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BEAU MARAIS

The Marais, home to Beaumarchais—clockmaker, musician, playwright, pamphleteer, arms dealer, spy

ou can walk across the Marais in half an
i hour. Or, like me, you can spend a liferime
exploring the leafy squares, arm-span-wide
alleys and mossy courtyards of one of Paris’ most
armospheric neighborhoods. They're woven aleng
imperfectly traced arteries berween the Basdlle
and Beaubourg, the Seine and Temple, in the
3td and 4ch arrondissements. Le thopping may be
what draws most visitors to this self-consciously
chic theme park for what Parisians call Babos—
Bohemian Bourgeois. Wall-to-wall boutigues, ant
galleries and faux-bistros are shoehorned berween
museums and adminiserative offices in landmark
Louis-something townhouses. Behind the
scrubbed facades and under the cobbles lurk
layers of history, mystery and lore. Since the
mid-1980s, I've lived near Saint-Paul and the
Place des Vosges, the neighborhood’s center-
picce, and when it comes w understanding and
appreciating the Marais I've barely scraped the
icing off this luscious layer-cake.

Diespite its inauspicious name—=mardis 1s
old French for swamp—and equally murky
carly days as a Hoodplain, the neighborhood
has long lured a mixed bag of humaniry. Some
contemporary admirers like to hack back 1,000
Years or more, but in my W:]l'll'..‘l.EIjJ'I.E! ['ve never
heard the rumble of chariows on the Rue Saint-
Antoine, the neighborhood’s ancient Roman
backbone, or the clacrer of medieval knights en
route 1o their fortresses at the Bastille, La Foree or
Temple. Same echoes from the Marais' past—es-
pecially those from the 17th and 18th centuries
Golden Age—do still resonate, though, above the
white noise of cell phones and sweet-corner jazz
ensembles. One voice in particular often calls out
to me, the voice of Pierre-Augustin Caron, berter
known as Beaumarchais. "1 make myself laugh
at everything,” Beaumarchais famously quipped,
“far fear of having 1o weep.”

Clockmaker, musician, playwright, pamphle-
teer, arms dealer and spy, Beaumarchais was born
in 1732 on the Rue Saint-Denis, 2 few blocks wes:
of the Marais, and later lived in a Rue Vicille-du-
Temple mansion in what's now the Marais’ gay
district. He died in 1799, having made and los:
several fortunes, in an extravagane palace he'd

I,'H,Iil.[ on w_l'!:ltpﬁ oW Eh: Bl:l Llll.‘.'ﬁ-':lj‘l:[ EE‘EUIHEI.I‘I':l'IaILSJ
abucring the Place de la Bastille and Boulevard
Richard-Lenoir. Beaumarchais cerrainly loved the
Marais he knew. Would he love it today?

A bronze statue on the Rue Saint-Antoine in
a small square on the corner of the Rue des Tour-
nelles shows a handsome, vigorous Beaumarchans.
His swoard is bent: for the last 100 years people
have been hanging bougquers from its tp—during
the protest marches that stare ar the Bastille and,
traditionally, move up the Rue Same-Antoine or
Boulevard Beaumarchais. There’s a hotel just off
the Rue de Rivoli, and plagues on walls scarered

here and there, They remind the Marais' window-
shoppers and museum-goers thar Beaumarchais
was the author of The Barber of Seville and The
Marriage of Figaro. Like the neighborhood’s fa-
cades and cobbled recesses, these physical remind-
ers of the man's passing open the doors of specuila-
tive fancy. To my mind what makes Beaumarchais
ever present amid the Marais’ bumper-to-bumper
wrendies is his eerily contemporary, disconcert-
ingly ambiguous characrer. In a single person are
merged the brutal contradictions and wild para-
doxes of an age more like our own than many
might think. If such a thing as “spirit of place"
exists, then Beaumarchais’ mighe very well have
been—and may still be—the spirit of the Maras
and its denizens: ambitious, litigious, subversive,
licentious, arrogant, nostalgic, progressive, en-
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lightened, opportunistc, self-important, and ar
once aristocratic and thoroughly parvenu. Sound
like the designers, architects, statesmen, fashion
models and starlers who make the Marais home
today?

It Beaumarchais were alive, he would prob-
ably be director of the Opéra Bastille, receving
a salary plus subsidies (as a librertist, musician
and playwright) from the Minisury of Culrure,
while at the same time trying to dismantle the
old-boy burcaucracy sustaining him. Since the
Boulevard Beaumarchais is trafhic-clogged and
undistinguished newadays, he might choose to
live in, say, the quiedy posh Place des Vosges,
perhaps in the same restored townhouse as So-
ctalist minister Jack Lang. Or maybe he'd gut
and reconvert a historic property in the Rue
des Francs-Bourgeois, like celebrity architect
Jean Mouvel. More likely, Beaumarchais would
knock down a landmark mansion or two and
build semething vast and provocative—after
all he was a passionare innovator, and he did
help bring down the sclerotic Ancien Régime
despite his closeness o Louis XVI and Marie
Antoinerte.

Doubrtless, a modern Beaumarchais would
dine regularly ar such Michelin-starred Marais
perennials as Ambroisie or Benoit, brezking
bread with politicians from lefr and right,
needling and wheedling both, soliciting and
dispensing kickbacks, making and breaking his
allies and enemies. Perhaps he would lobby the
Greens to trn the Marais into a car-free zone,
as some misguided inhabitants are currencly try-
ing to do, while ensuring that he could still drive
his SUV or Ferrari to his sumpruous digs (and
those of his many mistresses). “Drinking when
we're not thirsty and making love year round,
Madame, that's all that distinguishes us from
other animals,” sang Figaro the libertine. And, as
Beaumarchais’ biographers agree, Figaro and his
Creator Wens ane E.r'“.i th Same.

If 1 step out of my courtyard, tarn left then
right into the arcaded Place des Vosges, 1 find
myself facing one of the Marais™ touchstones, an
antigue shop called Balmes-Richelieu, It occu-
pies the first pavilien (continued on page 7)

Beau Marais, continued from page 1

an the north side of the square as you enter from
the Ruec des Francs-Bourgeois and inevitably
conjures up Beaumarchais and his world, Pierre
Balmes, octogenarian specialist in timepieces even
older than himself, opened for business here in
1949, He's an anchor in the maelstrom of blanket
restoration and gentrification sweeping the Mara-
is. | can’t help fantasizing thar the shop, with its
dusty displays of clocks and centuries-old rools,
is the current incarnaticn of the establishment
owned and operated by Beaumarchais® father in
the 1730s. It was among the clocks, jewels and
musical instruments thar Beaumarchais, barely
out of his teens, invented a spring mechanism
that made watches run more accurarely, And it
was in defending his invention from Lepaute, the
royal warchmaker who stole his idea, that Beau-
marchais demonstrated his preternatural calencs
as writer and orator. He won his case before the
Academy of Seiences and soon replaced Lepaure
at Louis XV's Versailles court, quickly becom-
ing, ameng other things, harp instrucror to the
iﬂ.il'l.gl'.s dEuEhtﬂﬁ! tht .?.'.."iEIJI.‘.]':lt:: ﬂ!- t]'lﬂ ]'l'.,i.ﬂgdﬂm's
Hggﬁ: arms dealer and protége of the king’s af-
ficial miseress, Madame de Pompadour. (To get
a feel for Beaumarchais’ Versailles life, visit de
Pompadour's recently restored and reopened “se-
cret” apartments.)

The young Beaumarchais craved respecrabil-
iy, and while the ciry’s best addresses ar the end
of Louis XV’ reign were being built in the Left
Bank’s Saint-Germain neighborhood, the Marais
was still a fashionable enclave, just as it is now, for
bluebloods and professionals at the wp of their
career. Only after years of social climbing, court
intrigue, spying on the kings behalf, gun-running
and two marriages (the first to a rich widow with a
property named “Beaumarchais™) did the watch-
maker-become-nobleman manage ta move from
Versailles via London to a Marais townhouse, the
luxurious Héeel Amelot de Bisseuil, often called
the Hotel des Ambassadeurs de Hollande, on the
Rue Vieille-du-Temple.

If you stroll up this café-lined screer from the
Rue de Rivol you'll see immediately on your right
the three-star Horel Caron de Beaumarchais., It
|_i|:'|-em||].-' derives its name and theme décor—a
1792 Erard pianoforte in the lobby and cozily
faux-Ancien Régime-style rooms—from the
proximity of Beaumarchais' residence, two blocks
north. Hidden among the bookshops, accessory
stores and specialty food bouriques, you'll recop-
nize the mansion at number 47 for its grimy ex-
terior and heavy carriage doors elaborarely carved
with writhing Medusa heads. Rebuilt in the 1650s
atop medieval foundations, and many times re-
modeled by the time Beaumarchais rented it in
1776, the rownhouse was more than merely the
budding playwright's dream residence. It was
here, in the gilded, frescoed salons frequented by
emissaries and artists, thar Beaumarchais head-
guartered Rodrigucz, Horralez er Cie, a cover
worthy of a modern spy novel that was ar the
hearr of an intricate clandestine operartion to sup-
ply American revolutionaries witch ships, arms and
sunpowder. With one adroit hand Beaumarchais

brought Figaro to life in this townhouse, while
with the other he spent over 6 million fvres of
French and Spanish gold to help the insurgents
beat the British. Without Beaumarchais, histori-
ans say, the decisive Bartle of Saratoga couldn't
have been won, Without Figaro, add others, the
Bastille might never have fallen. It shouldn't de-
tract from his achievements that Beaumarchais
undertook both his arms-dealing and playwrit-
ing to turn a profit—his moteo ran, roughly, “Deo
the public good while lining your own pocker.”
He was protorypically modern, with eyes firmly
on the bortom line. Thar explains why, in the
salens of this mansion in the hear of July 1777,
he also created the Société des Auteurs Drama-
tiques, paving the way for the first laws on in-
tellectual property and royalty payments. It was
here too that Beaumarchais became publisher of
Volraire's collected works, a ruinous venture chat
also heightened hereditary, divine-right Ancien
Régime aristocrats’ and plutocrats’ suspicions of
Beaumarchais' subversive atheism and beliefs in
meritocracy. “You made the effort to be born,”
says Figaro to Count Almaviva, "bur nothing
more than that.”

Ring the bell on che right of the carriage door
and push past the Medusas into the mansion’s
outer courtyard. The concierge will intereept
}"-Dl.l-—-[]'uls iﬁ .';iri:l] P[E‘J’ﬂ.t: pfﬂ'pcrt_}r. E}r d ﬂri:S U'F
Hukes the building has changed lirtle since Beau-
marchais’ day. Even the low-relief sculprures
surrounding the court have survived (they show
Romulus and Remus Nursed by the She-Wolf; al-
legories of Strength. Truth. Peace and War: plus
the goddesses Ceres and Flora). You can only peer
through the vaulted passageway at the wntalizing
main courtyard, freshly restored, with more sculp-
tures, masks and garlands. If you're lucky, you
might glimpse through parted drapes the dazzling
cetlings the playwright-spy knew so well.

Imagine Beaumarchais' gold-encrusted car-
riage ratcling down the Rue des Francs-Bour-
geois, past the sumptuous Hétel Carnavaler
(now the History of Paris Muscum), across the
Place des Vosges, to the wide boulevard thac
now bears his pame, For several hundred yards
along the boulevard'’s east side strerch the land-
scaped grounds of the estate Beaumarchais and
his third wife have been building since the lace
1780s for the phenomenal sum of 1.6 million
livres. Inheritances and sertlements, plus real
estate sp::cul:LrEun and a cuntml]ing inIcrest in
Paris’ first-ever warer utility, have made Beau-
marchais fabulously rich. Known as the “Man-
sion of the 200 Windows," Beaumarchais’ es-
tate is a parvenu s paradise, with a semi-circular
colonnade, temples o Bacchus and Volraire, a
Chinese humpback bridge, and a waterfall. The
Eas{j.”f ri.ﬁ"_ﬁ 44 thf .Eﬂut]'h Al nmjnuus tl'.l.f:l.t]']l-
cal backdrop. The main house is not yer finished
when, in April 1789, Beaumarchais and a party
of anistocraric friends, including the furure king
Louis Philippe, watch with horror as noters ran-
sack a nearby mansion and then take on royal
guards, with 2 loss of 200 lives. Have Figara's
spiniteal heirs gone mad? Beaumarchais can’
help wondering. A few months later, on July 14,
Beaumarchas :1511'11 watches from his terrace as

rioters from the Faubourg Saint-Antoine storm
the Bastille. And the rest is history.

"1If we were to allow that pia}' to be per-
formed,” the otherwise unperceptive Louis XV
remarked in 1784 abour The Marriage of Figaro,
“we would have to demolish the Bastlle.” Fit-
tingly, when the demolition began on July 15,
Beaumarchais, as president of the Marais' Blancs-
Manteaux district, was sent with other dignitar-
ies to supervise. Wieh his typical pragmatism and
aplomb he bought—or requisitioned—some of
the Bastille’s stones and sent them trundling to
the work site of his theater at 11 Rue de Sévigné,
berween Saint-Paul and the Carnavaler.

Theres nothing left but the facade of the
Théatre Beaumarchais (sometimes referred o as
the Théicre du Marais); demalished in the mid-
1800s. The chameleon citizen-playwright staged
the third of his Figaro series, the little-known La
Meére Coupable, ar this theater in 1791 and 1792,
More recendly, from abourt 1960 to 2000, 2 Hun-
garian delicaressen was ensconced in what was the
theater’s foyer and sold some of the best salami
in Paris. A bourtique is now moving in to replace
it. Like Balmés-Richelieu antiques, and dozens
of unglamorous shoe repair and hardware shops,
the deli was one of those Marais touchstones from
the blue-collar age, When Ilook up ar the former
thearer’s pilasters, my mind's eye sees a slice of the
Marais’ layer-cake. First there was a swamp here,
then came Philippe-Auguste’s medieval ciry wall,
part of the La Force prison, a theater built with
the stones of the Bastille, a Hungarian deli and
now a rendy bourique.

Rewind to Beaumarchais' speeding car-
riage—by now a nondescript vehicle sans glitter-
ing gold, in keeping with Revolurionary eriquerre
Who knows how many times it rumbled from the
theater to the Mansion of the 200 Windows, rac-
ing past carts loaded with prisoners on the way
to the guillotine? Ironically, the Committee of
Public Safery and Robespierre almost managed
T eXecuite Ihﬂ Eub'i'fﬁi.\": :lLL[l!ur C‘.E- Fj.E:Lfﬂ- TILIL'
to character, he had reinvented himself as a gun-
runner for France’s new despots. Only by luck,
chance and intrigue-did Beaumarchais, declared
a “counter-revolutionary” and exiled, keep his
head on his shoulders. During his absence, troops
stormed his estate expecting to uncover weapons.
All they found were thousands of unsold velumes
of Volraire’s collected works.

There's nothing left of the mansion and
grounds where Cinzen Beaumarchais spen: the
last years of his life, still rich and full of fire bur
no longer a hero. He died in the last year of the
18th century, on the cusp of the modern age, and
was buried in his garden near Volraire’s temple,
on the edge of the Marais, The final irony, a post-
script to this extraordinary life, is that, before the
estate was demolished to make way for the Ca-
nal Saint-Martin and Boulevard Richard-Lenoir,
Louis XVIII's men dug up the playwright's bones,
in 1822, and moved them to Pére-Lachaise, a
Catholic cemerery. Even in death the itinerant
iconoclast knew no rest. Over the rumble of the
trathc on his boulevard 1 somerimes hear Beau-
marchais chuckling, reminding me thar if you
dont laugh, you're destned tw cry.




