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PREFACE

HOW ARTISTS AND WRITERS respond to politics and society has intrigued me since I was a reporter covering the harsh military regimes of Latin America in the 1970s and 1980s. There, cultural elites variously kept a low profile, supported armed resistance or protested from abroad, but few sold out to the dictatorships. When I moved to Paris in 1989, the subject came into sharper focus: now I found myself in the birthplace of the intellectuel engagé, of the legendary Left Bank intellectual always ready to take on the political establishment. But the question that interested me most—how artists and writers react to oppression—belonged, I realized, to an earlier era, not of the Paris of today but of Paris under Nazi occupation. How, I wondered, had artists and intellectuals addressed the city’s worst political moment of the twentieth century? Did talent and status impose a greater moral responsibility? Was it possible for culture to flourish without political freedom?

Such questions were, of course, examined—and with passion—immediately after the liberation of Paris. At the time, the imperative was to punish those artists and writers who had supported the occupying power or the puppet regime in Vichy, those deemed to have failed both their nation and their peers. But then, as now, the judgments were not clear-cut. Did working during the occupation automatically mean collaboration? Should any writer be sanctioned for the “crime” of an opinion? Do gifted painters, musicians or actors have a duty to provide ethical leadership? The search for answers became the starting point for this book.

Many French people believe that the occupation is still a taboo subject; French friends warned me that my inquiries would be met by suspicion, embarrassment, even silence. I did not find this to be true. Since the early 1970s, when Robert O. Paxton published his book Vichy France: Old Guard and New Order, 1940–1944, the myth of la France résistante has crumbled. Books have been written on every aspect of the occupation. Through movies like Marcel Ophüls’s The Sorrow and the Pity and Louis Malle’s Lacombe Lucien, the French public also learned that collaboration and self-preservation were stronger instincts than resistance.

In my case, I sought out artists, writers and others who had witnessed the “dark years.” Well into their eighties or even older, they all agreed to see me and, I believe, responded openly and frankly. Their testimony was crucial in demonstrating that life during the occupation was not a still photograph in which one moment represents all others; it was a constantly evolving drama, a teeming stage where loyalty and betrayal, food and hunger, love and death found room to coexist, where even the line separating good and bad, résistants and collaborateurs, seemed to move with events. This was no less true in the world of culture. Its leading players behaved much like the rest of the population, except that, with them, more was at stake: their artistic calling made them role models and, as such, they were held to higher standards of propriety.

The main actors have now gone, yet all around me the décor stands largely unchanged. The very streets and buildings of Paris still carry the memory of those who peopled the stage seven decades ago. Often, while preparing this book, I felt that the past was my companion. Just a short bus ride separates the desk where I did my writing from the places I describe. It is both easy and hard to imagine the Wehrmacht marching down the Champs-Élysées, the swastika flying in the place de la Concorde, the Louvre desolate and stripped of its paintings, German uniforms filling the boxes at the Paris Opera. The Hôtel Lutetia, on the Left Bank, bears a double scar: from 1940 to 1944, it was the Abwehr’s Paris headquarters; then, in 1945, it became the reception center for returning prisoners of war and deportees. In a few cases, the décor has changed. Across from the Lutetia, the old Prison du Cherche-Midi, so convenient for the Gestapo and so feared by its enemies, has been demolished and replaced by the kind of glass-and-steel anonymity that has no history.

Around my office in the 6th arrondissement, the memories are even fresher. On my own street, rue Monsieur-le-Prince, the early resistance group known as the Musée de l’Homme network held meetings at No. 30. One block away, a German-language bookstore catering to the Wehrmacht once stood on the place de la Sorbonne. That square was also home to Jean Galtier-Boissière, a satirist who kept the sharpest and wittiest journal of the occupation. To the north, on the rue du Sommerard, a plaque outside a primary school remembers those pupils who were “deported from 1942 to 1944 because they were born as Jews, innocent victims of Nazi barbarity with the active complicity of the government of Vichy.” Running past the square is the boulevard Saint-Michel, still pockmarked from intense fighting during the insurrection of Paris. Nearby, the French Senate was the Luftwaffe headquarters and, behind it, the last tank battle in the city was fought in the Luxembourg Gardens. On many a wall, plaques record where young fighters died. And every year on August 25, the anniversary of the liberation, these fallen are remembered with bouquets of flowers. I often stop to look at the unfamilar names on these plaques, and I sometimes ask myself if France’s renowned artists and intellectuals served the country as loyally. But I also try not to forget the words of Anthony Eden, Britain’s wartime foreign secretary: “If one hasn’t been through the horrors of an occupation by a foreign power, you have no right to pronounce upon what a country does which has been through all that.”


· CHAPTER 1 ·
Everyone on Stage

ON JUNE 14, 1940, the German army drove into Paris unopposed. Within weeks, the remnants of French democracy were quietly buried and the Third Reich settled in for an indefinite occupation of France. Who was to blame? With the country on its knees, many in France now saw this as a defeat foretold, a debacle that had been in the making since France emerged from World War I, victorious in name but shattered in spirit. In the bloody and muddy trenches of the Western Front, 1.4 million Frenchmen died, representing 3.5 percent of the population and almost 10 percent of working-age men. Further, the 1 million Frenchmen who were left badly maimed, those ever-present mutilés de guerre, made it impossible to forget the past. With France already alarmed by its low prewar birthrate, this slaughter of men and future fathers meant that it was not until 1931 that the country exceeded its 1911 population of 41.4 million—and, even then, this was in large part thanks to immigration.

At the same time, the country was being let down by its political class. The Third Republic, founded in 1870 after France’s defeat in the Franco-Prussian War, was plagued by instability and consumed by political bickering. Although the economy fared relatively well in the 1920s, postwar reconstruction lagged far behind. Then, in the 1930s, confronted by the twin threats of the Great Depression and the spread of extremist ideologies across Europe, France’s rulers chose to ignore both. In a country that had long boasted the originality of its political ideas, a string of dysfunctional governments eroded public faith in democracy and boosted the appeal of the Nazi, Fascist and Communist alternatives. Most critically, with the Great War spawning a nation of pacifists, the French preferred to ignore mounting evidence that the country would soon again be at war with Germany. And when war became inevitable, they chose to believe official propaganda boasting that their army was invincible. This monumental self-delusion only compounded the shock at what followed. When Hitler’s army swept across western Europe in the spring of 1940, French defenses crumbled in a matter of weeks. Neither 1870 nor 1914 had been this bad.

Yet even in the deepening gloom of the interwar years, as artistic and intellectual freedoms were being extinguished across Europe, Paris continued to shine as a cultural beacon. The majority of Parisians were poor, but they had long since been evicted from the elegant heart of Paris by Baron Haussmann’s drastic urban redesign a half century earlier. This “new” Paris was the favored arena of elitist divertimento, drawing minor royalty, aristocrats and millionaires to buy art, to race their horses in the Bois de Boulogne, to hear Richard Strauss conduct Der Rosenkavalier at the Paris Opera, to party in the latest Chanel and Schiaparelli designs.

Painters, writers, musicians and dancers also flocked there from across Europe and the Americas, in some cases seeking sexual freedom, in others fleeing dictatorships, in many hoping for inspiration and recognition. Embracing everything from the literary solemnity of the Académie Française through the avant-garde of Surrealism to the high kicks of the Moulin Rouge, Paris offered both enlightenment and entertainment. And wandering across its pages and stages like eloquent courtesans were intellectuals, artists and performers. Whether admired for their ideas, their imagination or simply their Bohemian lifestyle, they enjoyed the trappings of a privileged caste. “The prestige of the writer was something peculiarly French, I believe,” the astute essayist Jean Guéhenno later wrote. “In no other country of the world was the writer treated with such reverence by the people. Each bourgeois family might fear that its son would become an artist, but the French bourgeoisie as a group was in agreement in giving the artist and the writer an almost sacred preeminence.”1 Put differently, culture had become inseparable from France’s very image of itself. And the rest of Europe recognized this. But with the swastika now flying over Paris, how would French culture—its artists, writers and intellectuals, as well as its great institutions—respond? Again, the answer lay in the turmoil of the interwar years.

Nowhere was French cultural leadership greater than in the visual arts. Between the Franco-Prussian War and World War I alone, art movements born in France—Impressionism, Post-Impressionism, Les Nabis, Fauvism and Cubism—succeeded one another in what came to resemble a permanent revolution. The 1914–18 conflict did little to disrupt this. While German artists like Otto Dix, George Grosz and Max Beckmann addressed the nightmare of trench warfare, artists in France paid little heed to a war being fought barely a hundred miles north of Paris. When it was over, those nineteenth-century giants Renoir, Monet and Rodin were still alive, while the influence of Pablo Picasso, Marcel Duchamp and Henri Matisse continued to grow. Many artists with prewar reputations, men like Georges Braque, André Derain, Maurice de Vlaminck, Kees van Dongen, Pierre Bonnard and Aristide Maillol, also remained faithful to their prewar styles. Fernand Léger was a rare exception. After he spent two years on the front, his art was transformed, with his sketches of artillery and planes anticipating his tubular “mechanical” paintings of the 1920s. Bonnard avoided the trenches, serving briefly as a war artist and painting just one scene of desolation, Un Village en ruines près du Ham. But he quickly returned to his cherished themes of nudes and interior scenes.

For European artists, Paris was the place to meet great artists and to aspire to become great oneself. And it helped that the city was an important art market. From the late 1890s, the legendary dealer Ambroise Vollard carried the names of Cézanne, Gauguin and Van Gogh abroad and, in 1901, he gave Picasso his first exhibition in Paris. In the interwar years, it was the turn of other dealers, notably Daniel-Henry Kahnweiler and the Rosenberg brothers, Léonce and Paul, to keep European and American collectors supplied with the new art from Paris. For foreign artists, the city’s energy, bubbling away in the studios and cafés of the Left Bank, was as appealing as any specific art movement. True, Salvador Dalí, Max Ernst, Man Ray and Joan Miró embraced Surrealism, but other foreigners went their own ways, among them Constantin Brancusi, Chaïm Soutine, Piet Mondrian, Amedeo Modigliani and Alberto Giacometti. The list of prominent French artists in Paris at that time was even longer. And to these could be added the architects and designers who created Art Deco as a style that would define the 1930s. Probably at no time since the Italian Renaissance had one city boasted such a remarkable concentration of artistic brilliance.

In the performing arts, change came from abroad, with Sergei Diaghilev’s Ballets Russes leading a revolution in dance that would influence ballet for much of the twentieth century. In 1912, the troupe’s star dancer, Vaslav Nijinsky, shocked Paris with his erotic interpretation of Claude Debussy’s Prélude à l’après-midi d’un faune. The following year, the dancer was at the center of a riot in the Théâtre des Champs-Élysées during the premiere of Igor Stravinsky’s Rite of Spring, when some spectators mutinied against Nijinsky’s unorthodox choreography and the music’s disturbingly primitive rhythm.

Diaghilev’s role as a promoter and organizer of talent was still more important. Among choreographers, he recruited Michel Fokine, already a major figure in Russian dance, and he made the names of Léonide Massine, Bronislava Nijinska (the dancer’s sister) and George Balanchine. Among dancers, along with the inimitable Nijinsky, he turned the English-born Alicia Markova and the Russians Tamara Karsavina and Serge Lifar into international stars (Lifar later also ran the Paris Opera Ballet). A strong believer in the “total art” that Wagner had called Gesamtkunstwerk, Diaghilev also pulled different art forms together as never before. He invited Derain, Rouault and Picasso, as well as the Russian artists Léon Bakst and Alexandre Benois, to design his stage sets. And while his favorite composer was Stravinsky, who also wrote The Firebird, Petrouchka, Les Noces and Apollo for the company, Diaghilev commissioned ballets from Sergei Prokofiev, Maurice Ravel, Darius Milhaud, Francis Poulenc and Strauss. One memorable example of “total art” was Parade, a ballet that was conceived by the artist-poet Jean Cocteau and combined music by Erik Satie, choreography by Massine, scenario by Cocteau himself, set, curtain and costumes by Picasso and program notes by Guillaume Apollinaire. First performed at the Théâtre du Châtelet in Paris on May 18, 1917, it, too, caused a scandal.

Diaghilev never returned to Russia. By the time of his death, in 1929, other Russian artists and writers—among them the painters Marc Chagall and Natalia Goncharova—had fled the Bolshevik Revolution for the safety of Paris. After Hitler took power in 1933, it was the turn of more artists and intellectuals, many of them Jews, to seek refuge in France; these included the abstract painter Wassily Kandinsky and the composer Arnold Schönberg, as well as the writers Joseph Roth, Hannah Arendt and Walter Benjamin.

Other foreigners found a different kind of liberty in Paris. When the novelist Edith Wharton settled in France shortly before World War I, the experimental writer Gertrude Stein was already receiving the likes of Picasso and Matisse in her Left Bank apartment at 27 rue de Fleurus, where she lived with her lesbian partner, Alice B. Toklas. In the 1920s and 1930s, Stein became a kind of eccentric matron to the “lost generation” of American writers, notably Ernest Hemingway, Thornton Wilder, John Dos Passos, Ezra Pound and F. Scott Fitzgerald. Henry Miller moved in a different—and more impecunious—circle, but he, too, enjoyed a freedom that, he later noted, “I never knew in America.”2 Little wonder, since three of his 1930s novels, Tropic of Cancer, Black Spring and Tropic of Capricorn, were banned in the United States as obscene. One gathering point for both American and French writers was Shakespeare & Company, the Left Bank bookstore that Sylvia Beach had opened at 12 rue de l’Odéon, across the street from La Maison des Amis des Livres, run by her friend and lover, Adrienne Monnier. Beach also came to the rescue of James Joyce, who had moved to Paris in 1920; with American and British publishers shying away from Joyce, fearing charges of obscenity, she dared to publish his monumental Ulysses in 1922. In the late 1930s, Samuel Beckett followed Joyce to Paris, equally determined to escape the suffocating strictures of deeply Catholic Ireland. Their relationship became strained only when Joyce’s troubled daughter, Lucia, fell for Beckett—and Beckett did not reciprocate.

Josephine Baker, the black American dancer and singer, was another who flourished in the artistic melting pot of interwar Paris. Happy to escape racial discrimination in the United States, she arrived in Paris in 1925 to perform La Revue nègre at the Théâtre des Champs-Élysées with a black American dance troupe; almost immediately, she was hired away by Les Folies Bergère. There, she became a star, winning over Parisians with her erotic and funny cabaret shows, which included her love song to Paris, “J’ai deux amours, mon pays et Paris,” and her trademark “Danse sauvage” performed bare breasted and wearing just a skirt of artificial bananas. Soon she was also exploiting her exotic image in French movies like Zou-Zou and Princesse Tam Tam, where she played a Tunisian shepherdess-turned-Parisian princess in true Pygmalion style. In 1934, she even sang the title role in Offenbach’s operetta La Créole. It helped that, at a time when the French were becoming increasingly xenophobic, black American culture was all the rage in Paris. Above all, jazz and swing brought by black Americans was enthusiastically adopted by French musicians, none more brilliant than the Gypsy guitarist Django Reinhardt and his Hot Club de France. La Baker, as she was known, was not the only cabaret diva. Music halls and cabarets were by far the most popular entertainment in Paris and, by the time Édith Piaf joined Josephine on the scene in 1935, Léo Marjane and particularly Mistinguett—La Miss—had long been queens of the night. Press speculation that La Miss and La Baker were feuding only helped to pull in the crowds. Male crooners like Maurice Chevalier and Tino Rossi and bandleaders like Ray Ventura were no less admired.

The French movie industry, in contrast, was in crisis. Although the new talkies were popular in the 1930s, the French industry felt threatened; it had placed a quota on Hollywood movies in 1928, and some in the business resented the growing power of Jewish producers, who had immigrated to Paris from central Europe. Struggling to raise money in France, many French directors and producers sought German backing, first with Tobis, a production company that set up a studio in Paris in 1930, then with Universum Film AG, or UFA, a Nazi-controlled production company in Berlin. As a result, not only were dozens of French films made in Berlin, with the same story then reshot with German actors, but UFA, Tobis and other German companies also began distributing films in France. Such was German involvement that the French secret service warned that the Nazis were using cinema as a weapon against France. But the abundant talent of French cinema, both behind and before the camera, was also envied by Germany. From the mid-1930s, when a gritty genre known as réalisme poétique made its mark, two directors stood out: Jean Renoir for La Grande illusion, La Bête humaine and La Règle du jeu; and Marcel Carné for Le Quai des brumes, Hôtel du Nord and Le Jour se lève. France could also boast star power. To character actors like Fernandel, Michel Simon and Pierre Fresnay and the rugged leading man Jean Gabin, it added the trump cards of glamorous actresses like Arletty, Edwige Feuillère, Viviane Romance and Danielle Darrieux.

In theater, Paris had writers for all tastes. France’s national theater, the Comédie Française, offered a steady fare of classics by Corneille, Racine, Molière and Shakespeare, but it also presented the work of living authors. The most popular playwrights, though, were Sacha Guitry, Marcel Pagnol and Henri Bernstein, who were writing sentimental tragedies, comedies of manners and tales of provincial life for the théâtre de boulevard. Among weightier dramatists, Jean Giraudoux stood out. A World War I veteran, former diplomat and novelist, he was forty-six when his first play, Siegfried, was staged, in 1928. Others followed, but his most apposite commentary on the times came in 1935 with La Guerre de Troie n’aura pas lieu (The Trojan War Will Not Happen), a witty play that slyly suggested that France, like Troy, was blind to what lay ahead. The veteran playwright Paul Claudel clearly did not see Giraudoux’s irony because he termed “this apology of cowardice and peace at any price repugnant.”3 No one, though, provoked more scandal than the multitalented Cocteau, whose 1938 play Les Parents terribles (The Awful Parents) was closed down after a week of protests. Examining these plays with a sharp eye for both writing and staging was Colette, doubling up as prolific novelist and drama critic for Le Journal.

Two veteran directors were particularly influential in shaping modern French theater. André Antoine challenged convention in 1887 when he created the Théâtre Libre—“free” in the sense that it was unconstrained by traditional rules. Using a permanent ensemble of actors, he presented both banned and foreign plays. And as a stage director, he emphasized realism and naturalism, rejecting the stylized acting of the Comédie Française. In 1916, Antoine gave up directing for theater and film criticism, but he remained an influential voice until his death in 1943. To this day, the Théâtre Libre stands as a reference point in French drama; the Théâtre Antoine, on the boulevard de Strasbourg in Paris, carries his name. His successor was Jacques Copeau. While Antoine began his career as an actor, Copeau’s initial approach was more theoretical, reacting against the commercialism of the théâtre de boulevard and stressing the supremacy of the text. From 1913 through the interwar years, he implemented his ideas as a director and teacher, forming a generation of actor-directors, notably Louis Jouvet and Charles Dullin, who would dominate postwar theater in Paris. At the time Paris fell, Copeau himself was running the Comédie Française.

The world of letters was also bubbling, cheerfully keeping alive the tradition that writers hold forth on politics, too. The Académie Française, for all its self-importance, was the least interesting forum. It offered prestige to its forty immortels but, since its new members were often elected more for their political clout than their literary talent, it remained a very conservative body. Far more dynamic was the Nouvelle Revue Française. Founded in 1909, the monthly featured both new and established writers and set the agenda of intellectual debate. Acting as a kind of referee was André Gide, a playwright, novelist, essayist and diarist who was unchallenged as the dominant French intellectual—despite the storm that erupted when he proclaimed his homosexuality in print in Corydon in 1924. The poet Paul Valéry and the Roman Catholic writer François Mauriac were also treated with reverence, while novelists with a large following included Antoine de Saint-Exupéry, Paul Morand, André Maurois and Colette, whose indiscreet memoir of her first tumultuous marriage, Mes apprentissages, sold particularly well in 1936.

Among younger authors, André Malraux won the Goncourt Prize for La Condition humaine (published in English as Man’s Fate) in 1933 and Roger Vercel for Capitaine Conan (Captain Conan) in 1934. Jean-Paul Sartre’s first attempt at fiction, his existentialist novel La Nausée (Nausea), appeared in 1938 and was followed in 1939 by Le Mur (The Wall), a collection of five stories and a novella. It was also a time when books by leading French authors sold well across Europe. And this brought international recognition: Nobel Prizes in literature were awarded to the political man of letters Anatole France in 1921, the philosopher Henri Bergson in 1927 and the novelist Roger Martin du Gard in 1937.

The period would be best remembered, however, for three remarkably original works. In early 1923, Raymond Radiguet published his World War I novel Le Diable au corps (The Devil in the Flesh), which tells of an affair between a teenage boy and a woman whose husband is fighting in the trenches. A high school dropout, Radiguet became the toast of the Left Bank, with Cocteau as his champion, but he died of typhoid in December 1923, just months after his twentieth birthday. Meanwhile, Marcel Proust’s fin de siècle masterpiece, À la recherche du temps perdu (In Search of Lost Time), was finally published in its entirety in 1927, five years after his death. For many critics, both French and foreign, it remains France’s greatest literary work of the twentieth century. At the time, however, a still greater sensation was Voyage au bout de la nuit (Journey to the End of the Night) by the irascible doctor Louis-Ferdinand Destouches, better known as Céline. Published in 1932, this raging and misanthropic novel defied the conventions of French writing, much as Joyce’s Ulysses had those of English literature ten years earlier, testing readers’ comprehension with ellipsis, vernacular, street slang and vulgarities in a revolt against French literary style and bourgeois society. The novel was favored—but failed—to win the Goncourt, angering Céline, who took little solace when it won the Renaudot Prize.

While Voyage was a literary tour de force, however, it was also semiautobiographical and, in that sense, a mirror on the period. Like many men of his age, Céline had been deeply scarred by World War I, although he had spent only a few months in the trenches before he was wounded and demobilized. After the war, he traveled widely, then became a doctor, working for the League of Nations in the mid-1920s before setting up a private practice among the poor of Montmartre. Having previously written only two unpublished plays, he was totally unknown in literary circles when Voyage came out. In the novel, it is Céline’s alter ego Bardamu who recovers from war wounds before setting out on travels, first to Africa, then to the United States, where he works in a Ford factory, and finally back to Paris, where he becomes a doctor. Everything he has witnessed, from colonialism and industrial capitalism to urban squalor, disgusts him.

In this dyspeptic view of humanity, Céline was not alone. The disastrous political and psychological legacy of the Great War was felt by other artists and writers, many of them veterans, whose initial response to the threat of a new war was to become outspoken pacifists. For instance, just as Céline’s novel was anti-war, so was Vercel’s Capitaine Conan, which dwelled on the psychological damage caused by the recent war. In 1937, the writer Jean Giono even announced that, in the event of a new Franco-German conflict, he would rather be a living German than a dead Frenchman.

But if pacifism was at times hard to distinguish from defeatism, artists and writers were also being buffeted by the ideological winds blowing from Moscow and Berlin. By the end of the 1930s, many writers and intellectuals, as well as some artists and musicians, felt called on to choose sides and take their places in the warring camps. The path that led some of them there had begun two decades earlier with the belief that, after the war to end all wars, art could produce something different.

The first proposal came from Dada, a semianarchic anti-war movement that was founded in neutral Switzerland by the Romanian poet Tristan Tzara, who was just twenty at the time. Launched in 1916 in Zurich’s Cabaret Voltaire with a performance defined as “anti-art,” Dada sought to mobilize painting, design, theater and poetry as weapons against “capitalist war.” The idea spread quickly to Berlin, Amsterdam and New York, where in 1917 Duchamp famously presented an upturned urinal as a work of art—or, rather, “anti-art”—called Fountain and, in the process, gave birth to conceptual art. Dada also awakened interest in Paris, where André Breton, a young poet with big ideas, founded a Dadaist journal, Littérature. In 1919, Tzara himself moved to Paris and continued to issue manifestos and organize “anti-art” performances. But Breton was not a natural follower. In 1923, when he was twenty-seven, he broke with Tzara and, with the publication of the Surrealist Manifesto the following year, gave birth to a new movement, which he would lead, in France and in exile, for the next four decades.

Over time, Surrealism would be best known for its paintings, for the dreamlike or phantasmagorical images created by Dalí, Ernst, Miró, René Magritte, André Masson and Yves Tanguy. But Breton saw the movement as an all-encompassing way of life, one that involved connecting to an inner world—what he called “pure psychic automatism”—as well as transforming the outer world. Breton had studied medicine and neurology and, in treating victims of shell shock in World War I, he used some of Freud’s psychoanalytical techniques. Among the Surrealists, he promoted exploration of the unconscious through interpretation of dreams and through “automatic writing,” in which the unconscious guides the hand in a form of free association. Breton’s own writing included an experimental novel, Nadja, which revolved around madness, another subject of great interest to him. Also drawn to the movement were some of the leading poets of the day—Louis Aragon, Paul Éluard, Robert Desnos and Benjamin Péret—who saw Surrealism as a liberation from the French classical order. Satie, the avant-garde composer who died in 1925, was soon part of the circle, demonstrating that all art—indeed, all life—could be surreal.

The Spanish director Luis Buñuel and Dalí illustrated this in two bizarre and provocative movies, Un Chien andalou (An Andalusian Dog) and L’Âge d’or (The Golden Age). In the case of L’Âge d’or, which was promptly banned by the Paris police chief after violent protests in some theaters, the movie was financed by Charles and Marie-Laure de Noailles, aristocratic art patrons who delighted in shocking la bourgeoisie. The couple also backed Cocteau’s Le Sang d’un poète (The Blood of a Poet), a Surrealist movie that, typically, Cocteau denied was Surrealist. Indeed, there were other artists, among them the Mexican painter Frida Kahlo and Magritte, who, while using the language of Surrealism, rejected Breton’s authoritarian leadership and refused to join his movement.

Breton himself was more interested in poetry than politics, but he also defined Surrealism as revolutionary in the broadest sense. Hoping to reach beyond his tight Left Bank circle, he led his followers into the French Communist Party in 1926. If their aim was to liberate society, however, their timing was poor. Following Lenin’s death in 1924, Stalin installed the one-man rule that began by smothering artistic freedom in the name of Socialist Realism and would soon terrorize millions. Abroad, Stalin’s agents increasingly forced foreign Communist parties to follow Moscow’s orders to the letter—and this included holding up the Soviet cultural model as an example for all. By 1933, Breton had had enough and began criticizing party positions. He and Éluard were promptly drummed out of the party as heretics. When Aragon chose not to follow them, he was in turn expelled from the Surrealist movement by Breton. In the escalating drama of French politics, this was merely a sideshow. But it presaged how culture—and, notably, the world of letters—would soon be sucked into the ideological maelstrom.

What mattered to most of the people of France was who governed the country—or, rather, whether France was actually governable. About this, there were serious doubts, particularly under the Third Republic. Its constitution, a reaction against Napoleon III’s imperial centralism, created a weak presidency and spawned endlessly squabbling coalition governments. Power lay with the Chamber of Deputies, which elected every prime minister and which, in the eyes of many French citizens, existed largely to make deals. Leading the non-Communist left was a charming Jewish intellectual and former theater critic, Léon Blum. Floating somewhere in the middle were the Radicals, who usually joined conservative-led coalitions but were themselves divided between old-school leaders like Camille Chautemps and Édouard Herriot and a younger group led by Édouard Daladier; between them, these three alone served as prime minister on ten different occasions. On the right, Raymond Poincaré and André Tardieu also frequently passed through the revolving doors: each was prime minister three times. So also was Pierre Laval, who began his political career as a socialist and ended up as prime minister of France’s collaborationist government during the German occupation.* Providing a rare voice of sanity was Paul Reynaud, who alone campaigned for rearmament, although he took over the government only in March 1940, too late to make any difference.

These, then, were the men leading France as it drifted toward calamity. “Why is France governed by seventy-five-year-old men?” the satirical weekly Le Canard Enchaîné famously asked. It answered, “Because the eighty-year-olds are dead.”4 While the Soviet Union produced Stalin, Italy Mussolini and Germany Hitler, France had no fewer than thirty-four governments between November 1918 and June 1940.

How these governments handled the Depression only added to the paralysis. The French economy—though not necessarily the population—had fared well in the 1920s, spawning a stubborn faith in the importance of a strong franc and a balanced budget. And when the French economy appeared to survive the immediate aftershocks of the 1929 Wall Street crash, this faith was reinforced. But in 1931, the Depression reached France, and it was quickly aggravated by devaluation of the British pound and, later, of the American dollar. With the franc suddenly overvalued, French exports fell sharply and domestic unemployment began to grow. With the exception of Reynaud, France’s political leaders remained firmly opposed both to devaluing the franc and to fighting deflation with deficit spending; instead, to preserve a balanced budget, they cut back government expenditures, including military spending.

The consequences of this policy were disastrous: the Depression lasted longer in France than in many other countries; social unrest fed political extremes; and the country fell behind in the accelerating European arms race. Finally, in September 1936, the franc was devalued, but by then the slump in industrial production was bringing inflation. In contrast, by the mid-1930s, Hitler was priming the German economy and financing his massive rearmament program almost entirely through huge deficits.

The weakness of successive French governments became an invitation for extremes to fill the vacuum. It could be argued that France had long been a nation at war with itself, with its history since the 1789 revolution punctuated by oft-violent confrontations like the 1848 workers’ revolt, the 1871 Paris commune and the 1905 separation of church and state. No less polarizing in intellectual circles was the Dreyfus affair. And, like other major political crises, it shaped the future. In 1894, Captain Alfred Dreyfus, a Jewish officer in the French army, was falsely accused of treason and sentenced to life imprisonment for spying for Germany. The case set off a wave of anti-Semitic hysteria, but also a response from a small group of intellectuals led by the novelist Émile Zola, who on January 13, 1898, published an open letter in L’Aurore under the headline “J’accuse …!” In it, he charged the French army of falsifying evidence against Dreyfus. The army’s outraged response forced Zola into exile in London for a year, but in 1906 Dreyfus was exonerated. If Dreyfus himself was now officially an innocent man, however, the end of the “affair” did not end anti-Semitism. In fact, anti-Semitism had even acquired a degree of respectability.

Among leading anti-Dreyfusards were two writers, Maurice Barrès and Charles Maurras, who would have enormous influence on intellectuals through the 1930s. Barrès began on the left, but he ended up promoting what became known as “ethnic nationalism,” a form of xenophobia in which anti-Semitism played a large role. Barrès died in 1923, leaving the intellectual extreme right in the hands of Maurras, a poet and critic who in 1898 had founded a nationalist, monarchist and anti-Semitic movement called L’Action Française. Maurras was also deeply anti-German, persuaded after World War I that the Germans would seek to avenge the 1919 Treaty of Versailles. And it was Maurras who in the early 1930s became the mentor of a generation of young writers, notably Abel Bonnard, Lucien Rebatet and Robert Brasillach, who all became outspoken advocates of anti-Semitism. Yet even Maurras was not extreme enough for many of them. By the end of the decade, these and other “graduates” of L’Action Française had distanced themselves from Maurras’s Germanophobia and embraced the new Nazi model.

What upset many conservatives was the large influx of foreigners into France, a human wave unmatched in any other European country and comparable to migration to the United States over the same period. Put differently, the loss of lives in World War I and the low fertility among French couples after the war had been compensated by the arrival of large numbers of Poles, Italians, Spaniards, Belgians, Russians, Greeks and Armenians. As a result, the proportion of people living in France who had been born abroad rose from 2.6 percent to 8 percent of the population between 1900 and 1931. The Jewish population in France also more than tripled in four decades, from 90,000 in 1900 to 300,000 in 1940, with a good number of these immigrants living in the crowded neighborhoods of eastern Paris. This reinforced the view among French xenophobes that all Jews were somehow foreign and that wealthy and influential French Jews had infiltrated and taken over parts of society on behalf of some ill-defined alien interest. The reaction of many long-established French Jewish families, on the other hand, was to distance themselves from those impoverished foreign Jews who had just arrived from the shtetls of eastern Europe, who spoke no French and who, if given the chance, would leave for the United States. All this made France fertile ground for Fascism.

Some extreme rightist groups took the battle onto the streets of Paris. The Camelots du Roi, a thuggish group linked to L’Action Française, fought leftist students, attacked Jewish targets and in 1936 dragged Blum from his car and beat him severely. Jeunesses Patriotes, the Francistes and Solidarité Française were openly pro-Fascist, while the Croix-de-Feu, founded by World War I veterans and led by Lieutenant Colonel François de La Rocque, favored Mussolini’s Italy over Hitler’s Germany as a role model. In the mid-1930s, the Comité Secret d’Action Revolutionnaire, better known as La Cagoule, also opted for terrorist actions. One of the most striking features of the extreme right was how many of its key figures came from the Communist Party and still considered themselves socialists of sorts. Among these was Jacques Doriot; elected mayor of Saint-Denis on a Communist ticket in 1930, he was expelled from the party in 1934 and, two years later, founded the extreme rightist Parti Populaire Français, with financial support from Mussolini’s Fascist regime. And even though Doriot himself was a former metalworker, he attracted many intellectuals to his new party, including the writers Pierre Drieu La Rochelle, Ramon Fernandez, Alfred Fabre-Luce and Bertrand de Jouvenel, Colette’s former stepson and lover. Unknowingly contributing to this ideological confusion was still another intellectual, Charles Péguy, a poet and essayist who was killed on the Marne in 1914 at the age of forty-one. He variously promoted socialism, nationalism and Catholicism and, while as a Dreyfusard he was not anti-Semitic, his thoughts came to influence left, right and center. In 1927, the philosopher Julien Benda published La Trahison des clercs (The Betrayal of the Learned), admonishing intellectuals for bowing to inane nationalism, but the predictable response of the right was abuse, not least because Benda was Jewish.

By the mid-1930s, the extreme right was clearly on the rise. Several groups—they were known as ligues, or leagues—targeted university students, with student elections often turning the Latin Quarter in Paris into a battleground. At the Sorbonne, the lines were drawn, with pro-Fascists in a majority. Controlled by the hard right, students at the Faculty of Law and the Faculty of Medicine were openly anti-Semitic and were always ready to join anti-government demonstrations. The Faculty of Letters was still being fought over, while the Faculty of Sciences was run by various Communist front organizations, which came together as the Union Fédérale des Étudiants in 1939. Students attending other leading academic institutions, like the elitist École Normale Supérieure, whose recent graduates included Sartre and Brasillach, were also confronted with the choice of Communism or Fascism. The pressure to take sides was enormous. François Mitterrand, France’s socialist president from 1981 to 1995, demonstrated alongside the Croix-de-Feu while studying at the École Libre des Sciences Politiques in the mid-1930s. Jean-Louis Crémieux-Brilhac, who joined the Gaullists in London during the war and later became a renowned historian, recalled being a member of a leftist group at the Sorbonne without realizing that it was controlled by the Communist Party. But, himself of Jewish extraction, he was all too aware of the extreme right. He recalled that one fellow student, Philippe Ariès, who was close to L’Action Française and would also become a noted historian, once said to him: “A Jew, I can smell one!”5 Democracy, it seemed, was the one option that held little appeal for the educated young.

Fueling this polarization were the country’s newspapers, which also served as forums for well-known writers. The Communist Party published L’Humanité as well as the afternoon paper, Ce Soir, which from 1937 was edited by Aragon, by then the dominant Communist intellectual. The editorial line of both papers was defined by the party’s leader, Maurice Thorez, and was unswervingly loyal to Moscow. Le Populaire spoke for the socialists, with Blum himself writing many editorials. The socialists could also count on support from Marianne and L’Oeuvre, while two satirical weeklies, Le Canard Enchaîné and Le Crapouillot, were unpredictable. General information dailies like Le Matin, Paris-Soir and Le Petit Parisien had enormous circulations, while Le Temps usually backed the government of the day. In 1922, François Coty, a perfume magnate with Fascist sympathies, bought Le Figaro, the country’s oldest paper, and maintained its conservative line, but he also founded an extreme rightist paper, L’Ami du Peuple, and financed Fascist groups. On the far right were Maurras’s daily, L’Action Française, as well as Je suis partout, a weekly that from 1934 drew many intellectuals away from Maurras’s movement and, starting in 1937, was edited by Brasillach. The popular literary and political weeklies Candide and Gringoire, both with circulations of around a half million, also campaigned steadily against the Third Republic and parliamentary rule.

A defining moment for both the left and the right occurred on February 6, 1934, when L’Action Française, the Croix-de-Feu, the Camelots du Roi and other extreme rightist groups marched on the Chamber of Deputies in the apparent hope of occupying the building and overthrowing the government. What provoked the uprising was outrage at the so-called Stavisky affair, a crisis prompted by the mysterious death of the infamous embezzler Serge Alexandre Stavisky one month earlier. The involvement of some ministers in protecting Stavisky highlighted the corruption endemic in successive governments and led to right-wing demonstrations that resulted in Daladier succeeding Chautemps as prime minister on January 27. When Daladier fired the right-wing Paris police chief, Jean Chiappe, the extreme right was still more outraged and summoned its followers to the place de la Concorde. Daladier was ready to call in the army, but in the end mounted police of the Garde Nationale Mobile managed to block the pont de la Concorde, which leads to the Chamber of Deputies. A prolonged battle ensued, with buses set alight, shots fired, at least fifteen people killed and hundreds more wounded. The repercussions of this confrontation were felt for years. It radicalized the right, pushing many nationalist and monarchist followers of L’Action Française toward outright Fascism. It also provoked a backlash against the extreme right, with Moscow ordering the French Communist Party to work with socialists and moderates against the growing Fascist threat. This shift permitted the election in May 1936 of the left-leaning Popular Front, with Blum as France’s first Jewish prime minister.

The Popular Front lived up to its promise to carry out major social reforms; it won the hearts of workers by introducing collective bargaining, a forty-hour work week and a paid annual vacation. Blum was the Front’s intellectual leader, but two other ministers, who both happened to be Jews, were also forceful modernizers. As minister of education and fine arts, Jean Zay not only raised the age at which a child could leave school from twelve to fourteen, he also created the new Musée d’Art Moderne and promoted physical education and sports; and Georges Mandel, the interior minister, oversaw the banning of Fascist ligues like the Croix-de-Feu. But like so many Third Republic governments, the Popular Front was also a fragile coalition that included Radicals and Communists as well as socialists. The traditional pacifism of the left prevented Blum from ordering full-scale rearmament in the face of the mounting German threat. At the same time, bowing to conservatives inside the coalition, he disappointed the left—and, no doubt, himself—by refusing to send arms to the besieged Republican government in Spain, which in July 1936 faced a military uprising led by General Francisco Franco.

The extreme right and conservative newspapers gave Blum no respite. They did not like his policies and they did not like being governed by a Jew. When he took office in June 1936, Xavier Vallat, a right-wing deputy who later headed Vichy’s General Commission for Jewish Questions, recognized a historic occasion. “For the first time, this old Gallo-Roman country will be governed by a Jew. I dare say aloud what this country is thinking in its heart of hearts; it is preferable to have a man at the head of this country whose origins lie in its soil rather than a subtle Talmudist.”6 Gringoire picked four adjectives to describe Blum: Marxist, circumcised, Anglophile and Freemason. Maurras went further, insulting Blum as “this old Semitic camel” and threatening him with death. “It shall be necessary to eliminate Blum physically only on the day he leads us into the godless war he dreams of against our Italian comrades-in-arms. On that day, it is true, he should not be spared.”7 For this, Maurras was jailed for eight months, beginning in October 1936.

But anti-Semitism per se was not punished. In three essays published as Le Péril juif (The Jewish Peril), the writer Marcel Jouhandeau added to the chorus by complaining that Jews now controlled the government as well as banking, the press, publishing, music and education. “M. Blum is not one of ours and, what is the toughest, M. Blum is master of my country and no European can ever know what an Asiatic is thinking,” he offered. After barely one year as prime minister, Blum was forced to step down. He returned to the post for three weeks in March 1938, but six months later, the Popular Front collapsed. With this, a good part of the left joined much of the right in believing that the Third Republic was beyond salvation, that only some radical new kind of regime could lead France out of the morass.

Beyond the political limelight, both Berlin and Moscow were working at winning over France’s opinion makers. On the German side, an important player was Otto Abetz, a former art teacher who later served as Hitler’s ambassador to occupied France. In the 1920s, he took the initiative of forming a Franco-German cultural exchange group called the Sohlberg Circle. Already fluent in French, on one of his many trips to France he met the newspaper editor Jean Luchaire, whose secretary, Suzanne de Bruyker, he married in 1932. Two years later, the Sohlberg Circle was formalized as the France-Germany Committee, with Abetz, still only thirty-one, as the German representative.

Tall, blond and sociable, Abetz used the post to befriend conservative French writers and journalists, among them Drieu La Rochelle, Brasillach and Jacques Benoist-Méchin. Initially, the committee even drew moderates eager to improve relations with Germany, among them Blum, who resigned his membership only in 1937—the same year Abetz joined the Nazi Party. Potential allies of the Nazis were invited to Germany to admire the achievements of the Third Reich, some even to attend the Nazi Party’s mass gatherings in Nuremberg. After watching Hitler preside over a flag ceremony in 1937, Brasillach was so struck by its near-religious ritual that he compared it to the Eucharist. “Anyone who fails to see the consecration of the flags as analogous to the consecration of bread is unlikely to understand anything about Hitlerism,” he wrote in Je suis partout.8 Thanks to Abetz, Jouvenel was able to interview Hitler for Paris-Match in 1936, extracting from the Führer a reassuring invitation to the French: “Let us be friends.” Less publicly, Abetz was also subsidizing right-wing newspapers. It was almost as if he were rehearsing the occupation: his intellectual friends of the 1930s would all become prominent collaborators after 1940.

Still, Abetz had little need to import Hitler’s hatred of Jews. Fed by L’Action Française and other Fascist groups, French anti-Semitism was given a fresh boost and a grotesque form of literary legitimacy by none other than Céline, who had gained enormous celebrity with Voyage au bout de la nuit. He had followed up in 1936 with another book of equal brilliance, Mort à crédit (Death on the Installment Plan), a kind of prequel to Voyage that opens with his alter ego, Dr. Ferdinand Bardamu, practicing medicine among poor Parisians and then flashes back to his childhood and adolescence. And once again it was the author’s voice—raging, pessimistic, cynical, humorous, anti-heroic, desperate—that gave the book its immense punch. Then, quite suddenly, Céline turned this voice into a blunderbuss of anti-Semitism. As a doctor treating shopworkers, prostitutes, single mothers and the like, he had a genuine empathy for the underprivileged (and a deep distaste for the bourgeoisie). He also considered himself a man of the left—until he visited the Soviet Union in 1936. Upon his return, he published Mea Culpa, a twenty-seven-page pamphlet denouncing Communism. And it was then that he embraced the far right.

The following year, Céline published another “pamphlet,” in reality a long essay, called Bagatelles pour un massacre (Trifles for a Massacre), in which he showed his new face. Echoing his horror at World War I, he accused Jews, Communists and Freemasons of driving France toward another war—another “massacre”—with Germany. His main target, though, were Jews, who were, he wrote, all-powerful in finance, politics and the arts, “vermicular, persuasive, more invasive than ever” but, above all, warmongers. “It’s the Jews of London, Washington and Moscow who are blocking a Franco-German alliance,” he said. And he went on: “I don’t want to go to war for Hitler, I insist, but I don’t want to wage war against him for the Jews.” His conclusion: “Rather a dozen Hitlers to an all-powerful Blum.”9 Gide, for one, was incredulous, noting in his journal, “Surely it’s a joke. And if it’s not a joke, Céline must be completely mad.”10 But Céline knew exactly what he was doing, writing to a friend, “I have just published an abominably anti-Semitic book, I am sending it to you. I am enemy no. 1 of the Jews.”11 After Bagatelles pour un massacre sold eighty thousand copies, he followed up in 1938 with another anti-Semitic diatribe, L’École de cadavres (School of Corpses), which sold almost as well.

Moscow was no less active. Initially, its principal agent was Willi Münzenberg, a founding member of the German Communist Party who served as a Comintern agent in Paris and elsewhere in western Europe after 1933. Although many French intellectuals were already in the Communist Party, Münzenberg’s talent was to draw non-Communists into the anti-Fascist struggle, notably by creating seemingly respectable front organizations. These fellow travelers included exiled German and Austrian writers, as well as French intellectuals alarmed by Hitler’s rise to power. Malraux, a writer with a penchant for romantic adventure, did not join the Communist Party, but he nonetheless traveled to Moscow in August 1934 to attend the All-Union Congress of Soviet Writers. He annoyed his official hosts by rebuking them for imposing Socialist Realism on Soviet writers, noting that “your classic writers give a richer and more complex picture of the inner life than the Soviet novelists,”12 yet he remained useful to Moscow. In June 1935, he helped to organize the First International Writers’ Congress for the Defense of Culture, which was held in Paris. And while Moscow largely controlled its deliberations, the congress was able to present a dazzling panoply of writers—Gide as its honorary chairman, along with E. M. Forster, Bertolt Brecht, Aldous Huxley, Waldo Frank, Heinrich Mann and many others—as friends of the Soviet Union and foes of Nazi Germany.

There were tensions. Ilya Ehrenburg, a Russian journalist and Soviet agent involved in organizing the congress, had earlier written a provocative pamphlet calling Breton and the Surrealists pédérastes. On the eve of the congress, Breton met and repeatedly slapped Ehrenburg, which resulted in the Surrealists being excluded from the gathering. René Crevel, a poet who had been expelled from the Communist Party along with Breton and Éluard, tried to have this ban lifted; when his efforts failed, in despair, he committed suicide.* Eventually, a statement by Breton was read to the congress by Éluard, but late at night, after most delegates had left. A more important issue related to the fate of Victor Serge, a Belgian-born French-language writer who joined the Bolshevik Revolution and was now in a labor camp in the Urals. Ehrenburg worked to keep the Serge case out of debate, but several intellectuals, including Gide, signed a letter calling for his release, which Gide himself delivered to the Soviet embassy in Paris. One year later, Serge was freed and, although France under Prime Minister Laval refused him a visa, he was allowed to travel to Belgium.

Soon, though, the dominant reality for the European left was the Spanish civil war. Nazi Germany and Mussolini’s Italy moved quickly to arm Franco’s Nationalist forces, but only the Soviet Union was willing to help the Republican government in Madrid. For that reason, even non-Communist leftists were ready to close ranks around Moscow. French anti-Fascist intellectuals, all the more embarrassed by the Popular Front’s refusal to help the Spanish Republic, felt called upon to act. Along with numerous British, American and Latin American intellectuals, a French delegation led by Aragon traveled to Madrid and Valencia in July 1937 to attend the Second International Writers’ Congress for the Defense of Culture. A few French writers even volunteered to fight alongside the Republicans. Among these was Malraux, who, using old planes obtained in France, put together a rudimentary Republican air force called Escadrille España. Although the squadron’s military impact was minimal, it served as a symbol of widespread French sympathy for the Republican cause.

A more lasting protest against the horrors of the Spanish war came from Picasso. Although he never left Paris, as Spain’s most celebrated artist, he agreed at the start of the civil war to be named director of the Prado Museum. In early 1937, he was invited to paint a major work for the Spanish pavilion at that summer’s Paris International Exhibition. Although he was undecided on a theme, it was suddenly provided for him by the bombing of the Spanish Basque town of Guernica by German and Italian warplanes on April 26. By early July, Guernica, his mural-sized work in black, white and shades of gray, was displayed prominently in the Spanish pavilion; with its shocking evocation of death and destruction, it brought home what was taking place beyond France’s southern border. The massively obtrusive German and Soviet pavilions, facing each other almost menacingly beside the Seine, were in turn harbingers of what lay ahead. After the international exhibition, Guernica toured Europe and the United States to help raise funds for the Spanish Republic. When the civil war ended with Franco’s victory, the painting remained in the Museum of Modern Art in New York until democracy was finally restored to Spain in the late 1970s.

German and Italian support for Franco eventually sealed the fate of the republic, but while the conflict continued, Moscow used it to smother anyone on the left who refused to toe the Soviet line. Its argument, successfully imposed on European Communist parties, was that any criticism of Moscow was commensurate to supporting Fascism. Its main victims were Trotskyites and anarchists fighting in Spain, a brutal sectarianism witnessed—and later denounced—by George Orwell and Arthur Koestler. But Moscow also hoped that, in the name of solidarity with the Spanish Republic, non-Communist leftists in Europe would not speak out against Stalin’s growing heavy-handedness at home. In one high-profile case, this approach failed dramatically.

Although Gide had never before been politically active, by the early 1930s he was openly expressing sympathy for Communism and admiration for the Soviet Union. Such was his international prestige that Moscow was understandably delighted when the writer, then in his late sixties, finally accepted an invitation to visit the Soviet Union in June and July of 1936, by chance just weeks before the opening of the infamous Moscow trials. The voyage began with Gide addressing Maxim Gorki’s funeral in Red Square and pledging to defend “the destiny of the Soviet Union.” Over the next four weeks, traveling in great comfort, with the Russian-born publisher Jacques Schiffrin as his interpreter, Gide was showered with honors as a valued friend of the regime. On his return to Paris, he immediately wrote his account of the trip, Retour de l’U.R.S.S. (Back from the USSR).

It was not what his Soviet hosts had expected. Gide’s message was clear: he had wanted to find confirmation of what, three years earlier, he had described as “my admiration, my love, for the U.S.S.R.”14 He found some positive things to recount, and he expressed his conviction that the Soviet Union “will end by triumphing over the serious errors that I point out,”15 but his final verdict was devastating. He noted that artists could only follow the party line. “What is demanded of the artist, of the writer, is that he shall conform; and all the rest will be added to him.”16 His fiercest criticism focused on the total lack of freedom in the Soviet Union: “And I doubt whether in any other country in the world, even Hitler’s Germany, thought be less free, more bowed down, more fearful (terrorized), more vassalized.”17

Gide’s manuscript fell into the hands of Communist intellectuals, who hurriedly leaned on him to soften his attack on Moscow, arguing that it would damage the Republican cause in Spain. He nonetheless went ahead with publication. The book, which was quickly translated into English, naturally pleased the right, but it also shocked many non-Communists on the left, among them Simone de Beauvoir, Sartre’s young companion. In her memoir La Force de l’âge (The Prime of Life), she recalled, “We had never imagined the U.S.S.R. to be a paradise, but we had also never seriously questioned the construction of socialism. It was inconvenient to be required to do so at the very moment that we felt disgusted by the policies of the democracies. Was there nowhere on earth where we could cling to hope?”18 In 1937, in response to all the hand-wringing on the left, Gide published a fresh, more nuanced reflection on the trip, Retouches à mon retour de l’U.R.S.S. (Afterthoughts, Back from the USSR). But by then, he had become a nonperson for much of the left.

He would not be alone for long. Both the Communist repression of the dissident left in Spain and, even more, the violent purges of the Moscow trials were eroding loyalty to the Soviet Union. Oddly, perhaps, Trotskyism did not catch on in France, even though Trotsky himself was in exile near Paris between 1933 and 1935.* Rather, it was the turmoil in Moscow that cast a deep shadow over the European left. As early as October 1936, for instance, Münzenberg was summoned back to Moscow and, after fierce interrogation, he suddenly feared for his life. Arguing that he was needed to organize the Comintern’s operation in Spain, he somehow obtained an exit visa and resumed his work from Paris. His usefulness to Moscow, however, was waning and, in May 1937, he was expelled from the German Communist Party. He continued his anti-Fascist activities, using some of the front organizations he had himself created, but he wisely ignored another summons to Moscow. Instead, in 1938, he founded a German-language journal, Die Zukunft, and, while remaining an anti-Fascist, he took to denouncing Stalinism. In 1938, Koestler, who had been close to Münzenberg, also left the German Communist Party in disgust at the Moscow trials.

Remarkably, in France, the violent sniping within the ranks of the left and between left and right was taking place in seeming oblivion to Germany’s massive military buildup and blatant territorial ambition. It was as if winning ideological arguments were more important than strengthening France’s resolve to defend itself. As early as October 1935, France had responded meekly to Italy’s invasion of Ethiopia, boosting Hitler’s confidence that he, too, could act with impunity. In March 1936, France did nothing when Germany remilitarized Rhineland in violation of the Treaty of Versailles; two years later, when Berlin annexed Austria in what became known as the Anschluss, France again declined to act. Even confronted by Germany’s growing military might and expansionism, France’s political establishment remained divided over rearmament, with its aged army high command insisting that the country was safe behind the two-hundred-mile-long Maginot Line of defenses running along its eastern border.

A young tank commander, Colonel Charles de Gaulle, was almost alone in calling for the creation of new armored divisions. In any event, among both intellectuals and politicians, memories of the carnage of World War I were still feeding pacifism and the belief that Hitler could be appeased. In 1936, a rare reminder that France was ignoring the approaching cataclysm came in a popular song by the bandleader Ray Ventura, “Tout va très bien, Madame la Marquise.” In it, an aristocrat’s servants keep reassuring her by telephone that all is well: true, her favorite mare died, as the stables were destroyed when the château burned down, and her husband committed suicide, but don’t worry, tout va très bien, Madame la Marquise.

In Munich on September 30, 1938, France’s prime minister Daladier and Britain’s prime minister Neville Chamberlain gave Hitler the green light to occupy Czechoslovakia’s Sudetenland. When Chamberlain arrived home, he waved the agreement and promised “peace for our time.” When Daladier returned to Paris, he later recalled, he quite expected to be lynched; instead, he, too, was acclaimed as a hero. A few writers on the left denounced the Munich Agreement, but they were in a minority. Pacifists were further reassured on December 6 by a Franco-German declaration pledging peaceful relations. Even in March 1939, when Germany swallowed the rest of Czechoslovakia, the consensus in Paris was that no Frenchman should be asked to die to defend the Czechs.

The British and French governments, however, were shaken and finally offered to guarantee the independence of Poland, the next country in Hitler’s sights. This, too, had little public support. In an article in L’Oeuvre in May 1939, headlined “To Die for Danzig?,” Marcel Déat said no one could stop Hitler from seizing the Baltic enclave. “To start a European war because of Danzig would be a little too much,” he said, adding, “We will not die for Danzig.” Even then, few people in France believed that their own country’s survival was at stake. The American ambassador, William Bullitt, was less sanguine. “In considering the question of the defense of the United States and the Americas,” he wrote to President Roosevelt in April 1939, “it would be extremely unwise to eliminate from consideration the possibility that Germany, Italy and Japan may win a comparatively speedy victory over France and England.”19

Certainly, nothing in the social and cultural life of Paris in the spring and summer of 1939 could have persuaded Bullitt that France was ready for war. Costume and masked balls were as lavish as ever; nightclubs were putting on new shows; theaters and movie houses were full; plans were going ahead to open the new Musée d’Art Moderne; the fiftieth anniversary of the Eiffel Tower was being celebrated; and new books were being published, including Sartre’s La Nausée and Drieu La Rochelle’s Gilles. In April, the defeat of the Spanish Republic brought a flood of some 450,000 refugees into France, yet Franco’s victory had long been expected. Then, on August 23, 1939, to the astonishment of the French government, Germany and the Soviet Union signed a nonaggression agreement, the so-called Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact. One week later, Germany invaded Poland. On September 3, a few hours after Britain did so, France declared war on the Third Reich and began mobilizing its armed forces. The lives of the artists and intellectuals of Paris had finally—and abruptly—changed: within days, they were undergoing military training for a war they had hoped never to see. And, for a few brief months, ideological foes found themselves shoulder to shoulder in defense of France.


*Laval’s name reads the same from right to left as from left to right, prompting quips that he was at home on either extreme.

*Another explanation offered for his suicide was that he had been diagnosed with an acute case of renal tuberculosis, which, he told friends, was incurable.13

*Having been drummed out of the Communist Party, Breton finally met Trotsky in 1938 in Mexico, where they signed a manifesto, For an Independent Revolutionary Art. Two years later, Trotsky was murdered in Mexico City by a Soviet agent.
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