, as the Bible puts it. Such was the doctrine of the prophet Vintras, that extraordinary, uneducated man who has written such solemn and ardent passages. After Vintras’s death, this doctrine has been continued and developed by Doctor Johannès.”

“But then that would be an earthly Paradise,” cried des Hermies.

“Yes, a reign of liberty, kindness and love.”

“Hold on, hold on,” said Durtal, “I’m getting confused. On one hand, you announce the arrival of the Holy Spirit, on the other the glorious coming of Christ. These two reigns, are they mixed up or will they succeed one another?”

“It is necessary to distinguish,” replied Gévingey, “between the coming of the Paraclete and the victorious return of Christ: the one precedes the other. First, a Community must be re-established, one illuminated by Love, the third Hypostase, in order that Jesus can descend from the clouds as he’s promised us, and reign over the people created in his own image.”

“And the Pope, where does he fit into all this?”

“Ah, that’s one of the most curious points in the Johannine doctrine. The period since the first appearance of the Messiah is divided, as you know, into two epochs, the epoch of the  Saviour as sacrificial victim, which we’re in now, and the other, which we’re waiting for, the epoch of Christ, cleansed of spittle, blazing in the super-adorable splendour of his Person. Well, there’s a different Pope for each of these eras. The Holy Bible predicts these two Sovereign Pontificates, as, indeed, do my horoscopes. It’s one of the axioms of theology that the spirit of St Peter lives in his successors. It will continue to live in them, more or less in the background, until the hoped-for advent of the Holy Spirit. Then John, who has been held in reserve, will, according to the Gospel, begin his ministry of love, will live in the souls of the new Popes.”

“I don’t really understand what use the Pope will be when Jesus appears,” said des Hermies.

“He doesn’t, in fact, have any reason to exist and he’ll only continue during the epoch reserved for the emanation of the Divine Paraclete. On the day Jesus appears, amid a whirlwind of glorious thunderbolts, the Pontificate of Rome will cease.”

“Without going too deeply into these questions, which one could argue about for years,” exclaimed Durtal, “I’m amazed at the calm assurance of this utopia which seems to imagine that man is perfectible! Far from it, in fact. The human animal is born selfish, dishonest and ignoble. Just look around you and what do you see? An incessant struggle, a cynical and ferocious society, the poor and the humble hooted at, crushed by a bourgeoisie that has grown rich by feeding off them. Everywhere the triumph of the unprincipled and the mediocre, everywhere the apotheosis of crooks in politics and finance. And you believe that we’ll ever gain headway against a current like that? No, man hasn’t changed, his soul was rotten in the time of Genesis, and it’s no less putrid, no less foetid today. Only the form of his sins varies. Progress? It’s simply the refinement of vice by another name.”

“Even more reason,” retorted Carhaix, “if society is as you depict it, why it should collapse. Yes, I too think it’s putrefied, that its bones are rotten and its flesh is falling off, that it can neither be bandaged or cured. It’s necessary, therefore, that it  be buried and another one born. Only God can perform such a miracle!”

“Certainly,” said des Hermies, “if you think that the ignominy of the present period is a temporary phase, then you must be counting on an intervention by God to make it disappear, because it’s clear that neither socialism nor any of the crack-brained schemes of ignorant and hate-inspired workers can modify man’s nature or reform the masses. Such things are outside the scope of human power.”

“And the times anticipated by Johannès are close at hand,” exclaimed Gévingey. “Here are manifest proofs: Raymond Lull affirmed that the end of the old world would be heralded by the spread of the Antichrist’s doctrines, and these doctrines he defines as Materialism and the monstrous reawakening of Magic. This prediction is applicable to our own times, I think. And then there’s also Saint Matthew, who says that the glad tidings of the world’s end will come to pass when ‘the abomination of desolation shall be seen in the Holy Place’. And there it is! Look at this Pope, fearful and sceptical, insipid and cunning, look at this episcopacy of Simoniacs and slackers, this trite, effeminate clergy. Look how they are ravaged by Satanism! Tell me – tell me, I say – if the Church can sink any lower!”

“There are categorical promises, the Church cannot perish!” and, elbows resting on the table, the bell-ringer, raising his eyes to heaven, murmured in a supplicating tone: “Our Father, Thy Kingdom come …”

“It’s getting late, we must be going,” interjected des Hermies. Then, while they were putting on their overcoats, Carhaix asked Durtal:

“What do you hope for, if you have no faith in the coming of Christ?”

“Me? I hope for nothing.”

“I pity you then. Is it true you don’t believe in any improvement for the future?”

“I believe, alas, that a senile Heaven mumbles away over an exhausted, gibbering earth.”

The bell-ringer raised his arms and sadly shook his head.

When they had taken their leave of Gévingey at the bottom of the tower, des Hermies, after having walked for a while in silence, said:

“Doesn’t it surprise you that all the events spoken about this evening should have taken place at Lyon?”

And seeing that Durtal was staring at him, perplexed, he went on:

“It’s just that, you see, I know Lyon; brains there are as foggy as the mists that rise up from the Rhone and cover the streets every morning. It’s a town that seems superb to travellers who love long avenues, grass-covered courtyards and the grands boulevards, all the penitentiary-like architecture of the modern city. But Lyon is also a refuge of mysticism, a port for supernatural ideas and questionable laws. It was there that Vintras died, in whom, apparently, the soul of the prophet Elijah was incarnated, it was there that the Naundorffs retained their last partisans, there that witchcraft thrives, for at Guillotière, one can cast a spell on someone for a louis! Added to which it has, in spite of its abundance of radicals and anarchists, an opulent shopping centre for a severe, Protestant Catholicism, a Jansenist factory, and a fat and bigoted bourgeoisie.

“Lyon is famous for its delicatessens, its chestnuts and its silks, but also for its churches. All the summits of its climbing streets are criss-crossed by chapels and convents, and Notre- Dame de Fourvière dominates them all. From a distance, this monument resembles an upside down, eighteenth-century commode, its feet in the air, but the interior, which is still unfinished, takes one’s breath away. You should go and see it one day. Then you’ll witness the most extraordinary mixture of Assyrian, Roman, Gothic and I don’t know what else, designed, patched together, restored and unified by Bossan, the only architect of the last hundred years who knew how to construct the interior of a cathedral. Its nave is ablaze with enamelling and marble, with bronze and gold; statues of angels intersect its columns, interrupting all known laws of harmony with a solemn grace. It’s Asiatic and barbarous, it recalls the architectures which Gustave Moreau erects around Herodias in his work.

“And lines of pilgrims succeed each other without respite. They pray to Our Lady for an increase in business, they beg her to open new channels for sausages and silks. They hype their goods to the Virgin, they consult her about ways of selling goods that are spoiled, or about disposing of those that are faulty. Near the centre of the city, in the church of Saint- Boniface, I found a notice where they invite the faithful, out of respect for this holy place, to refrain from distributing alms to the poor. It wasn’t seemly that the prayers of businessmen were being disturbed by the ridiculous complaints of the needy!”

“Yes,” said Durtal, “but what’s stranger still is that democracy is the most relentless adversary of the poor man. The Revolution, which ought to have protected him, seems to have proved itself the most cruel of regimes, does it not? One day I’ll show you a decree from Year II, not only does it pronounce punishments against those who beg, but also against those who give!”

“Here, however, is the panacea that will cure everything,” said des Hermies, laughing. And he pointed his finger at some enormous posters on the walls, in which General Boulanger berated the Parisians to vote for him at the next elections.

Durtal shrugged his shoulders. “All the same,” he said, “the masses are really sick. Carhaix and Gévingey are probably right when they say that no therapeutic would be strong enough to save them!”


CHAPTER XXI

Durtal had resolved not to respond to the letters Chantelouve’s wife sent him. Since their breakup, she had sent him an impassioned letter every day, but, as he soon noticed, her Maenad cries subsided into tender complaints and cooing endearments, reproaches and tears. She was accusing him now of ingratitude, repented of ever having listened to him, of letting him participate in those sacrileges of which she would have to give an account up above. She also begged to be allowed to see him, one more time. Then, for a whole week, she fell quiet. At length, weary of Durtal’s silence, she informed him in a final letter of their separation.

After admitting that he had, indeed, been right, that neither their temperaments nor their souls were matched, she ended on an ironic note, saying:

“Thanks for the sweet little love melody, set out like a sheet of music, that you regaled me with, but it’s not my style, my heart beats to a larger measure …”

“Her heart!” and he started to laugh. Then he continued reading:

“I understand, indeed, that it’s neither your mission nor your aim to satisfy me, but you could have at least granted me a frank camaraderie, one which would have allowed me to leave my sex at home and come and talk with you sometimes in the evening. But this, which seemed such a simple thing, you have made impossible. Goodbye for now and for ever. There is nothing left for me to do but make a new pact with solitude, a solitude to which I tried to be unfaithful …”

“Solitude! And what about that cunning, soft-spoken cuckold, her husband? In fact,” he added, “it’s he who should, at this moment, be pitied the most. I procured him some quiet evenings, and then I restored his wife to him tamed and satisfied. He profited from my labours, this sacristan. Oh, when I think about it, those sly, hypocritical eyes of his, when he was looking at me, were saying a lot!

“At last this little love story is over. The best thing is to have a heart of stone, then you suffer neither the discomforts of love, nor its ruptures. I still have my disreputable mind, however, which flares up from time to time, though the firemen of my ever-vigilant conscience extinguish these flames of passion in the wink of an eye.

“In the past, when I was young and eager, women made a fool out of me. Now that I’m mature, it’s I who laugh at them. That, my old friend,” he said to his cat, who was listening, ears pricked up, to this soliloquy, “is the proper order of things. After all, Gilles de Rais is more interesting than Madame Chantelouve. Unfortunately my relationship with him is also reaching an end, just a few more pages and the book will be finished. Well now, here’s that frightful Rateau coming to disturb my household.”

And, indeed, the concierge came in, excused himself for being late, took off his jacket and cast a defiant glance over the furniture. Then he bounded over to the bed, grabbed the mattress around the middle like a wrestler, lifted it over his head, steadied himself, then, breathing hard, brought it down in one fell blow onto the bedstead.

Durtal went out, followed by his cat, into the other room, but suddenly Rateau interrupted his fisticuffs and came and joined them.

“Monsieur knows what has happened to me?” he stuttered in a pitiful voice.

“No.”

“Madame Rateau has left me.”

“She’s left you! But she must be at least sixty!”

Rateau raised his eyes to the heavens.

“And did she leave you for someone else?”

Rateau, disconsolate, let fall the duster he held in his hand.

“So your wife, in spite of her age, has needs that you couldn’t satisfy?”

The concierge shook his head and finally admitted that it was the other way around.

“Ah …” said Durtal as he studied this old codger, tanned  by draughty garrets and trois-six. “But if she no longer wanted to be accosted, why did she run off with another man?”

Rateau grimaced with contempt and pity.

“This man she’s chosen, he’s impotent, good for nothing, faulty goods.”

“Ah …”

“It’s on account of my room that it’s all so disagreeable. The landlord doesn’t want a concierge who doesn’t have a wife.”

Good Lord, what a stroke of luck! thought Durtal. “Oh good, I was just on my way over to your place,” he said to des Hermies who, finding the key still in the door where Rateau had left it, had come in.

“Well, since the cleaning isn’t finished, why not descend like some god from your cloud of dust and come over to my place?”

Once out in the street, Durtal told his friend about the concierge’s conjugal misadventures.

“Oh,” said des Hermies, “many women would be only too happy to make such a fiery old man their lord and master! But how disgusting,” he added, seeing the walls of the houses around them covered with posters.

There was a veritable orgy of placards; everywhere, pieces of coloured paper spelt out the names Boulanger and Jacques in capital letters.

“All this, thank God, will be over by Sunday.”

“There’s only one way left to us now,” continued des Hermies, “to escape the horror of this life around us, and that’s not to raise our eyes, to always maintain an attitude of timid modesty. Then, by looking at nothing but the pavements, all one would see on the streets would be the inspection covers of the Popp Electrical Company. There are symbols on these metal plates, alchemical devices in relief, cogged wheels, talismanic characters, bizarre pentacles with suns, hammers and anchors: you could fool yourself you were living in the Middle Ages!”

“Yes, but then, so as not to be distracted by the awful crowds, you’d have to wear blinkers like a horse, and in front,  over your forehead, one of those peaked kepis from the African conquest, such as only schoolboys and army officers wear nowadays.”

Des Hermies sighed. “Come in,” he said, opening his front door. They settled themselves in a couple of armchairs and lit their cigarettes.

“All the same, I can’t quite get over that conversation with Gévingey the other night at Carhaix’s,” said Durtal, laughing. “This Doctor Johannès is really strange. I can’t help thinking about him. Look, do you sincerely believe in his miracle cures?”

“I’m forced to believe in them. I haven’t told you everything, because any doctor telling such stories would seem, to say the least, mad. Well, believe me, this priest works impossible cures. I knew him when he was still a member of the clergy in Paris, actually in connection with one of those recoveries about which I confess I understand nothing. My mother’s maid had a grown-up daughter who was paralysed in the arms and legs, she suffered dreadfully from pains in the chest, and would scream when anyone touched her. This had all come on, following no one knew what, in a single night, and she’d been in this state for almost two years. Sent back from all the hospitals in Lyon as incurable, she went to Paris, and, after a course of treatment at the Salpêtrière, she left without anyone ever knowing what was wrong with her and without any medication having done her the least bit of good. One day, she spoke to me about an ‘Abbé Johannès’ who, so she said, had cured people as ill as she was. I didn’t believe a word of it, but, given that this priest wouldn’t accept any money, I didn’t dissuade her from visiting him and out of curiosity I accompanied her when she went.

“She was put in a chair, and this small, lively and agile ecclesiastic took her hand. He placed one, then two, then three precious stones in her palm, one after the other, then he gently said to her: ‘Mademoiselle, you are the victim of consanguineous witchcraft.’

“I could hardly stop myself from laughing.

“‘Do you recall,’ he continued, ‘whether, two years  ago – since you have been paralysed for that length of time – you had a quarrel with a relative, male or female?’

“It was true, poor Marie had been unjustly accused of stealing a watch, part of a legacy, by an aunt who had sworn to be revenged.”

“‘And she was living in Lyon, this aunt?’

“She nodded yes.

“‘That’s not surprising,’ continued the priest, ‘in Lyon, among the people, there are a lot of bonesetters who know the art of casting spells, as it’s practised in the countryside. But rest assured, these people aren’t very powerful, they’re still in the infancy of this art. So, Mademoiselle, do you wish to be cured?’

“And after she’d said yes, he replied softly: ‘Well, that is sufficient, you may leave.’

“He didn’t touch her or prescribe her any medicine. I left, persuaded that this quack was either a charlatan or a madman, but when, three days later, she could lift up her arms, when this girl suffered no longer, and when, by the end of the week, she could walk, I had to give in to the evidence. I went to see this miracle-worker again, found a way of being useful to him in some way or other, and that’s how our relationship began.”

“But what methods does he use?”

“He proceeds like the Curé d’Ars, through prayer, then he evokes the hosts of Heaven, breaks the magic circle and drives off – ‘brings to order’, according to his own expression – the Spirits of Evil. I know perfectly well that it’s confusing, and that, as soon as I talk to my colleagues about the power of this man, they smile with a superior air or resort to the elaborate arguments they’ve invented to explain the cures worked by Christ or the Virgin. These apparently consist in impressing the imagination of the sufferer, suggesting to him the will to recover, persuading him that he’s in good health – hypnotising him in a waking state, as it were – and by these means twisted limbs straighten themselves, wounds disappear, the lungs of consumptives are repaired, cancers become harmless pimples, and the blind can see clearly! And this is all they’ve come up with to deny a supernatural element to  certain cures. You wonder why they don’t use this method themselves, since it’s so simple!”

“But haven’t they tried it?”

“Yes, for a few ailments. I’ve even assisted at some experiments that Doctor Luys has attempted. Well, it was a fine state of affairs! At the Charité, he had an unfortunate girl who was paralysed in both legs. They put her to sleep and then commanded her to get up. She tried in vain. Then two interns took her under the arms, but, sadly, her two dead legs gave way under her. Need I tell you that she couldn’t walk a step and that after dragging her in this fashion for a few paces, they put her back in bed without any result being achieved?”

“But Doctor Johannès doesn’t heal all sick people indiscriminately?”

“No, he only busies himself with illnesses caused by witchcraft. He himself admits that he’s unable to control any others, which, he says, are the province of physicians. He’s a specialist in Satanic ailments. Above all, he attends to the insane, who, according to him, are for the most part bewitched or possessed by Spirits, and, as a consequence, resistant to rest cures and cold showers.”

“And these stones you were telling me about, what use does he make of them?”

“Before answering your question, I should first explain the meanings and attributes of these stones. I shall be teaching you nothing new by telling you that Aristotle and Pliny – indeed, all the learned men of pagan times – attributed medical and divine virtues to them. According to them, agate and cornelian cheer you up, topaz consoles, jasper cures wasting diseases, hyacinth drives off insomnia, turquoise prevents falls or at least minimises their effects, and amethyst combats drunkenness.

“Catholic symbolism in its turn has usurped these stones and sees in them emblems of Christian virtues. So sapphire represents the noble aspirations of the soul, chalcedony represents charity, sardonyx and onyx represent candour, beryl allegorises theological science, hyacinth humility, while  ruby pacifies anger and emerald memorialises incorruptible faith.

“Then, as for magic …” and des Hermies got up and took down from his bookcase a tiny volume, bound like a prayer book, the title of which he showed to Durtal.

On the title page, it read: La Magie naturelle qui est les secrets et miracles de nature, mise en quatre livres par Jean-Baptiste Porta, Néapolitain. Then, lower down, à Paris, par Nicolas Bonfous, rue neuve Nostre Dame, à l’enseigne Saint Nicolas, 1584.

“Now natural magic,” continued des Hermies, leafing through the old book, “or rather the folk remedies of the time, gave a new meaning to these gems. Listen to this. After first extolling the virtues of an unknown stone, the ‘Alectorius’, which makes its possessor invisible – if you’ve extracted it from the stomach of a cock that’s been castrated for four years, or torn it from the ventricle of a hen, that is – Porta teaches us that chalcedony can win lawsuits, that cornelian can stem the flow of blood and ‘is also of use to women who are sick with their menses’, that hyacinth is proof against lightning and drives off poisons and plagues, that topaz subdues the lunatic passions, and that turquoise is of benefit against melancholy, the quarten ague and heart murmurs. Lastly, he assures us that sapphire preserves courage and keeps the members vigorous, and that an emerald, hung around the neck, guards against Saint John’s evil and shatters the moment the person wearing it is no longer chaste.

“As you can see, antiquity, Christianity and sixteenth- century alchemy agree little about the specific virtues of each stone. In almost every case, their more or less far-fetched significations, differ.

“Doctor Johannès has revised these beliefs, adopted and rejected many of them, and finally, for his part, he has acknowledged some new definitions. For him, amethyst is a good remedy for intoxication, above all for that moral intoxication, pride; ruby curbs the sexual impulse; beryl fortifies the will; and sapphire elevates one’s thoughts towards God. In short, he believes that each stone corresponds to a particular malady and also to a class of sin, and he asserts that once we’ve come  to master the active principal of each gem in chemical terms, we will not only have an antidote to numerous ailments, but also a protection against them. While waiting for this ideal – which might seem a trifle hare-brained – to be realised, and for lapidary chemists to give medicine a kick in the behind, Johannès uses precious stones to formulate his own diagnoses of evil spells.”

“But how?”

“He claims that when one places this or that stone in the hand, or on the afflicted part, of the victim of an evil spell, an aura is emitted by the stone, which he then holds in his fingers and examines. As regards this, he told me that a woman he didn’t know came in one day, and that she had suffered since her childhood from an incurable malady. It was impossible to get any specific answers from her. In any case, he discovered no trace of bewitchment. After having tried almost his whole series of stones, he took out a lapis lazuli, which corresponds according to him to the sin of incest. He put it in her hand and palpated it.

“‘Your illness,’ he said, ‘is the result of an act of incest.’

“‘But,’ she replied, ‘I haven’t come here to make a confession.’ Nevertheless, she ended up by admitting that her father had raped her, even before she’d reached puberty. All this is disturbing, contrary to received opinion, almost mad, but one finds oneself faced by at least one fact: this priest cures illnesses which we other doctors deem hopeless.”

“So much so,” Durtal added, “that the one and only astrologer we still have left in Paris, the astounding Gévingey, would be dead without his help. In any event, you say he’s well. But how the hell did it come about that the Empress Eugénie used to command him to cast her horoscopes?”

“But I already told you. They interested themselves greatly in magic at the Tuileries, under the Empire. The American, Daniel Douglas Home, was revered there almost as a god. Over and above his spiritualist seances, it was he who evoked the infernal spirits in that Court. It almost came to a bad end, one day. A certain Marquis had begged him to raise his wife from the dead. Home led him over to a bed in one of  the rooms, and left him alone. What happened to him? What frightful phantoms, what Ligeia rose up from the grave? The fact remains that this unfortunate was found dead at the foot of the bed, as if struck by lightning. This story was recently reported by Le Figaro, following incontestable information.

“Ah, one shouldn’t trifle with things beyond the grave, or dismiss the Spirits of Evil too readily. Some time ago, I knew a wealthy young man infatuated by the occult sciences. He was president of the Theosophical Society of Paris and he even wrote a little book on esoteric doctrine, published in the ‘Isis’ collection. Well, he wasn’t content, as the Péladans and Papuses of this world are, with knowing nothing, so he took himself to Scotland where diabolism is rife. There, he visited a man who, for a cash consideration, initiates you into the arcana of Satanism, and he put it to the test. Did he see him whom Bulwer Lytton in Zanoni calls ‘the dweller on the threshold’? I don’t know, but what is certain is that the young theosophist was overcome with horror and returned to France exhausted, half-dead.”

“So,” said Durtal, “it’s not all a bed of roses in that job! But tell me, once you go down that path, is it only possible to evoke the Spirits of Evil?”

“You don’t imagine that angels, who here below obey no one but Saints, would take orders from just anybody?”

“But there must be a middle path between the Spirits of the Light and the Spirits of Darkness, Spirits that are neither celestial, nor demonic … intermediaries, as it were … those, for example, who deliver themselves of such rank platitudes during spiritualist seances!”

“A priest told me, one evening, that these indeterminate, neutral ghosts inhabit their own invisible and natural region, a little like a small island, which is besieged on all sides by good and bad Spirits. They are driven back further and further, until they end up merging into one or other camp. Now, as a result of evoking these ghosts, occultists, who cannot of course attract angels, end up by drawing down Spirits of evil, and so, whether they want to or not, without even knowing it,  are driven into diabolism. And that, in a word, is where Spiritualism inevitably leads you.”

“Yes, and if you accept the disgusting notion that an idiotic medium can raise the dead, it’s all the more reason to recognise the mark of Satan in these practices.”

“Without a doubt. Whichever way you look at it, Spiritualism is a filthy business.”

“So, in a word, you don’t believe in theurgy, in white magic?”

“No, it’s a joke! It’s a fig-leaf that serves pranksters such as the Rosicrucians as a cover for their more repugnant attempts at black magic. None of them dares to admit he’s Satanising, and in spite of the all fine phrases these hypocrites and simpletons try to dress it up in, what do you think white magic consists of? And where do think it leads? Besides, the Church, which is not taken in by these tricksters, condemns both kinds of magic indiscriminately.”

“Ah,” said Durtal, after pausing to light a cigarette, “this is better than talking about politics or racing, but what a madhouse! and what to believe? Half of these doctrines are crazy, and the other half are so mysterious they sweep you away with them. Can Satanism be proved? Well, it’s a tall order, and yet it seems to be practically certain. But then, if you’re being logical about it, you must also believe in Catholicism and, in that case, there remains nothing more to do but pray, because ultimately Buddhism and all the other religions of that ilk aren’t big enough to compete with the religion of Christ.”

“Well then, believe!”

“I can’t, there’s a whole pile of dogmas in it which put me off and make me rebel.”

“I’m not certain about anything anymore,” replied des Hermies, “and yet there are moments when I sense that it’s coming, that I almost believe. What, in any case, is beyond doubt for me is that the supernatural exists, whether it be Christian or not. To deny it is to deny the evidence, to wallow in the trough of materialism, in the absurd pit of the free thinkers.”

“Even so, it’s annoying to be undecided like this. Oh, how I envy Carhaix and his solid faith.”

“You’re easy to please,” des Hermies replied. “Faith? why, it’s the breakwater of life, the one harbour in which a rudderless man can run aground in peace.”


CHAPTER XXII

“You like that?” said Mother Carhaix. “To give you a change, I cooked the pot-au-fer yesterday and kept the beef. So this evening you can have a vermicelli soup, a cold meat salad with pickled herrings and celery, some proper mashed potatoes and cheese, and a dessert. And then you shall taste the new cider we’ve just received.”

“Ah!” exclaimed des Hermies and Durtal together, who, while waiting for their meal were sipping a small glass of the elixir of long life. “Do you know, Madame Carhaix, your cooking is tempting us to the sin of gluttony. If it goes on much longer, we’ll end up like big-bellied Gamaches!”

“You will have your jokes! But this is very annoying, what’s keeping Louis so late.”

“He’s coming up,” said Durtal, who heard the noise of steps on the stone stairs of the tower.

“No, that’s not him,” she said as she opened the door, “those are Gévingey’s steps.”

And, indeed, dressed in his blue cloak and wearing his shapeless hat, the astrologer came in, bowed as if in a theatre, scraped the gems on his huge paws against the fingers of his audience as he shook hands, and asked for news of the bell-ringer.

“He’s at the carpenter’s. The oak beams that support the great bells are splitting, so much so that Louis is afraid that they’ll give way.”

“Oh no!”

“Have you any news of the election?” said Gévingey, and he pulled out his pipe and blew into it.

“No, in this quarter, you don’t get the results of the ballot until the evening, at about ten o’clock. All the same, the vote isn’t in any doubt, for Paris has gone mad. General Boulanger will get in hands down, that’s for sure.”

“As the proverb from the Middle Ages puts it, ‘When broad beans bloom, fools abound’. Although this isn’t the season for broad beans!”

Carhaix came in, made his excuses for being late and, while his wife brought in the soup, pulled on his house-shoes and replied to his friends who were questioning him:

“Yes, the damp has rusted the iron bands and rotted the wood. The beams are sagging. It’s about time the carpenter intervened. Indeed, he’s promised he’ll come here tomorrow without fail, with his men. All the same, I’m glad to be back. Out in the streets, everything confuses me, I feel dazed, confused, drunk. I’m never really comfortable except in my bell-tower or in this room. Here, wife, pass me that,” and he seized hold of the beef, herring and celery salad to give it a stir.

“What a smell!” cried Durtal inhaling the sharp odour of herring. “What that smell suggests! To me, it evokes a vision of a basket-funnel fireplace in which juniper twigs are crackling, set in a ground floor apartment whose door opens onto a great harbour. It seems to me there’s a sort of halo of tar and briny seaweed around these golden-smoked, rust-coloured pieces of flesh. It’s exquisite,” he added, tasting the salad.

“We’ll make it for you again, Monsieur Durtal,” said Carhaix’s wife, “since you’re so easy to please.”

“Alas,” said her husband smiling, “it’s the body that’s easy to satisfy. Now the soul! When I think of the disheartening aphorisms our friend here uttered the other evening … We are, however, praying for God to enlighten him. See here,” he said suddenly to his wife, “we’ll invoke Saint Nolasque and Saint Théodule, who are always represented with bells. They’re a bit partisan, and they’ll certainly intercede on behalf of those who revere them and their emblems.”

“It would need a first-class miracle to convince Durtal,” said des Hermies.

“Bells have, however, given rise to them,” declared the astrologer. “I recall having read – I no longer remember where – that angels rang the death-knell when Saint Isidore of Madrid lay dying.”

“And there are many others instances,” cried the bell- ringer. “Bells rang of their own accord when Saint Sigisbert was singing the De Profundis over the corpse of Placidus the  martyr, and when the body of Saint Ennemond, Bishop of Lyon, was thrown by his murderers into a boat with no oarsmen and no sail, they pealed in the same way, without anybody to set them in motion, as the boat passed down the Saône.”

“Do you know what I think?” said des Hermies looking at Carhaix. “I think you should work on a compendious hagiographic study, or prepare a learned folio on heraldry.”

“Why’s that?”

“Well, because you are, thank God, so removed from your own times, so fervent about the things that it’s ignorant of or that it execrates, that it would ennoble you even further! You are, my friend, a man who will never be understood by the generations to come. To ring bells and adore them, to devote oneself to the forgotten practices of this feudal art or to the monastic labours of the lives of the saints, to you, that would be perfection, to be so far from Paris, so wholly in the beyond, so far back in olden times.”

“Alas,” said Carhaix, “I’m only a poor man, and I know nothing, but the man you’ve just imagined does exist. In Switzerland, a bell-ringer has, I believe, been putting together a chronicle of heraldry for the last few years. It remains to be seen, though” he added with a smile, “whether his first occupation doesn’t get in the way of the other.”

“And the calling of the astrologer, don’t you think that it is even more discredited, even more neglected?” said Gévingey with bitterness.

“Now then … what about the cider, what do you think of it?” asked the bell-ringer’s wife. “It’s a little raw, hmm?”

“No … it’s got a bit of a kick, but it goes down a treat,” replied Durtal.

“My dear, serve the mashed potato, and don’t wait for me. I’ve made you late with all my talk of bells, and the hour of the Angelus is approaching. Don’t bother yourselves about me, eat, I’ll catch you up when I come down.”

And, while her husband lit his lantern and left the room, Carhaix’s wife carried in on a plate a kind of tart, encrusted with spots of caramel and a golden icing.

“Oh, ho!” said Gévingey, “but this isn’t mashed potato!”

“Yes it is, except that it’s been cooked au gratin in a baker’s oven. Taste it, I’ve put everything you should into it, it ought to be good.”

The fact is, it was very tasty and they all praised it. Then they fell silent, for it became impossible to hear themselves speak. This evening the bell was booming louder and clearer than ever. Durtal tried to analyse the noise, which seemed to make the room pitch. There was a sort of ebb and flow of sounds: first, the formidable shock of the clapper against the brass of the bell, which then gradually receded, as the reverberations diffused themselves as if being finely ground, and finally, the backswing of the clapper, whose fresh strike would add to the bronze mortar another sonorous wave, which it would pulverise and spit out, scattering it throughout the tower.

Then the peals sounded at longer intervals. It wasn’t long before there was just a humming, like a huge spinning top. A few drops remained, falling more slowly, and then Carhaix returned.

“What odd times we live in!” said Gévingey, thoughtfully. “We no longer believe in anything and we swallow everything. Every morning, we invent a new form of knowledge. At the present moment, it’s that clichéd set of commonplaces we call pedagogy which reigns. And yet no one reads the admirable Paracelsus anymore, who discovered everything and invented everything. Try telling your modern day congresses of the learned that, according to the great master, life is a drop of star essence, that each one of our organs corresponds to a planet and depends on it, that we are, as a consequence, an epitome of the divine sphere. Tell them – and this is something confirmed by experience – that every man born under the sign of Saturn is melancholy and phlegmatic, taciturn and solitary, dull and conceited, that this sombre planet imprints them with sluggishness, predisposes them to superstition and to fraud, that it presides over epilepsy and avarice, haemorrhoids and leprosy, that it is, alas, the great supplier of inmates for hospices and prisons, and they’ll make fun of you, they’ll  shrug their shoulders, these certifiable asses, these vainglorious pedants.”

“Yes,” said des Hermies, “Paracelsus was one of the most extraordinary practitioners of occult medicine. He understood those now-forgotten mysteries of the blood, the medical properties of light that are still unknown to this day. Professing, as indeed do the kabbalists, that human beings are composed of three parts – a material body, a soul, and an ethereal spirit, also called the astral body – he took pains above all about this last and operated on the external membrane of the body using procedures that are either incomprehensible or have fallen into disuse. He treated wounds not by attending to the tissues, but to the blood which came out of them. We’re even assured that he cured certain ailments!”

“Thanks to his profound understanding of astrology,” said Gévingey.

“But if the study of sidereal influences is so important,” Durtal asked, “why don’t you take students?”

“Students! Where could one dig up anyone who’d agree to work for twenty years without profit and without glory? Because before you can cast a horoscope, you must be an astronomer of the first rank, know mathematics thoroughly, and have long pored over the obscure Latin of the old masters. Besides, it’s also necessary to have a vocation and faith, and they’ve ceased to exist.”

“It’s the same for bell-ringers,” said Carhaix.

“Yes, Messieurs,” continued Gévingey, “the day the great sciences of the Middle Ages were engulfed by the systematic and hostile indifference of an impious people, that was the end of the soul in France. All that remains for us now is to fold our arms and to listen to the insipid proposals of a society which, turn and turn about, grins and grimaces.”

“Come on, it’s not as desperate as that, things will get better,” said Mother Carhaix in a conciliatory tone and, before she retired for the night, she shook each of her guests by the hand.

“The French people,” said des Hermies, pouring some water into the cafetière, “rather than becoming more gentle,  are becoming more greedy, more abject and more stupid with each passing century! Remember the Siege and the Commune, the unreasonable infatuations, the tumultuous, pointless hatreds, all the insanity of a malnourished populace, too far gone in drink, and armed? In no way do they resemble the naive and compassionate lower orders of the Middle Ages. Tell us then, Durtal, what the people did when Gilles de Rais was conducted to the stake.”

“Yes, tell us about that,” said Carhaix, his large eyes watering with the smoke of his pipe.

“Well, as you know, following his unprecedented crimes, the Marshal was condemned to be hanged and burned alive. Led back, after sentencing, to his jail cell, he addressed a last supplication to the bishop, Jean de Malestroit. He begged him to intercede on his behalf with the fathers and mothers of the children he had so ferociously violated and put to death, and that they be present at his torture.

“And these people whose hearts he had chewed up and spat out, sobbed with pity. He was no longer a demonic lord, but a poor man who was lamenting his crimes and who was about to confront the fearful anger of the Holy Presence, and, on the day of the execution, at nine o’clock in the morning, they travelled through the town in a long procession. They sang psalms in the streets, and bound themselves by an oath sworn in church to fast for three days, in a final attempt to assure by these means the repose of the Marshal’s soul.”

“We are far, as you can see, from American lynch law,” said des Hermies.

“Then,” continued Durtal, “at eleven o’clock, they came to seek out Gilles de Rais in his prison and they accompanied him to the meadow in Biesse, on which tall pyres, surmounted by gibbets, had been erected.

“The Marshal consoled his accomplices, kissed them, entreated them to have ‘a great aversion and contrition for their misdeeds’ and, beating himself on the breast, he begged the Virgin to spare them, while the clergy, the peasants and the people were psalming the sinister and importunate strophes from the Prayers for the Dead:



‘Nos timemus diem judicii

Quia mali et nobis conscii

Sed tu, Mater summu concilii,

Para nobis locum refugii

       O Maria!



Tunc iratus Judex …’



“Long live Boulanger!”

Amid a noise like the sea, rising up from the Place Saint- Sulpice to the tower, prolonged cries broke out: “Boulange … lange …”, then a hoarse voice, truly appalling, the voice of an oysterseller, of a pushcart peddler, made itself heard over the others, dominated all the cheers, and, again, it bawled: “Long live Boulanger!”

“The people are cheering the result of the election in front of the Town Hall,” said Carhaix disdainfully.

They all looked at each other.

“Behold the people of today!” said des Hermies.

“Ah, they wouldn’t acclaim a scholar or an artist like that, nay, not even that supernatural being, a saint,” grumbled Gévingey.

“Yet they did in the Middle Ages.”

“Yes, but then they were more naïve and less stupid,” continued des Hermies. “Besides, where are the saints now who could save them? You can’t repeat it too often, the cassocked of the present time have flawed hearts, dysenteric souls, slovenly and shifty minds! Or else they’re even worse, there’s a phosphorescent glow about them, like that of rotting flesh, which corrupts the flock they guard. They’re Canon Docres to a man, and they’re busy Satanising!”

“To think that this century of Positivists and atheists has overthrown everything except Satanism, which hasn’t retreated an inch.”

“That’s easily explained,” cried Carhaix, “Satanism is either overlooked or unknown. It was Father Ravignan, I believe, who argued that the Devil’s greatest trick was to get people to deny he exists!”

“My God, what storm-clouds of excrement are gathering on the horizon,” Durtal murmured sadly.

“No,” exclaimed Carhaix, “no, don’t say that. Here below, everything is ruined, everything is dead, but up above! Ah, I swear to you, the effusion of the Holy Spirit, the coming of the Divine Paraclete has been long awaited. The texts that announce Him are inspired, the future is thus assured. There will be a clear dawn.”

And, his head bowed and his hands together, he prayed ardently.

Des Hermies got up and took several paces round the room.

“That’s all very well,” he groaned, “but this century simply makes fun of Christ in his glory, it contaminates the supernatural and vomits on the Beyond. So what hope is there for the future, how can one delude oneself that they’ll grow up decent, these brats spawned by the stinking bourgeois of this filthy time? Brought up in this way, I ask myself what they’ll do with their lives, these people?”

“They’ll do the same as their fathers and mothers,” answered Durtal, “they’ll stuff their guts and excrete their souls through their backsides!”


NOTES




Chapter I

* … to write a history of Gilles de Rais. Gilles de Rais or Retz (1404–40) was a high ranking Breton who became marshal of France at the age of twenty-five. He fought alongside Joan of Arc in a number of battles and it was after her capture that he retired to his estates in Brittany, where he is alleged to have experimented with alchemy and with black magic, and indulged in a series of murderous orgies. He was later accused of kidnapping and murdering over 150 local children. He was hanged at Nantes, after a trial which ended with his confession.

… I don’t reproach Naturalism. By 1891, the year in which Là- Bas was published, Huysmans had become disillusioned with Naturalism and was, like his alter-ego, Durtal, looking for a literary form that could replace it. Although Huysmans was never a typical Naturalist, his first four novels – Marthe, histoire d’un fille (1876), Les Soeurs Vatard (1879), En Ménage (1881), and A Vau-l’Eau (1882) – were all ostensibly Naturalist in form and dealt with the kind of subject matter that made Naturalism so notorious at the time, such as prostitution, sexual infidelity, bourgeois corruption, and so on. Huysmans’ first major shift in attitude came with A Rebours (1884), but it was only in Là-Bas that he made his dissatisfactions public for the first time. The opening two chapters of the novel are extended discussions on the failings of Naturalism and what literary form could possibly take its place. In a letter to the novelist Louis de Robert, Huysmans wrote that the views expressed there were “basically a summary of what I think about art”.

L’Assommoir first appeared in serial form in 1876. Its picture of working class life, dwelling on the degrading aspects of drink, scandalised French society and added to the impression that the Naturalists were only interested in degraded and sordid aspects of life. Huysmans, who had made Zola’s acquaintance in the same year and who went on to become a  close friend and colleague, wrote a long defence of the book and its author, which was published over four issues of L’Actualité in 1877.

… thick stucco. The word Huysmans actually uses is a now obsolete term, ‘badigeon’ which the Shorter Oxford English Dictionary defines as, ‘a mixture of plaster and freestone ground together, used by builders for filling up defects in their work.’

… these are its only diatheses. Diatheses: ‘A permanent condition of the body which renders it liable to certain special diseases.’ (SOED)

* Le Ventre de Paris (1873) is Émile Zola’s novel set against the backdrop of the old food market at Les Halles.

… and Monsieur Homais. Monsieur Homais, a character in Gustave Flaubert’s Madame Bovary (1857). An apothecary and anti-cleric, Homais represents the values of the typical French bourgeois.

… his best disciple, Rosny. J-H Rosny was the collective pseudonym of two brothers, Joseph-Henri (1856–1940) and Séraphin-Justin Rosny (1859–1948). Their novels often had a scientific setting. In 1887, they put their name to the controversial Manifest des Cinq, which denounced Zola’s novel La Terre on the grounds of immorality.

* … I would rather call it ‘conciergism’. The word Huysmans actually uses is one of his own invention, ‘cloportisme’, from the French word for wood-louse, ‘cloporte’. However, the word also became slang for concierge, derived from it’s punning on ‘clos-porte’, or door keeper.

… that Matteï treatment. Count Cesare Matteï (1809–1896), an Italian doctor and a generous supporter of the Holy See. He invented a series of secret remedies and patent medicines which were supposed to cure fevers, scrofula, dysentery and cancer. One of his principal works was translated into French, under the title Médecine électro-homéopathique, ou nouvelle thérapeutique expérimentale, and published in Nice in 1883. He was later denounced as a fraud. In En Rade (1889), Huysmans described Matteï’s secret formula as a ‘magisterium’, or master principle of nature, that schismatics among the homeopathy movement referred to as ‘green electricity’.

* … adolescent productions of Cherbuliez and of Feuillet. Victor Cherbuliez (1829–99) wrote popular novels, sensationalist in tone, but set against a historical background. Octave Feuillet (1821–90), one of the most popular novelists of his time, is mainly remembered now for his romantic and sentimental Roman d’un jeune homme pauvre (1858).

… tear-jerking tales of Theuriet and George Sand. Claude- Adhémar-André Theuriet (1833–1907) was a popular novelist of small-town provincial life. George Sand (1804–76) was a prolific writer whose output included romantic novels and simple, idyllicised romances of country life.

* … Orléanists of the true-to-life-technique. After the 1848 Revolution, the monarchists were divided into two factions, the Bourbon Legitimists, and the Orléanists, supporters of the younger –Orléans – branch of the royal family. The Orléanists were generally identified with liberal and bourgeois principles.

… ‘Can I bring the little girl?’ In Balzac’s La Cousin Bette (1847), Baron Hulot, at the end of a life of philandering which has caused the ruin of himself and his family, leaves his faithful wife and disappears into the back streets of Paris to live an anonymous life taking up and corrupting one street girl after another. During this time, the family fortune is recovered, but when his wife discovers him living with a girl of fifteen-and-a-half and pleads for him to come home to start a new life, the Baron characteristically cannot give up his obsession and asks if he can bring the girl with him.

… that astonishing author, Ernest Hello. Ernest Hello (1825–85) was the author of numerous critical and philosophical essays. He influenced the revival of Roman Catholicism in the late nineteenth century, though his tendency to mysticism put off as many people as it attracted. For a more extended analysis of Hello’s style, see Huysmans’ A Rebours, Chapter 12.

* … a crucifixion by Matthias Grünewald. Huysmans became fascinated with Matthias Grünewald (c1460–1528), one of the great German painters of the sixteenth century, after a visit to Cassel in 1888. Grünewald’s work, which was both grittily Naturalistic and upliftingly transcendental, provided a springboard for Huysmans’ evolving aesthetic theories and was central to his formulation of ‘spiritual naturalism’.

* … The Sanies stage had begun. Sanies: ‘A thin foetid pus mixed with serum or blood, secreted by a wound or ulcer.’ (SOED)

* … the eclampsia of his features. Eclampsia: ‘Epileptiform convulsions dependent on some actual disturbance of the nervous centres caused by anatomical lesions.’ (SOED)

… certain pages of Anne Emmerich’s. Anne Catherine Emmerich (1774–1824) was an Augustinian nun and stigmatic who claimed to converse with Jesus and whose vivid accounts of her visions of the Passion were published in 1833 by Klemens Brentano. She was beatified a year after the publication of Là-Bas.

… and exsurgent. Exsurgent: ‘Rising up above the rest.’ (SOED)

… some of Ruysbroeck’s mystical utterances. Jan van Ruysbroeck (1293–1381), perhaps the greatest Flemish mystic of the era, founded a religious community at Groenendaal. He was much influenced by a female mystic, Hadewijch, who used the metaphor of bride and groom to describe the relationship between the soul and God. One of Ruysbroeck’s treatises is entitled ‘The Spiritual Espousals’ and follows the text, Ecce sponsus venit, exite obviam ei (see below). In A Rebours, Huysmans described Ruysbroeck as ‘a thirteenth century mystic whose prose presented an incomprehensible but attractive amalgam of gloomy ecstasies, tender raptures, and violent rages.’

* … there was no premotion. Premotion: ‘Motion or impulse given beforehand; especially applied to divine action held to determine the will of the creature.’ (SOED)

* … Credo quia absurdum of St Augustine and repeat with Tertullian. St Augustine (354–430) was the greatest of the Latin fathers of the early Church, and Tertullian (c.160-c.225) was an early Christian moralist, philosopher and theologian. As the initiator of ecclesiastical Latin, the latter was instrumental in shaping the thought and vocabulary of Western Christianity. Huysmans seems to have mixed up his sources a little: it was Tertullian who wrote ‘Certum est quia impossibile est’ (It is certain because it is impossible) in De Carne Christi.




Chapter II

* … extravasating and vomiting bile. Extravasating: In anatomy, the act of forcing out from the natural arteries, veins, capillaries or ducts.

* … a salivating Institute. Institut de France, a learned society which unites five academies of learning: Académie française; Académie des inscriptions et belles-lettres; Académie des sciences; Académie des beaux-arts; and the Académie des sciences morales et politiques.

… the ancient Clio. In Greek mythology, Clio was the muse of history. The Sphinx famously posed the eternal questions, Who are we? Where are we going? Where did we come from?

… this is just what Michelet did. Jules Michelet (1798–1874) was a French historian whose L’histoire de France (1830) is perhaps the best nineteenth century example of history as Romantic narrative. It is underpinned by the notion that history is primarily a consequence of geographical factors. From 1838, Michelet held the Chair of History at the Collège de France, where his democratic sympathies increasingly began to find expression in his lectures. Michelet’s historical determinism and democratic fervour found no favour with Huysmans.

* … in the wake of Monsieur Taine. Hippolyte Taine (1828– 1893), French historian, philosopher and critic. He attempted to explain artistic and literary works, as well as history itself, through the influence of three major factors: ‘de la race, du milieu, du temps’ (race, environment, and the period). Taine felt that events in history and psychology could be solved by the same methods of collecting and analysing facts as would be employed in solving a physical problem.

… that Theodora was chaste. Theodora (c497–548), wife of Justinian I and a Byzantine empress, one of the most influential women of the Byzantine era. When young, she was an actress and gave birth to at least one child out of wedlock. Justinian was attracted by her beauty, made her his mistress, raised her to the rank of patrician, and married her in 525.

… that Jan Steen never drunk a drop. Jan Steen (1626–1697) one of the leading Dutch painters of the 17th century. He frequently painted tavern scenes – his father was a brewer and he himself at one time kept an inn – and was therefore reputed to be an enormous drinker.

… has deloused Villon. François Villon (1431-c1463) was one of France’s greatest lyric poets. He was notorious for a life of criminal excess and spent much of his time either in prison or in banishment from his native Paris. Robert Louis Stevenson wrote of the ‘Ballade de la Gross Margot’ (The Ballad of Fat Meg), Villon’s bequest to a prostitute, that it ‘stands forth in flaming reality, gross and ghastly, as a thing written in a contraction of disgust’.

* … Abbé Bossard’s biography. Huysmans based his account of Gilles de Rais on Abbé Eugène Bossard’s biography, which was published in 1885.

… partisans of the Naundorff cause. Of the dozens of pretenders to the French throne (‘faux dauphins’), perhaps the best known was Karl Willhelm Naundorff (1787–1845), a Prussian clockmaker whose claim to be Louis XVII was taken seriously in some quarters – seriously enough that he was eventually tried. Huysmans’ reference to Naundorff, who died nearly 50 years before the publication of Là-Bas, is not, however, an anachronism. In 1851 and again in 1874, Naundorff’s children, notably his son, Louis-Charles, raised fruitless actions against the Comte de Chambord, the grandson of Charles X and a Legitimist claimant to the throne. Numerous occultists were associated with the Naundorff circle and Huysmans had originally intended Là-Bas to be a novel set on the fringes of the clerical world, centring on the partisans of the Naundorff case. In 1998 genetic tests were carried out, at the request of one of Naundorff’s descendants, which proved almost conclusively that Naundorff was a fraud.

* … while Madame Rousseil, a recent convert. Marie-Suzanne- Rosalie Rousseil (1841–1911) was a well-known actress and the author of an autobiographical novel and numerous impassioned poems.




Chapter III

* … a strong aroma of trois-six. A strong alcohol that got its name because if you mixed three measures of it with three measures of water the resultant spirit was the equivalent of six measures of ordinary whisky.

* … in one of Paris’s passages. The passages are a web of early nineteenth-century shopping arcades, often glass-covered, situated north of the Louvre.

* … composed chiefly of works on bells. For specific bibliographic information on the works mentioned by Huysmans, see Pierre Lambert’s ‘J.-K. Huysmans, les bouquins et la bibliothèque de Carhaix, le sonner de Saint-Sulpice’, which was published in the Bulletin de la société J.-K. Huysmans in March 1929.

… singing out the canonical hours. The canonical hours of prayer are rung at intervals of three hours throughout the day, beginning with prime, at six o’clock in the morning, and ending with compline, at nine o’clock at night.




Chapter IV

* … La Hire and Xaintrailles, Beaumanoir and Chabannes, Dunois and Gaucourt. Etienne de Vignolles, called La Hire, (c1390– 1443), accompanied Joan of Arc at the siege of Orleans and failed in his attempt to rescue her from prison at Rouen. Jean Poton de Xaintrailles was a friend of La Hire and companion of Joan of Arc. Antoine de Chabannes (c1408–1488) was a French soldier in the Hundred Years War. He also served with Joan of Arc and distinguished himself at the siege of Orléans. Jean de Dunois (c1403–1468), was a French general who had charge of the defense of Orléans when it was relieved by Joan of Arc. Raoul de Gaucourt took part in the battle of Montargis (1427), in which Charles VII army defeated the English.

* … the des Esseintes of the fifteenth century. A reference to the central character in Huysmans’ novel, A Rebours (1884), Duc Jean Floressas des Esseintes. Des Esseintes, a hyper-refined  aristocrat, became the archetypal figure of the decadent, and the novel itself, in Arthur Symons’ words, ‘the breviary of the Decadence’.




Chapter V

* … than Exili’s long-lost poisons. A mysterious figure who was said to have been the lover of Marquise de Brinvilliers and the tutor of Saint-Croix. An adept in the art of poisoning, he spent five months in the Bastille in 1663.

… artificially coloured with fuscin. Fuscin is a dark-coloured substance obtained from animal oils.

… perfumed with furfurol. Furfurol is a volatile oil obtained by distilling bran with dilute sulphuric acid.

* … incline towards Manichaeism. A dualistic religion which was founded in third century Persia by the ‘Apostle of Light’, Mani (216-c274), who saw himself as the last in a long line of prophets that included Buddha and Jesus Christ. Manichaeism has many similarities with aspects of Gnosticism, especially in its focus on secret teachings and the dualistic split between good and evil, spirit and matter. A number of Christian heresies, such as Catharism and the Albigensianism, have a marked similarity to Manichaen ideas and were probably influenced by them.

… An eminent man named Psellus. Michael Psellus (1018– 1078) was a Byzantine philosopher, theologian and statesman who attempted to integrate Platonic philosophy with Christian doctrine. His work helped to initiate a renewal of classical learning that later influenced the Italian Renaissance. De operatione Daemonum was published in the original Greek in Paris in 1615.

* … the investigations of Sprenger and Lancre. Johann Sprenger was the author, together with Henry Kraemer, of the notorious Malleus Malificarum (The Hammer of the Witches). This treatise on witches and demonology, written by two Dominican friars, was accepted as an authoritative source of information on Satanic practices, from its first appearance in the late 1480s until the middle of the eighteenth century.  Pierre de Lancre, who died in Paris c1630, was the author of several treatises on witchcraft. He was reputed to have been especially severe in conducting prosecutions of those tried for sorcery.

* … the possessed of Loudun. A reference to the case of Urbain Grandier (1590–1634), the priest who was tried, tortured and sent to the stake for supposedly bewitching a number of nuns at the Ursuline convent at Loudun.

* Les Annales de la Sainteté au XIXe siècle was a paper produced and edited in Paris by Abbé Joseph-Antoine Boullan (1824– 93) after his release from prison by the Holy Office in Rome on charges of fraud and indecency. He was later forced to leave the church in 1875 after another scandal, not just because of the heretical views propounded in his paper, but because of his unconventional attitude towards sex. Boullan held that since Adam and Eve fell through sexual intercourse, it was through sex that man could be redeemed, and believed that sex with someone on a higher spiritual plane than oneself raised one’s own spiritual level. Rumours began to circulate that he taught nuns a method of auto- hypnosis by which they could dream they were having sexual intercourse with the saints or with Jesus Christ. After leaving the Catholic church, Boullan became a Vintrassian high priest (see below). When Huysmans began his investigations into contemporary Satanism, he wrote to Boullan for information on the subject, and they began to correspond. Despite Boullan’s past, Huysmans was favourably impressed with the charismatic miracle-worker and portrayed him under the name of Doctor Johannès. In the novel, Doctor Johannès believes that he is being subjected to a form of spiritual warfare by the Rosicrucians. This undoubtedly stems from the fact that in the late 1880s, two high-ranking members of the Rose + Croix, Stanislaus de Guaita and Oswald Wirth, wrote a public condemnation of the ex-abbé’s activities, prompting him to believe that the Rosicrucians were out to kill him.

La Voix de la Septaine was the official journal of Pierre- Michel-Eugéne Vintras, the founder of a mystical sect and self-styled ‘New Elijah’ who had been excommunicated by the Church. Published in Tilly-sur-Seulles, where Vintras  himself died in 1875, the journal was published between 1842–46.

* … under the direction of Longfellow. This is not, as Huysmans himself believed at one time, the poet, Longfellow, but a Scottish occultist and Satanist of the same name. See Huysmans’ letter to Arij Prins, 19 February 1890.

*  … the accounts of Gaufredy and Madeleine Palud, of Urbain Grandier and Madeleine Bavent, of Girard the Jesuit and of La Cadière. Gaufredy was executed in 1611 in Provence for seducing a penitent, Magdeleine de la Palud, at the confessional, supposedly by means of witchcraft. Grandier was executed in 1634 for his part in the possession of nuns at Loudun (see above). Madeline Bavent was a nun who, after being seduced by a priest, was supposedly involved in Satanic practices. She died in prison in 1647. Father Girard was a Jesuit priest whose attempts to seduce one of his parishioners, Catherine Cadière of Toulon, caused her to suffer stigmata and hysterical convulsions. Girard was tried before the Parliament of Aix and sent to the stake in 1731.

* … Canon Docre. Huysmans based the figure of Canon Docre on a real person, Abbé van Haecke, a chaplain living in Bruges. Huysmans suspected him of being a Satanist, but though he was subject to an Ecclesiastical enquiry, no firm charges were ever brought against him.




Chapter VI

* … it was a picture by an unknown painter. The picture is thought to be ‘Saint Jerome in the desert’ by the Flemish painter Joachim Patinir (1485–1524). It now hangs in the Louvre.

* … Ecce sponsus venit, exite obviam ei. ‘Behold the Bridegroom comes, go forth to meet him.’ Matthew 25.6.

… the art of a purified Ostade. The painter Adriaen van Ostade (1610–1695) was born and worked in Haarlem. Most of his paintings were of rustic or peasant scenes, though one of his paintings of 1661 was entitled ‘An Alchemist’.

… and of a Thierry Bouts. The painter Thierry Bouts (c1400–  1475) was born in Haarlem, but was known to have worked in Louvain. Influenced by Rogier van der Weyden, many of his subjects were religious, such as the altarpiece of the sacrament, for St Peter’s in Louvain.

* … the writings of Albertus Magnus. Albertus Magnus (c1200– 1280) was a Dominican theologian and philosopher. Born in Swabia, he studied Aristotelian philosophy in Paris and Cologne, and was the teacher of Thomas Aquinas. Many of the hermetical works attributed to him are forgeries. Albertus’ works present a compendium of Western knowledge of the time, especially in philosophy and the natural sciences.

… Arnald Villenova. Arnald of Villenova (1235–1310) was a Spanish doctor and alchemist. Born in Catalonia, he studied the chemical properties and effects of alcohol.

… Raymond Lull. Raymond Lull (1235–1315) was a Spanish writer and alchemist. He founded a college for the study of Arabic and was stoned to death on a visit to Africa for preaching against Islam. His Ars magna sciendi is one of the most fascinating works of scholarship of its time.

… Nicolas Flamel’s manuscripts. Nicolas Flamel (1330–1418) studied law at the University of Paris, where his generosity was such that it was rumoured he must have been an alchemist to have acquired such wealth. Works attributed to him include Le Sommaire philosophique, L’Explication des figures hiéroglyphiques du cimetière des Saints-Innocents à Paris, and Le Désir désiré.

… Spondent pariter quas non exhibent. Pope John XII delivered his treatise against dishonest alchemists in 1317.

… Asch-Mézareph. A hermetico-kabbalistic text by the German born astrologer, philosopher and priest known by the name of Abraham the Jew (1362–1460). He was said to have been initiated into the magic arts by a sage, Abra- Melin, whom he met on the banks of the Nile, after which he returned to Germany and began to practise alchemy. An eighteenth-century French translation of his most famous work, The Book of the Sacred Magic of Abra-Melin the Mage – which was to have a powerful influence on Aleister Crowley’s ideas – is kept at the Bibliothèque de l’Arsenal.

… annotated by Eliphas Lévi. Eliphas Lévi (1816–1875) was  the pseudonym of Alphonse-Louis Constant. One of the most bizarre figures of the nineteenth century, Constant, who was a defrocked Roman Catholic priest, was by turns a proto-feminist, a Freemason, a radical socialist and a mystical philosopher. He was instrumental in stimulating interest in Eastern esoteric philosophy during the latter half of the nineteenth century.

* … the great magisterium. Magisterium: ‘A master principle of nature; a potent transmuting or curative quality or agency; a substance that has this quality, e.g. the philosopher’s stone. A product or result of transmutation. The concentrated essence of a substance.’ (SOED)

* … the ‘athanor’. Athanor: “A digesting furnace used by the alchemists, in which a constant heat was maintained by a self-feeding apparatus.” (SOED)

* … Dumas, the master of contemporary science. Jean-Baptiste Dumas (1800–1884), the chemist who determined the atomic weight of a great number of the elements and thereby laid the foundations of modern physics.

… and Berthelot. Marceline Berthelot (1827–1907), a Parisian chemist, the author of works on organic synthesis and thermochemistry.

… the chemist Van Helmont. Jan Baptista van Helmont (1577– 1644), celebrated Belgian physician who systematised and developed Paracelsus’ theories.

… During the same period, Helvetius. Johannes Freidrich Schweitzer (1625–1709), also known as Helvetius, was initially an opponent of alchemy but made a volte-face in 1666 after he claimed to have been given a tiny fragment of the Philosopher’s Stone by a visiting stranger, Elias the Artist. After melting lead in a crucible and dropping in the Stone wrapped in beeswax, the whole of the crucible’s contents apparently turned to gold. Two assayers from the imperial mint pronounced it genuine. Despite Huysmans’ assertion that Spinoza, who was called into verify the matter, confirmed the results, there is nothing in Spinoza’s letters about the incident to support this.

… and Spinoza. Benedict de Spinoza (1632–1677), Dutch- Jewish philosopher, one of the chief proponents of seventeenth-century Rationalism.

* … that mysterious man, Alexander Seton. Seton was a Scottish alchemist whose date and place of birth are unknown. Seton became friends with a Dutch sailor, James Haussen, who later claimed to have seen Seton transmute a piece of alchemical gold on March 13, 1602.




Chapter VII

* … it’s a Plantin! Christophe Plantin (1520–1589) was a French printer renowned for the quality of his work. He published a celebrated polyglot edition of the Bible.

… Anatomie de la messe. Pierre du Moulin was a professor of philosophy at Leyden and a protestant pastor. The book’s subtitle makes du Moulin’s intentions clearer, as it aims to prove, from Holy Scripture and from testimonies from the early Church, that the Mass was contrary to the word of God.

* … by prescribing moxa. The dried leaves of Artemisa Moxa, which is burned on the skin as a counter-irritant.

* … when old Paré. Ambroise Paré (c1509–1590) was physician to Henry II, François II, Charles IX and Henry III. He was renowned for having discovered the body’s arterial system and published a number of scientific works.

* … has a boyish name which suits her well. Although Hyacinthe, the name of a flower, was considered a girl’s name, in Greek mythology it was the name of Apollo’s boy lover.




Chapter VIII

* … hunchback, like ‘la fée Carabosse’. This was the bad fairy of traditional folk stories, who perennially cast her malicious spells at christenings.

… a face like Madame Sévigné’s. Marie de Rabutin-Chantal, Marquise de Sévigné (1626–96), best known for her posthumously published letters, which provide a witty, engaging portrait of the social life of the period, especially the nobility and those at court.

… loose and inermous. Inermous: ‘Destitute of prickles or thorns, unarmed.’ (SOED)

* … whom he exulcerates. Exculcerate: ‘To aggravate, to break out into ulcers.’ (SOED)

… all the modern theories of Lombroso and Maudsley. Cesare Lombroso (1835–1909) was an Italian criminologist who attempted to prove a link between criminal psychopathology and physical or constitutional defects. He believed there was a hereditary, or atavistic, class of criminals who were, in effect, biological throwbacks to a more primitive stage of human evolution. His theories are now totally discredited. Dr Henry Maudsley (1835–1918) was an English pathologist and physician who worked at the Manchester asylum.

… Comprachicos of the human psyche. Huysmans probably came across the term comprachicos in Victor Hugo’s L’Homme qui rit (The Man Who Laughs), which was published in 1869. The comprachicos were a group of strange, seventeenth century vagrants, who kidnapped children, deformed or mutilated them and then sold them as exhibits for travelling freak- shows. In his general reaction against materialism, alienists or psychiatrists, those who sought to explain away the human mind in terms of physiology were obviously a prime target for Huysmans’ dissatisfaction.

* … in clothes of goldworked lozengy. Lozengy: A term in heraldry denoting a particular diamond-shaped pattern created by the intersection of diagonally-drawn lines.

* … Saint Peter Damian. Peter Damian (1007–72) was born in Ravenna in Italy. In his late thirties, he became prior of a hermitage near Gubbio. He corresponded with numerous notables, among them Pope Leo IX, attacking abuses of the clergy, especially those of simony and licentiousness.




Chapter IX

* … steal from Fabre d’Olivet. Antoine Fabre d’Olivet (1767– 1825) was a minor writer who is perhaps best remembered for Le Troubador, poésies occitaniques (1803), a collection of supposedly medieval verse. He later turned to occultism, and was working on a philosophical history of mankind when he died.

* … Péladan, for one. Joséphin Péladan (1858–1918), was a larger-than-life figure, novelist, mystic and eccentric, he personified the occult revival of the 1880s and 90s. His novel Le Vice suprême was the first in a series which he titled La décadence latine. He was given to dressing eccentrically, and could be seen in medieval dress, ruffles and Oriental robes. He adopted the title ‘Sar’ (‘king’ in Assyrian). In 1888, Péladan and de Guaita revived the Ordre Kabbalistique de la Rose + Croix. Between 1892 and 1898, Péladan organised six Salons des Rose + Croix, in which artists such as Georges Roualt, George Minne, Edmond Aman-Jean, Carlos Schwabe and Emile Bernard exhibited.

… is William Crookes. William Crookes (1832–1819) was born in London and began his career as a chemist, being made a Fellow of the Royal Society in 1863, principally for his discovery of the element Thallium. He later became interested in spiritualism and was a prominent member of the Society for Psychical Research, ‘investigating’ several leading spiritualists of the period, such as Daniel Douglas Home, Florence Cook and Kate Fox. Because of his scientific credentials, Crookes helped convince many sceptics that there was some truth to spiritualist phenomena, which he claimed to investigate under objective, scientific conditions. However, Crookes was not as objective as he like to claim – his initial impulse towards spiritualism came from his desire to contact his beloved younger brother, who died prematurely at the age of twenty-one in 1867 – nor were his ‘experiments’ conducted with any great degree of rigour. It has also been claimed that Crookes’s investigation into the medium, Florence Cook, whom he pronounced to be genuine, was simply a cover for their affair. He was president of the SPR between 1896–99, and was knighted and made president of the Royal Society in 1897.

* … among the Fox family. On December 11, 1847, two teenage sisters, Katherine and Margaretta Fox, claimed to hear a mysterious rapping noise coming from the room in their farmhouse close to New York. Almost overnight, they became famous as table-rappers taking messages from the spirit world. Some years later, Margaretta confessed in public that the two girls had made the noises by cracking their double-jointed toes against the floorboards.

* … long-winded school usher. Huysmans’ opinion of ushers wasn’t particularly high. In En Ménage, he describes an usher, Bourdat, who has ‘a threadbare suit that was known in every low bar in Paris, a mangy old hat, a slimy moustache, a pimply skin, and eyes that positively oozed lechery. He used to kiss the younger boys, rifle our pocket-money, confiscate our cigarettes to smoke himself, sell the books he borrowed from us, get drunk as a lord, and then force us to pay him two francs each if we didn’t want a gating. He was a remarkable specimen.’

… Del Rio and Bodin, for example. Martin Antonio Del Rio S.J. (1551–1608), wrote extensively on demonology, including his study of witchcraft Disquisitionum magicarum (1599), and was considered an authority on the subject. Jean Bodin (1520–96) studied and taught Law at Toulouse. He moved to Paris in 1560, where he wrote La Démonomanie des sorciers (1580) to prove the existence of sorcerers and to establish the legality of the Church’s condemnation of them.

* … for Sinistrari d’Ameno. Lodovico Maria Sinistrari d’Ameno (1622–1701). The vivid and erotic content of his most famous work, De Daemonialitate, et Incubis et Succubis (On Demonology, Incubi and Succubi), was such that it was translated into French and published in Paris in 1876, under the title De la démonalité et des animaux incubes et succubes, by Isidore Liseux, an unfrocked monk who published fine editions of French and Italian erotica.

… even Görres. Joesph von Görres (1776–1848), taught natural science in Koblenz and lectured at Heidelberg, where he became acquainted with the leaders of German Romanticism. In 1824 he formally returned to the Roman Catholic church and three years later became professor of history at the University of Munich, where he became the centre of an influential group of liberal Roman Catholic scholars. A spokesman in several Catholic controversies of the time, his most renowned work was the monumental, four-volume Christliche Mystik (Christian Mysticism) which was published between 1836–42. A French translation in five volumes appeared between 1854–55 under the title La mystique divine, naturelle et diabolique and it was most likely this edition that Huysmans used.

* … Voragine recounts that a priest. Jacobus de Voragine (c1230– 1298) a Dominican monk, famed for preaching throughout northern Italy. His publications included Legenda aurea (The Golden Legend), a popular collection of the lives and miracles of the saints, as well as accounts of the lives of Christ and the Virgin Mary. The Legenda was widely read in the Middle Ages, and translated into most western European languages.

* … The experiments of Beaunis, of Liégeois, of Liébaut and of Bernheim are conclusive. Henri-Etienne Beaunis (1830–1921), Jules Liégeois (1833–1908), Ambroise-Auguste Liébeault (1823–1904) and Hippolyte Bernheim (1837–1919) were all leading exponents of hypnotism. Freud consulted both Liébeault and Bernheim while writing his Studies in Hysteria.

* … Charcot has clearly and unequivocally ascertained. Jean-Martin Charcot (1825–1893), the celebrated pathologist, was born in Paris where he also studied. He later became professor at the Salpêtrière, where he did much work on nervous diseases and hysteria and made hypnotism a scientific study. Charcot believed that Christian mystics and those claiming to be, or diagnosed as, possessed by demons were in fact suffering from hysterical symptoms. Sigmund Freud attended his lectures and his early work owed something to Charcot’s theories.




Chapter XI

* … which overwhelmed Sergeant Bertrand. Sergeant Bertrand, a French army officer of the 73rd Infantry regiment, was one of the most notorious necrophiliacs of the nineteenth century. In late 1848, Bertrand, the ‘Vampire of Montparnasse’, was caught disinterring the bodies of women from Montparnasse cemetery in Paris and committing violent sexual acts on them. He was sentenced to one year in prison. His case is mentioned in Ambroise Tardieu’s Attentats aux Moeurs, and in Krafft-Ebing’s Psychopathia sexualis.

* … exostoses and ulcers. Exostoses: ‘A diseased condition of plants, in which hard woody projections grow from the main stem.’ (SOED)




Chapter XII

* … told by the good Perrault. Charles Perrault (1628–1703), was a poet and critic. His Contes de ma mère l’Oye (1697) was a collection of fairy-tales that contained, among others, ‘La Barbe-bleue’ (Bluebeard) and ‘Le Maitre Chat ou le chat botté’ (Puss in Boots).

* … I will call Pygmalionism. A reference to the myth of Pygmalion and Galatea, the most common version of which is given in Ovid’s Metamorphoses. Pygmalion, the King of Cyprus, is obsessed by thoughts of women and sex, so he decides to sleep alone and take up art as a distraction. However, the ivory sculpture he produces is more beautiful than any woman he has ever seen and he begins to fall in love with it, his passion bringing the statue, Galatea, to life. Jean-Léon Gérôme exhibited a striking painting on this theme, Pygmalion et Galatée in 1890.




Chapter XIV

* … rabble-rousing of General Boulanger. George Ernest Jean Marie Boulanger (1837–1891), was a French general who served in Italy, China, the Franco-German war, and against the Commune. Supported by leading Royalists, he led a short-lived but influential authoritarian movement that nearly overthrew the Third Republic. In the elections of 1889, Boulanger was returned as a deputy with a huge majority, and on the announcement of the results crowds urged him to take over the government immediately. Boulanger, much to his supporters chagrin, refused, and spent the evening with his mistress. Two months later, the new government prosecuted him for treason. Boulanger lost his nerve and fled the country. With his schemes in ruins and rapidly declining public support, he shot himself in Brussels, in 1891, over the grave of his mistress, Marguerite de Bonnemains, who had died just two months previously.

* … the likes of Monsabré and the Didon. Jacques Monsabré (1827–1907), a Dominican born at Blois, was renowned for his oratory. He preached for 20 years at Notre-Dame de Paris  and conceived a plan of expounding the whole of Catholic dogmatic theology. Henri Didon (1840–1900), a Dominican born at Touvet, was another powerful and charismatic preacher.

* … going to La Trappe. Huysmans himself was to make several retreats to Notre-Dame d’Igny, a Trappist monastery at La Trappe, later in his life. The first being in 1892, less than a year after finishing Là-Bas.

* … the ordinances of Saint Charles Borromeo. Charles Borromeo (1538–1584), archbishop of Milan and a patron of learning and the arts, instituted radical reforms of the Catholic church, especially against the abuses of the clergy.

* … the same as in Balzac’s Histoire des trieze. In the first part of Balzac’s trilogy of stories, Histoire des trieze (1833–35), Auguste de Maulincourt is poisoned by an assassin who touches his hair.

* … ‘sacrifice’ to the glory of Melchizedek. The Sacrifice de la Gloire de Melchisédech was a Vintrassian rite designed to cleanse man of his contamination by the material world. Abbé Boullan thought the rite was the supreme magical text.




Chapter XV

* … at the Charité, Doctor Luys. Jules-Bernard Luys (1828– 1895) was a French doctor who worked at the Salpêtrière and then at the Hôpital de la Charité. He was interested not only in mental illness and diseases of the nervous system, but also in hypnosis. His works include Traité clinique et pratique des maladies mentale (1881) and Hypnotisme expérimental (1890).

* … Dr Brown-Sequard. Charles-Edouard Brown-Sequard (1817–1894), a physiologist and neurologist at the Collège de France. Despite his pioneering work – he discovered the function of the adrenal gland in 1856 – his announcement in 1889 that he had rejuvenated himself with subcutaneous injections of a preparation made from the testicles of guinea- pigs and dogs provoked public ridicule. His work did, however, stimulate later research into sex hormones.




Chapter XVI

* … of singultuous, boarded-up villages. Singultuous: The medical term for excessive crying.




Chapter XVII

* … the Servandonis and Oppenordts of this world. Giovanni Niccolo Servandoni (1695–1766) was an Italian painter and architect, and Gilles-Marie Oppenordt (1672–1742) was a Paris born architect and designer. Both worked on Saint- Sulpice.




Chapter XVIII

* … dubia, vaga, generalis, illativa, jocosa. Dubious, vague, general, irrelevant, or lightly made.

* … Saint-Germain. Comte de Saint-Germain, one of the most famous freemasons and alchemists of the eighteenth century. Cagliostro was one of his followers.

… Cagliostro. Guiseppe Balsamo, aka Alexandre Comte de Cagliostro (1743–1795), was born in Palermo, Italy. A freemason, hypnotist and occultist, he achieved notoriety at the court of Louis XVI, from which he was later expelled.

… Saint-Martin. Louis-Claude Saint-Martin (1743–1803), a writer and mystical philosopher. His works included L’Homme de désir (1790) and L’Esprit des choses (1800).

… Gabalis. A reference to Le Comte de Gabalis, who was not, however, a person as Huysmans seems to think, but a book by Abbé de Villars (1635–1673). The book contained a number of imaginary interviews about occult societies and phenomena.

… Cazotte. Jacques Cazotte (1719–1792), was a French writer interested in the occult. His most famous work was Le Diable amoureux (published by Dedalus under the title The Devil in Love), in which a young army officer is tempted into summoning up the Devil. He became suspect during the French Revolution and was guillotined.

… Rosicrucian societies. The origins of Rosicrucianism are obscure and much disputed. Laying claim to occult knowledge and power, Rosicrucianism in both the eighteenth and nineteenth century seems to have functioned as a backlash against excessive materialist or rationalist philosophies. The Rosicrucian Order was revived in Paris in the 1880s by the morphine addict, Stanislaus de Guaita, and had a profound influence on Symbolist aesthetics.

… Hell-Fire Clubs. There was a vogue for so-called Hell-Fire Clubs in the eighteenth century. One of the most notorious being that at Medmenham Abbey in Buckinghamshire, which counted John Wilkes among its devotees. The attraction of the Clubs seems to have resided more in the opportunity they afforded for illicit sexual activity, than in any seriously held Satanic belief.




Chapter XX

* … the same techniques as the Aïssaouas. A Muslim religious community in North Africa.

* … the secrets of Cornelius Agrippa. Heinrich Cornelius Agrippa von Nettesheim (1486–1535), who was born in Cologne, was a theologian, philosopher and occultist. His De occulta philosophia, with its kabbalistic interpretations, fuelled a renewed interest in the Renaissance study of magic.

… Gerard of Cremona. Gerard of Cremona (1114–1187), medieval scholar who translated numerous Greek and Arabic works on mathematics and medicine into Latin. His voluminous output is credited with having influenced later philosophers and thinkers as Roger Bacon, Copernicus and Albertus Magnus. His treatise on astronomical geomancy was published in Paris in 1669, under the title Géomancie astronomique de Gérard de Crémone.

… Ruggieri. Cosimo Ruggieri a sixteenth-century Florentine astronomer.

… Gauric. Louis Gauric, a fifteenth-century astronomer.

… Trithemius. Johannes Trithemius (1462–1516), was a German abbot, historian and scholar, renowned for his immense range of interests and knowledge. He taught Paracelsus.

… Porta, a magician of the late sixteenth century. Giambattista della Porta (1540–1610), a physician, philosopher and kabbalist. His Magiae Naturalis was considered an authoritative work.

* … the Zohar affirms. The authorship of the Zohar was ascribed to the second-century Palestinian rabbinical teacher, Simeon ben Yohai, though copies only seem to have appeared around 1280. The book, which is written in an artificial, literary Aramaic, is primarily a series of mystical commentaries on the five Books of Moses (the Pentateuch).

* … the old heresy of Montanus. Before his conversion to Christianity, it is thought that Montanus was a priest of the Oriental ecstatic cult of Cybele, the mother goddess of fertility. In 172–173, he began prophesying in the region of Phrygia, now in central Turkey, preaching that the Paraclete, or the Spirit of Truth as prophesied by Jesus in the Gospel According to John was manifesting itself through him. Convinced that the end of the world was at hand, Montanus laid down rigorous rules of moral behaviour, in an attempt to purify Christians and purge them of their material desires.

… Saint Ireneus. Saint Ireneus was born in Asia in the first half of the second century. Most of his writings were directed against Gnostics and heretics.

… Saint Justin. Saint Justin Martyr (c100–165), an important philosopher in the history of the early Church. He was a voluminous writer whose work was one of the first attempts to synthesise Greek philosophy and Christian theology. He wrote a treatise against heresy, which is no longer extant and was himself a millenarian. He was denounced to the Roman prefect for subversion and put to death.

… Scotus Erigena. John Scotus Erigena (810-c877) theologian and Christian commentator whose major work, De divisione naturae (862–866), was a mix of neo-Platonism and Christian beliefs about the creation. Because of the semi-pantheistic nature of his work, Erigena became an influence on numerous Western mystics.

… Amaury of Chartres. Amaury of Chartres was the founder of a sect of pseudo-pantheists.

… that admirable mystic, Joachim of Fiore. Joachim of Fiore (c1130-c1201), an Italian theologian and mystic who developed a Trinitarian philosophy of history in which the world progresses through three stages of increasing spirituality: that of the Father, the Son and the Holy Ghost.

* … where Jansenism found a refuge. Jansenism was the name given to a set of beliefs inspired by the work of Cornelius Otto Jansen (1585–1638), a Flemish theologian who wrote advocating the reform of the Roman Catholic church. His major work, Augustinus, was published two years after his death and was condemned by Pope Urban VIII in 1642. Jansen held that divine grace was not something which could be achieved by doing good, but was a gift from Christ by which the elect were led to eternal life.

… the Saint-Médard cemetery. Following the authorities attempt to repress Jansenism, it was claimed that miraculous cures were taking place at the tomb of Deacon François de Paris (1690–1727) in the Saint-Médard cemetry. The site of the tomb soon became a focus for Jansenist enthusiasms, with the ‘sick’ falling into convulsions and abusing the church hierarchy before their ‘cure’ was effected. The convulsionaries were mostly women, and their violent and sometimes indecent actions – they would scream, yell, and throw themselves about – together with the subversive nature of the whole thing, led to the closure of the cemetery in 1732. These oeuvres des convulsions, as they were called by their adherents, then sprung up elsewhere, as at Fareins, where women or young girls were tested, sometimes in the most painful way, to prove God’s power to heal.

* … in the person of the poet Jhouney. Albert Jounet (1863–1923), a French poet who adopted the pseudonym Jhouney. He became involved with Jules Doinel (1842–1903), a Freemason and the founder of a neo-Gnostic church. In 1890, Doinel, who assumed the title Patriarch of the Gnostic Church, consecrated four bishops, including Jounet, who was named Tau Théodote, Bishop of Avignon, and Gérard Encausse.

… the schisms of the Gnostics and the Fraticelli. Gnosticism, from the Greek gnosis meaning secret knowledge, has been around at least as long as Christianity itself. There doesn’t seem to be one single tenet held by all who profess to be Gnostics, but  the movement is characterised by a reliance on secret teachings and divine inspiration, rather than dogma and objective experience. Another commonly held Gnostic view is that matter is evil and that it wasn’t God who created the material universe, but an evil principle, the Demiurge. The Fraticelli were a group of extreme mendicant monks within the Franciscan order, inspired by the mystical writings of Joachim of Fiore. In the thirteenth century, they were attacked by Saint Bonaventure and some were condemned to death as heretics.

… the errors of Dulcino of Novara. After the death of Segarelli in 1300, Dulcino became the head of the ‘Apostolic Brotherhood’. He managed to hold out against Pope Clement V’s forces for over a year by hiding in the hills near Novara, but was eventually captured and burned alive in 1307.

… the obscenities of Abbé Beccarelli. Guiseppe Beccarelli (1666– 1716) was the founder of a Jesuit-style school in Brescia. The school was shut down in 1707 because of rumours of heresy and two years later he was convicted of perverting the spiritual direction of the young and was sentenced to seven years in the galleys.

… the abominations of Segarelli of Parma. Gherardo Segarelli was the founder of a heretical sect calling itself the ‘Apostolic Brotherhood’. His doctrines were condemned and he was burned alive in 1300 in Parma.

* … doctrine of the prophet Vintras. Eugène-Michel Vintras was a self-styled prophet who lived at Tilly-sur-Seulle. He claimed to be the reincarnation of the prophet Elijah who had been sent to prepare the world for the Third Reign, the coming of the Paraclete. One of Vintras’ disciples, Joseph-Antoine Boullan, became acquainted with Huysmans who used him as a model for Doctor Johannès in Là-Bas.

* … unified by Bossan. Pierre Bossan (1814–1888) the architect who undertook the restoration of Notre-Dame de Fourvière. It was still unfinished at his death.




Chapter XXI

* … He proceeds like the Curé d’Ars. The Curé d’Ars, otherwise known as Saint Jean-Baptiste-Marie Vianney (1786–1859).  He was the parish priest of Ars for over forty years, and was famous as a confessor and for his supposed supernatural powers. He was canonised in 1925 as the patron of parish priests.

* … The American, Daniel Douglas Home. Home (1833–1871), who was born in Edinburgh, was perhaps the most renowned spiritualist of the period. Home worked mainly in the homes of the well-to-do, counting Elizabeth Barrett Browning as one of his fervent admirers, and Robert Browning – who wrote his poem ‘Sludge, the Medium’ in 1865 about Home – as one of his fervent detractors. Home visited Paris several times during the 1850s and soon gained entrance to the court of the Emperor Napoleon III and the Empress Eugénie, where he conducted spiritualist seances. He left Paris mysteriously in 1857, and rumours circulated that he was involved in a homosexual intrigue, although it is also possible that he left after being publicly duped by Nadaud.

* … what Ligeia rose up from the grave. ‘Ligeia’ is an opium- drenched tale by Edgar Allan Poe in which its narrator tells of the death of his beloved Lady Ligeia, a raven-haired beauty with ‘hyacinthine’ locks. When the narrator marries again, however, his second wife is subjected to a mysterious illness and she, too, dies. As the bereaved and opium-raddled husband watches over her shrouded corpse, he sees it make a series of attempts to reanimate itself. When it finally rises off the bed, it reveals itself under the shroud as Ligeia come back to life.

… Papuses of this world. Gerard Encausse (1865–1916), otherwise known as ‘Papus’, was a physician who published a number of works on the occult, including an influential book on the Tarot. He was a close associate of Péladan and Guaita and was prominent in the Rosicrucian movement. His massive Traité méthodique de science occulte appeared in the same year as Là-Bas. There was no love lost between Huysmans and Encausse, who accused the novelist of getting his information on the occult from Larousse.

… Bulwer Lytton in Zanoni. Edward George Bulwer-Lytton (1803–1873), a politician and prolific novelist. His ideas about the occult were influenced by the work of Eliphas Lévi, whom he admired. In 1861 he became one of the heads of  the Societas Rosicruciana, a forerunner of the Order of the Golden Dawn. Zanoni (1842), in which the eponymous hero is one of a circle of initiates who has discovered the secret of eternal life, helped to bring Rosicrucian ideas to a mass audience.




Chapter XXII

* … big-bellied Gamaches. In Miguel de Cervantes’ Don Quixote, Gamache was a rich peasant who made his marriage the occasion of a huge feast, the liberality of which has become proverbial.

* … no one read the admirable Paracelsus. Paracelsus, otherwise known as Philippus Aureolus Theophrastus Bombastus Von Hohenheim (1493–1541), German-Swiss physician and alchemist who established the role of chemistry in medicine. Among his publications were Der grossen Wundartzney (The Great Book of Surgery) in 1536. He was famed for his healing skills and anticipated the practice of homeopathy, but his clinical description of syphilis, in 1530, and his attempts to cure it using mercury, together with his confrontational personality, angered the authorities and made him many enemies among his medical rivals. He contributed substantially to the rise of modern medicine.

* … Nos timemus diem judicii. ‘We dread the day of judgement because we be wicked men and conscious of sin; but do thou, Mother of highest counsel, make ready for us a place of refuge, O Mary! Then the angry judge …’


CHRONOLOGY

1848 Huysmans born and christened Charles-Marie-Georges.

1856 Death of Huysmans’ lithographer father.

1857 Huysmans’ mother remarries.

1860 Abbé Boullan, one of the models for Doctor Johannès in Là-Bas, allegedly sacrifices his illegitimate child on the altar. The following year he was tried for fraud and indecency and spent three years in prison.

1864 Huysmans’ first visit to a brothel.

1866 Huysmans begins a job as a civil servant in the Ministry of the Interior, where he would work for the next thirty-one years.

1867 La Revue Mensuelle publishes Huysmans’ first piece of journalism, an article on contemporary landscape painters.

1870 Huysmans is called up for the Franco-Prussian War, but he is later invalided out with dysentery.

1874 Le Drageoir à épices, a collection of prose poems and short sketches, is published under the name “Jorris-Karl Huysmans”. This was later amended to “Joris-Karl”, and then finally abbreviated as “J.-K.”.

1875 Death of the prophet and miracle worker Vintras. Abbé Boullan leaves the Church and takes over the leadership of part of Vintras’ movement. Death of the occultist Eliphas Lévi.

1876 Huysmans visits Émile Zola for the first time and meets Guy de Maupassant. Publication of Marthe, histoire d’une fille, his novel about a Parisian prostitute.

1877 Arranges famous literary dinner attended by Zola, Edmond de Goncourt and Flaubert.

1879 Publication of Les Soeurs Vatard, Huysmans’ most straight- forwardly Naturalist novel about two girls working in a bookbinders.

1880 Publication of Les Soirées de Médan, a collection of stories by Zola’s Médan group. Huysmans contributes his short story,  Sac au dos, about his experiences during the Franco-Prussian war.

1882 Publication of A Vau-l’Eau, a novel about the miseries of a small time clerk.

1884 Beginning of friendship with extreme right-wing Catholic writer Leon Bloy. Publication of A Rebours, Huysmans’ masterly novel about artificiality and decadent taste. Its hero is partly modelled on Comte Robert de Montesquiou and partly on Huysmans himself.

1886 Publication of En Rade.

1887 Huysmans begins to frequent Naundorffist circles. Oswald Wirth and Stanislas de Guaita condemn the occult activities of Abbé Boullan.

1888 Huysmans’ trip to Germany. Paintings by Grünewald and by Roger van der Weyden make a powerful impression on him. Has an affair with Henriette Maillat, the ex-mistress of the flamboyant occultist Joséphin Péladan and one of the models for Madame Chantelouve in Là-Bas.

1889 Meets Berthe Courrière and Sar Péladan. General Boulanger threatens a military coup in Paris but then flees to Brussels. The ‘Exposition Universel’ is held in Paris. The Eiffel Tower is its leading attraction. Huysmans visits Tiffauges, the castle of Gilles de Rais.

1890 Berthe Courrière certified insane in Bruges. Péladan founds the Order of the Rose + Croix of the Temple and the Grail. Huysmans begins corresponding with Abbé Boullan. In October Là-Bas is finished.

1891 In February Là-Bas starts appearing in the Écho de Paris. In the summer Huysmans visits Boullan and Julie Thibault for the first time. Boullan sends exorcism paste to Huysmans, but he is psychically attacked anyway. Oscar Wilde’s The Picture of Dorian Gray is also published in this year.

1893 Boullan dies. French press accuses Guaita of having murdered Boullan by occult means. Julie Thibault, ex-priestess of the Church of Carmel, becomes Huysmans’ housekeeper. Stanislas de Guaita challenges Huysmans to a duel after Huysmans had written in the press about their alleged murder of Boullan by psychic means.

1895 Publication of En Route, the novel in which Durtal retires to a Trappist monastery. Publication of Satanisme et magie by Jules Borie, which includes a preface by Huysmans.

1897 Stanislas de Guaita dies of a drug overdose.

1898 Publication of La Cathédrale, the novel in which Durtal retires to Chartres. Huysmans retires from civil service.

1899 Huysmans becomes an oblate in a Benedictine monastery.

1903 Publication of L’Oblat.

1906 Publication of Les Foules de Lourdes.

1907 May 12 Huysmans dies from cancer of the mouth.


AFTERWORD

Robert Irwin

Huysmans’ early novels were written in the shadow of the realist movement and are bleak anti-romantic depictions of the struggle of humble folk to bear up under the twin curses of heredity and environment. In this Huysmans was much influenced by the novels of Émile Zola. A Rebours, however, marked a new departure, for in this study of decadent sensibility, Huysmans redeployed realistic techniques to new subject matter (and Là-Bas would take this further yet). A Rebours is at one and the same time a fantastic flight from boredom and a blueprint for the refinement of boredom. Huysmans, like Baudelaire, was writer driven by the limitless, obsessive and dementing power of boredom. As Baudelaire put it ‘L’Ennui, fruit de la morne incuriosité, Prend les proportions de l’immortalité’. Though Huysmans’ later novels will point the way to Christian salvation, A Rebours and Là- Bas have a common source in Baudelairean spleen. In the course of A Rebours, Des Esseintes and his creator Huysmans discover that if you push life to its limits you will find it very limited. Là-Bas can be seen as a renewed attempt to escape from tedium and vulgarity.

Casting around for new subject matter, Huysmans provisionally fixed on Naundorffism as a promising topic. Charles Naundorff had appeared in Paris in the 1830s claiming to be the Duke of Normandy and son of the guillotined Louis XVI. His claims received some support from a fringe of the Bourbon legitimist movement and were enthusiastically taken up by certain occult groups. In particular Vintras, a prophet who had acquired a large following by repeatedly performing the miracle of the Bleeding Host in a cardboard box factory, took up the cause of Naundorff’s legitimacy. Links between Bourbon royalism and occultism were multifarious in the 1890s and have remained so to the present day. Was  the French Revolution masterminded by Freemasons? Did Marie-Antoinette die as a martyr to redeem her contemporaries? Did the centuries old curse of the Order of the Knights Templar take Louis XVI to the scaffold? Are there occult clues to lost royalist treasure in France? These and similar daft questions continue to vex the minds of cranks. In the end Huysmans decided not to make Naundorffism the subject of his next novel, but in the course of his researches into these queer folk he had met Oswald Wirth, a committed Naundorffist and the designer of the first occult tarot pack. Huysmans had also learnt something of the Abbé Boullan, the self-styled spiritual successor to Vintras.

Huysmans’ father had been a lithographer and painter of some talent. It was perhaps from his father that Huysmans acquired his keen visual sense. (He was one of the first and most articulate of the supporters of impressionist painting). Through study of the techniques and subject matter of the Flemish Primitive painters of the fifteenth century, he had come to realise that a realistic technique was not incompatible with very bizarre or highly spiritual subject matter. Through intense study of Grünewald’s famously grim painting of the Crucifixion, he had further come to realise that an intensely realistic depiction of physical suffering could yet be used to point to something beyond the material world. So Huysmans decided to redeploy the realistic techniques pioneered by Zola in order to study the world of occultism.

‘At the precise moment Positivism reaches its height, mysticism awakes and a mania for the occult begins,’ as Huysmans observes, and indeed it is doubtful whether the relationship between fin de siècle occultism and science should be regarded as one of outright opposition. Huysmans’ muddled half- understanding of the invisible powers of electricity, mesmerism and cholera bacilli only encouraged him to plunge yet further into the astral fog. In France a widespread enthusiasm for occultism went hand in hand with an introduction to the wonders of electric lighting and early experiments in cinematography. Victor Hugo experimented with seances and table tapping. Rimbaud studied alchemy. Almost all the symbolist  painters steeped themselves in Rosicrucian and Theosophical doctrine.

So Huysmans plumped for subject matter that was both fashionable and colourful. But behind the conflict between good and evil, between the Satanist and the exorcist in Là-Bas, a more profound struggle is going on that actually has more reality for Huysmans – a struggle to find some alternative to vulgar everyday reality. ‘There’s only one reason for literature to exist, to save those who write it from the tedium of living.’ Huysmans viewed the imminence of the belle époque with a bilious eye. General Boulanger and the Eiffel Tower epitomised the modern vulgarities of politics and science. ‘I believe, alas, that a senile Heaven mumbles away over an exhausted, gibbering earth.’

Huysmans was one of those people who like to lead an interesting life so that they can be sure that they have enough material for their books. All Huysmans’ novels are autobiographical, painfully so. Là-Bas is more of an autobiographical document than a shaped and contrived piece of fiction. Durtal in this and subsequent novels stands in for Huysmans and when he speaks of his loneliness and fear of women, or rages against the failings of modern science, or abuses the vulgarity of the present age or lays down the law about what good cooking should be, he stands in for Huysmans – and what Durtal witnessed of the obscenities of Satanism was seen also by Huysmans.

So Là-Bas is a roman à clef and Durtal is Huysmans and his investigations into the life and times of the fifteenth-century sadist and child murderer, Gilles de Rais, were actually carried out by Huysmans. Carhaix, the bell-ringer, is based on a certain M. Contess who actually performed that function at St. Sulpice. Gévingey, the astrologer in the novel is based on the Parisian astrologer Eugène Ledos. Charles Buet, a Catholic historian provided the model for M. Chantelouve. Madame Chantelouve in the novel owes a great deal to Berthe Courrière, a mistress of the literary critic Remy de Gourmont who subsequently became Huysmans’ mistress and who may have taken him to a Black Mass. She seems to have been  somewhat unbalanced, obsessed with the idea of sex with priests and keen on feeding consecrated hosts to animals. Indeed she was eventually incarcerated as a madwoman. But another woman, Henriette Maillat, ex-mistress of the Archmagus Sar Péladan, also provided material for the love affair between Durtal and Mme Chantelouve. In particular their bizarre correspondence is reproduced in the novel fairly faithfully.

The fictional Satanist Docre is based on gossip that Huysmans had heard about a Belgian priest, Louis Van Haecke. Van Haecke was supposed to have crosses tattooed on the soles of his feet so that he could continually trample upon them. Huysmans may also have seen Van Haecke attending a Black Mass in Paris, but this is by no means certain. More supporting material about succubi, spiritual warfare, the profanation of the Host, etc. was provided by the professedly disinterested Abbé Boullan. The good Doctor Johannès, the exorcist who fights the evil forces of Satanism, is a thinly fictionalised rendering of Abbé Boullan – as Huysmans saw him at the time.

In fact, as Huysmans was to learn only after Boullan’s death, Boullan was at best a morally ambivalent figure engaged in very dubious occult operations. Boullan was an adulterer, possible child murderer and defrocked priest. Sar Péladan and Oswald Wirth who claimed that Boullan was a black magician were probably closer to the truth than Huysmans. Sex played a large part in the rituals of Boullan’s coterie of followers. Sexual intercourse was a religious act by which one could raise one’s own spiritual status (if one was having sex with a superior being) or the status of others (if one was spiritually slumming it). This sexual assault course to the peaks of spiritual enlightenment was not restricted to human beings. In the eyes of the congregation of Boullan’s Church of Carmel bestiality could be viewed as a peculiarly spiritual form of kindness to dumb animals. Boullan and his followers also experimented in astral sex with incubi and succubi and Boullan was supposed to have coupled with half-human creatures on the astral plane in order to raise them to a fully human form. After an attentive reading of Huysmans’ novel, it  is hard to avoid the conclusion that sex with succubi has much in common with the more ordinary experience of masturbation and the guilt arising therefrom.

Là-Bas should not be confused with the later sanitised adventure fantasies of Dennis Wheatley. In this novel Huysmans has given us real spit-and-sawdust Satanism. His Black Mass and its aftermath still has the power to shock. As must be apparent from what has been said already, Huysmans seems to have got everything exactly wrong, conferring a sinister glamour on figures who were probably innocent, while exculpating the one man who almost certainly was not. Those of us who have actually attended a Black Mass will know how chaotic such affairs can be and how easy it is to make mistakes.

Boullan had warned Huysmans that after the publication of Là-Bas he would he subjected to occult attack by the enemies of the Church of Carmel, and, indeed, once the book was published Huysmans experienced cold chills several times, and alone in his bedroom the novelist would engage in ‘spiritual fisticuffs’ with unseen presences. Surely Boullan’s Rosicrucian enemies Sar Péladan and Oswald Wirth were behind all this? Here was clear evidence of the existence of Evil. It certainly made life more interesting for a civil servant in Paris. Having realised that the Devil must exist – if only to rescue Huysmans from the tortures of boredom – it is only a short step to the conclusion that God must also exist. ‘With his hooked paw, the Devil drew me towards God.’ And in fact Huysmans was to take the path that had already been mapped out for him by the writer and critic, Barbey d’Aurevilly, in 1884. ‘After Fleurs du Mal, I said to Baudelaire “nothing logically remains for you but to choose between the muzzle of a revolver or the foot of the Cross”; but will the author of A Rebours make this choice?’ Huysmans’ road to the foot of the Cross is charted in his later novels La Cathédrale and L’Oblat, but it started in Là-Bas. Though Boullan was a hyper-sexed charlatan and ultimately recognised as such by Huysmans, nevertheless Huysmans retained and developed something that is implicit in the teachings of the old fraud, the doctrine of redemptive suffering, the belief that it was  possible through conscious acceptance one’s own physical and spiritual sufferings to take some of the burden of sin and suffering from others. As Christ on the Cross substituted himself for the whole of humanity, so, on a small scale, the hard task of mystical substitution can be taken on by the spiritually enlightened on behalf of the poor, the sinful and the ignorant.

Huysmans’ re-evaluation of the Middle Ages has proved to be one of the most important and influential aspects of Là- Bas. To take one example and a most important one, Johan Huizinga’s famous study The Waning of the Middle Ages, first published in 1924, owes almost everything to Là-Bas. In both books we find the same flight from comfortable nineteenth century bourgeois values, the same hard edged vision aiming to reproduce in words what the Van Eycks had created in paint and the same preoccupation with the extremes of sensibility and experience. Indeed, Huizinga’s masterly work can be read as an extended if oblique commentary on Huysmans’ later novels. Few intelligent men growing up in western Europe in the 1890s were unaffected by Huysmans’ vision of the world and what lay beyond the world. Another unlikely intellectual beneficiary of Huysmans’ time was the famous Arabist and anti-colonialist campaigner, Louis Massignon. It was Massignon whom Huysmans had prayed for in his death agonies, and Massignon who would interpret the doctrines of mystical suffering and redemptive suffering to the next generation of Catholic intellectuals. So from a ghastly fin de siècle stew brewed from the chatter of literary poseurs, occult charlatans and demi-mondaines emerged an ultimately profound vision of Christian suffering.
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French Language Literature in translation is an important part of Dedalus's list, with French being the language par excellence of literary fantasy.
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The Devil in Love – Jacques Cazotte £5.99
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The Mystery of the Yellow Room – Gaston Leroux £7.99
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Portrait of an Englishman in his Chateau – Pieyre de Mandiargues £7.99

Abbé Jules – Octave Mirbeau £8.99
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Sébastien Roch – Octave Mirbeau £9.99

Torture Garden – Octave Mirbeau £7.99

Smarra & Trilby – Charles Nodier £6.99 

Manon Lescaut – Abbé Prévost £7.99

Tales from the Saragossa Manuscript – Jan Potocki £5.99

Monsieur Venus – Rachilde £6.99

The Marquise de Sade – Rachilde £8.99

Enigma – Rezvani £8.99

The Wandering Jew – Eugene Sue £10.99

Micromegas – Voltaire £4.95 



Anthologies featuring French Literature in translation:



The Dedalus Book of French Horror: the 19c – ed T. Hale £9.99

The Dedalus Book of Decadence – ed Brian Stableford £7.99

The Second Dedalus Book of Decadence – ed Brian Stableford £8.99
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Myth of the World: Surrealism 2 – ed Michael Richardson £9.99
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The Cathedral  – J. K. Huysmans



‘Durtal extols the flaming raptures of the mystical Gothic, tries to comprehend the stone text of Chartres and is extremely funny about the horrors of living in the provinces, although equally viperish on the subject of Parisian literary life. These books mark a 19th century spiritual journey undertaken by a very modern sensibility; Durtal’s wicked, witty, self-lacerating voice could be that of a contemporary medieval scholar with a bad case of mystical anomie.’

   Elizabeth Young in City Limits



£7.99 ISBN 1 873982 62 3 357p B. Format



En Route  – J. K. Huysmans



‘En Route continues the story of Durtal, a modern anti-hero; solitary, agonised and alienated. Robbed of religion and plunged into decadence by the pressures of modern life, Durtal discovers a new road to Rome. Art, architecture and music light his way back to God. For Durtal, God’s death is a temporary demise, and by the end of the novel, he is morally mended and spiritually healed.’

   David Blow



En Route forms part of a sequence of novels by Huysmans which are in fact barely veiled autobiography. First published in 1895, En Route earned the hostility of the Catholic Church and was condemned for obscenity.



£7.99 ISBN 1 873982 14 3 322p B. Format (new edition October 2001)



The Oblate of St Benedict – J. K. Huysmans



The final part of Huysmans’ alter ego, Durtal’s, spiritual journey. From the satanism of Là-Bas (1891) he makes his way to the foot of the Cross via a retreat in a Trappist monastery in En Route (1895) and by living in Chartres in The Cathedral (1898) until he finally embraces Roman Catholicism in The Oblate of St Benedict (1903).



£7.99 ISBN 1 873982 57 7 310p B. Format



The Diary of a Chambermaid – Octave Mirbeau



The Diary of a Chambermaid was written as a satire of Parisian society in the wake of the Dreyfus Affair. Mirbeau brings a journalist’s analytical eye to Celestine’s adventures as she loses her innocence and becomes as corrupt and depraved as the men who exploited her.



‘Passionate, calculating, only sometimes honourable but always honest, Celestine is one of the great female characters in literature.’

   Rhoda Koenig in The Sunday Times



£7.99 ISBN 0 94662 82 0 320p B. Format.



Torture Garden – Octave Mirbeau



‘This hideously decadent fin de siècle novel by the French anarchist Mirbeau has become an underground classic. A cynical first half exposes the rottenness of politics, commerce and the petit bourgeois; in the second half, our totally corrupt narrator travels to China and meets the extraordinary Clara. She shows him the Torture Garden, a place of exotic flowers and baroque sadism. There are satirical and allegorical dimensions, but it remains irreducibly horrible.’

   Phil Baker in The Sunday Times



Oscar Wilde recommended Torture Garden to Frank Harris, describing it as ‘revolting … a sort of grey adder.’



£7.99 ISBN 1 873982 53 4 210p B. Format.



Le Calvaire – Octave Mirbeau



Le Calvaire is a thinly veiled autobiographical novel, which recounts the tortured and traumatic coming-of-age of the narrator Jean Mintie. It paints a nightmarish picture of late 19th century French society: from the stultifying boredom of French provincialism, to the horrors of the Franco-Prussian war, the gross avarice of shameless women and the moral bankruptcy of their compliant victims.



£7.99 ISBN 0 946626 99 5 223p B. Format



Abbé Jules – Octave Mirbeau

Abbé Jules, first published in 1888, is the second part of Octave Mirbeau’s autobiographical trilogy and tells the story of a priest’s lifelong struggle with his passions. Narrated from the viewpoint of a small boy, it depicts the stifling atmosphere of petit bourgeois, provincial France, where family, education and religion conspire to produce individuals tortured by repressed desire, violent fantasies and forbidden lusts.



£8.99 ISBN 1 873982 37 2 288p B. Format



Sébastien Roch – Octave Mirbeau



‘In the catalogue of novels about lives distorted by unhappy schooldays, Mirbeau’s contribution must be one of the bitterest. He follows the young, carefree Sébastien from a small French town to the bleak Breton coast. There the Jesuit fathers, in whom his snobbish father has placed so much trust, heap misery upon misery. The ironmonger’s son is mocked by France’s adolescent aristocracy and turns for comfort to the perfidious priests. An angry novel, but poignant through Mirbeau’s descriptions of landscape to which his hero sensitively responds. But the age allows no redemption for Roch except oblivion.’

   Isobel Montgomery in The Times



£9.99 ISBN 1 873982 43 7 266p B. Format
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