Well Formed Phrases: Some Limits of Meaning in Political
Print at the End of the Second Empire

ADRIAN RIFKIN
(Written with the 1984 — 85 miners’ strike in mind)

This article is a partial sequel to a previous public-
ation in Block No.8, entitled "No Particular Thing
To Mean’, and it also takes up some questions
raised in my review of Maurice Agulhon’s Marianne
into Battle in Art History (September 1983). Both of
these were preoccupied with the uneven way in
which political print or satire is taken up in art-
historical or historical writing, and is held either
within the hierarchies ol meaning attributed to
different art forms, or is used as illustration. The
problem was to see how these uses overlap with
the relationship of authorship and meaning in
political print, and to indicate that how they do
often confuses and inhibits a materialist social
analysis of the ways in which they can produce
meaning. | wished to create a distance from the
-annibalistic approach ol certain kinds of social
history of art that eats up little signs in order to
give more importance to bigger ones, and also |
did not want to engage in the discussion of polit-
ical print as a form of material production by way
of a virtuous substitute for other kinds of appropr-
late research. Not that such investigation is
unimportant. It i1s crucial to an understanding ol
how the social structuring of the production and
consumption ol visual images enters into their
reading, into the amount or kinds of meaning that
they are allowed to have. Otherwise | wanted to
escape a hagiographical struggle over what it is
that the prints illustrate as being a conflict
between politically good or bad intentions. This
can all be left aside now, and is mentioned only
because the objectives remain viable, and current
in this work. In passing, however, it is worth
remarking that of all the art-historical tendencies
that fetishise the genres of artistic achievement,
the ‘modernartandmodernism’ one is probably the
most influential. And so, if I found that *No Partic-
ular Thing . .." led me to think again about the
value of Warburgian iconology, this was not dis-
pleasing. The point at which this touches against
the methods of analysis opened up by Bakhtin’s
linguistics seems to me to be a more productive
starting point than the vamped up, socially struct-
ured version of the creative artist.' Anyway, | got
no [urther than laying a basis for looking at a
print, ‘Le Travail, c’est la Liberté’ (fig.1), and this
is where we will carry on.

There, the print was seen as being not so much
at the centre of a complex set of political and
social discourses and representations as afloat in
them, rather as its viewers themselves must have
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been. Now we will deflect the investigation onto
another object, namely the articulation of notions
of social order and social place, and see if such an
exploration vyields any knowledge about the
position of such a print. At the same time this
enables us to distract our attention from the
relation of the print to other prints as an issue of
any central importance, and to look at the articul-
ation of orders of representation which are not
themselves structured by traditions of visual
satire, but which, nonetheless, interact with them.
This starting point is obviously not a random one,
since order was a most important focus of social
and political struggles, and became an especially
significant word in the short period that we are
dealing with.” It was a subject of confrontation in
industrial relations, political desires or military
conflict alike, and it is through a contention of

Fig. 1. Marcia, Le Travail, c’est la liberté, mid-late
May 1871.
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viewpoints that the representations of political
leaders, class or work come to be formulated. If,
then, the viewpoint of social order was based on
the maintenance ol catholic morality and capita-
list hegemony, then these seem as if natural. And
their inversion, or the desire for it, could be
readily seen as originating from the realm of the
unnatural.

In the period after the suppression ol the
Commune, this is characteristic of the large
number of anticommunard scatologies, whether
verbal or wvisual. In a typical example, Henry
Morel's Pilori des Communeux, the title announ-
ces the book’s objective, the rendering ridiculous
of the defeated victim.” Morel is anxious to estab-
lish that the leaders of the Commune were, in their
different walks of life — intellectual or artisan-
nonentities whose ambition to occupy a more
central role in society led them out of their proper
place and so, inevitably, to their fall. A far more
sophisticated writer, the poet Catulle Mendes,
follows the same line in his 73 Jours de la Commune,
when he mentions Gaillard pere, shoemaker and
head of the Commune’s barricades. It was as ridic-
ulous, he insists, for so good a shoemaker to quit
his shop for politics as it was for so great a painter
as Courbet to quit his brushes. (Gaillard was a
well known cobbler, who wrote a theoretical
treatise on the foot.) But Morel, a cruder and more
brutal journalist, is wishfully virulent in his imagi-
ning ol the consequences of having ideas above
one’s station. Cobbling his book together hurri-
edly before the fate of many communards was
known, — Gaillard in fact escaped to Switzerland -
‘he finished his chapter on him like this:

[t is said that, when he was seized on the barricades and
taken by the gendarmes to the camp at Satory, he
wanted to make a revolutionary speech to his guards,
who shut his mouth with a bayonet blow - to the

stomach (p.149).

The summary end of the little chapter, the
summary execution, the cruelty of the fantasy flow
from the cobbler’s politics, which appeal to the
working-class ‘clubistes’ of Belleville just because
they are ‘without ideas, inconsequential, illogical’.
But the inaccuracy of Morel’s imagined vengeance
tells us something about his logic too.

The preparatory notes for his book, preserved in
the Bibliothéque Historique de la Ville de Paris,
show quite clearly the speed with which they were
composed, scrabbling together their imagery from
an already well-worn stock of anecdotes, from a
current bourgeois vocabulary of fears and hatreds.
Morel’s journalism is on a scale that extends, for
example, to another, much more considered
discussion of popular politics, Denis Poulot’s 1¢
Sublime, ou le travailleur comme il est en 1870, el ce qu’il
peut étre’. Poulot, a sometimes foreman made good
as a capitahst, critic ol the Second Empire and
eventually a significant figure in the Paris of the
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Third Republic, classed workers according to the
ensemble of their working habits, social life and
politics. His gradations run from the cooperative,
submissive, happily married, sober, money saving
good worker, to the drunken, radical, indepen-
dent, uncooperative, sexually indulgent ‘sub-
limes’.and it is these last that are seen as a source
of trouble in modern society. If' Poulot is conce-
rned with some kind of peaceful transformation or
education of the working class, and with according
a proper level of liberty and justice to them, his
final chapteris a more or less hysterical call for the
elimination of the entire stratum of ‘sublimes’. He
too shudders at the politics of the club movement
in Paris, and its elaboration of revolutionary ideas
= ... At the Folies-Belleville, an advocate from a
fine pantomime throws himsell about like a
madman, and, indirectly, engages his audience in
the use of arms . . .” And though he sees the devel-
opment of mechanisation, which will make work
uncomplicatedly remunerative for the worker, and
of education, as giving grounds for optimism, the
last page ol the book builds up a rhythm of denun-
ciation to the chorus of ‘Plus de sublimes’. Let
there be an end to wild speeches, to stupid songs
and crass, immoral singers, to drunkenness and
prostitution on the barricres . ., and he concl-
udes,

To all those reformers who shout *No more capital,
no more interest, no more god, family, or property”,
we reply from the depth of our conscience and convic-
Lion,

NO MORE SUBLIMES!!!

Need we add that, with his expressive individua-
lism, his independent and radical political
position, his long nose and supposed taste for
drink, a man like Gaillard pere falls into the
category of the ‘sublime’. The combination of
descriptive elements is strong enough to last on
into the writing of a more recent socialist historian
like Georges Duveau.”’

Another text, this time published about a year
atter the Commune, deals with the political lead-
ership of the movement. This is a ‘medical’ book,
and claims for itself the value of scientific object-
i‘h'il}' - f'l?'f{.f;'m.!'ﬂ*.'f.\' Meédico-1 ”.!_' yehol Hlff!-fﬂﬂ".ﬁ . les hommes et les
acles de Uinsurrection de Paris devant la  psycho-
logie morbide, by Dr J. V. Laborde.” The author is
not above allowing himself to use references to
Morel as evidence for his ‘theory’ that a number of
leading Communards suffered from deep inherent
or inherited mental unbalance. This second
aspect presents some difficulty when he is writing
of political leaders from middle-class, profes-
sional backgrounds, but an unimportant aunt or
younger brother can usually be found for signs of
some family weakness. For us, however, the signif-
icant element of the book is its deployment of a
caricatural method of representation, which is
used to insist on the abnormality, perversity and
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Fig. 2. Pilotell, Piéces authentiques pour servir a
I'histoire du Second Empire, after October 1870. Al
the top Pietri, the Prefect of Police in the last years of the
Fmpire, beneath him a facsimile of a secret agent’s card and
four other important secrel police and agents with descriptions
of their jobs.

unnaturalness of deviance from or opposition to
the dominant systems of political and social
power. Hence what makes up the normal, day-to-
day routine of a policeman of the Empire or the
Thiers government, becomes a symptom of
mental disease in a member of the Commune. In
the case of P****(Laborde uses *** marks, but
this is part of the titivation, as his subject is always
obvious), by whom he means the cartoonist
Pilotell, the exercise of police duties for the
Commune is a sign of kleptomania, the need to
search for other people's money. While for
R*#*#%(Rigault) his activities in judging others in
his capacity as head of the Commune’s security
are seen as signs of parricidal tendencies. Laborde
quotes one piece of gossip in support of this diag-
nosis, which he characterises as a ‘profound moral
and affective perversion’, all the more horrifying
in that ‘such a son of twenty five years, decreed
officially in Paris the murder of fathers of
families’. Clearly the exercise of their duties by
the judges and generals who imprisoned, exiled
and massacred the Communards would not have
led Laborde to look up their family history,
though at the end of the Empire Pilotell himself
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NSOUVENIRS v LA COMMUNE.
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Fig. 5. Schérer, Souvenirs de la Commune, afler fune
1871. A Household Visit, ‘Fverything has to be looked
through,/ what’s that,/ We'll never know . . .~

had attacked its police chiefs as dangerous crimi-
nals (fig 2.). However, in the wake of the repres-
sion his method has certain advantages. If revolu-
tion is the inevitable consequence of the
abnormal, and the abnormal is innate or inher-
ited, then the disease merits the cure. The person-
alities that he constructs are monsters, and if their
folly in some sense relieves them of the full respo-
nsibility for their actions, it also evacuates them of
their political content. The unnatural desire to
turn society upside down contains the seed of its
own (self-) destruction.

While Laborde directs his attention to the
leaders of the Commune, a series of cartoons, ‘Les
Souvenirs de la Commune,’ by Scherer, focuses on
its popular base. Again, however, the procedure is
to suggest that when these people stray from their
proper social position they are taken over by their
inborn folly or weakness as a class, and bring
disaster on themselves. The coexistence of a long-
standing discourse on the dangerous classes and a
more specific set of responses to the working-class
Paris of the 1860s makes the connections of drink,
stupidity, sexual libertinage and violence easy to
fit together. In figure 3 the federal soldiers are
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making a ‘domestic visit', and it seems that the
chamber pot they have removed from the shelf
links some sort ol already existing houschold
chaos with the implied lanaticism ol their search.
The whole situation is out of key, so that the
soldier’s falling onto his r.ulhuu,uv' bavonet is
amusing, but not surprising. Amusing [h-;lt 1S, In

relation to Morel’s more callous style, but part of

the same distancing effect whereby the destruc-
tion of the Commune is seen as its participants’
own responsibility, In another from the same
series, figure 4, guards lie drunk, while a ‘catin-
iere offers a red dawn of socialism. which is
nothing but more of the colour and fug of cheap
wine. The lemale figure is used to make a passing
play on the figure of the republic, and she, like the
men, 1s unfit to bear ideas, or bears unfit ones.
This also is part of the vocabulary on *sublimisme’
and ol middle-class reactions to the club move-
ments of the end of the Empire and the Commune,

In comparison to the Commune it became
possible to re-imagine the hardships of the Siege

as more or less benign. At least the trappings of

social unity in the face of a common enemy made
it possible to represent that struggle sentimentally,
a moment when social relations seemed to be still
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Fig. 4. Schérer, Souvenirs de la Commune, afler fune
1871. The Defenders of the Sector.
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in some kind ol proper order. One ol a series of
memories ol the Siege uses the theme of Christian
charity (lig. 5) not unlr to suggest the daring
unconventionality ol the bourgeois woman in
extending her hvlp but the meek aulmmumn ol
the poor woman in receiving it. If casually
reveals the sharpening of class l‘.’il”l‘l'{'ll{ ¢s under
the Siege — for, after all, it is the better fed woman
who has the milk — it is really a celebration of the
naturalness ol this difference, and of the kind of
unity that might be possible across it. But it is the
poor woman who becomes the drunken, brutish
harridan of the Commune, the enemy within, If
she takes up arms, even in national defence, it will
confirm her nature, not her bravery.

I want to pursue this suggestion of some ol the
ways in which verbal and visual forms of the repre-
sentation ol social relations share images and
methods in allocating individuals a proper place
in society, and pointing out the consequences that
flow from deserting it. Moving back a few years
once again, the ideal positioning ol labour was
nowhere more exhaustively attempted than in the
Exposition Universelle of 1867, The government
itself organised the worker dvlf:galumh [rom each
of the cralts, but since these were given the right of
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Fig, 5. Faustin, Les Femmes de Paris assié¢gé, n.d.
(Idylls and Epics) ‘A self-sacrifice, the poor woman had no
milk!






meaning is a product and a site of social and class conflicts. What is
interesting in the work of an art historian like Edgar Wind is the way
in which the exhaustive pursuit of the possiblities that a sign has of
making a meaning also leads to a notion of meaning as socially
produced.

Otherwise, the plan for this article is contained in the last paragraph
of the one in Block 8, 1983, pp. 44-45. But I have to admit that both this
article and its predecessor remain very much suggestions for how to
deal with the material. 1 still find mysell confronted with two
problems. One is that of finding the means to establish a full statist-
ical analysis of a corpus of at least 4,000 images on the lines laid out
by Jean Dubois for political language in his Le Vocabulaire politique et
social en France de 1869 a 1872 (Paris, 1962). Without this, one relies on
knowledge and intuition. The other is the need for more precise work
on the circulation of the imagery other than through the symptom-
atic understanding [ have gained through contemporary accounts,
police reports ete. This would at least help to draw a line between
their ability to address people at that moment and their very rapid
adoption by collectors and historians for one purpose and another.

2. Dubois, ap. cit. p. 35911,

3. Henry Morel, Le Pilori des Communeux: biographie des membres de la
Commune, leurs antécédants, leurs moeurs, leur caractere. (Paris, 1871) For a
listing of similar material see the standard bibliography by
E.W.Schulkind of the Sussex University Commune Collection, The
Paris Commune 1871,

4. Denis Poulou, Le Sublime . . . (reprint, Paris, 1980, with an introd-
uction by Alain Cottereau).

5. George Duveau, La Vie ouvriere en France sous le Second Fmpire (Paris,
NRF, 1946), an important, classic account, but deeply implicated in
Catholic viewpoints. See the chapter on the cabaret, p. 498IT.

6. Fragments médico-psychologiques . . . . . Lettres @ M_le Docteur Moreau (de
Tours) par le Docteur [.V. Laborde (Panis, 1872).
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7. See variously, Les Quoriers ewropeens, 1" Ouvrier des deux mondes. 1. 'Organ-
isation de la famille, La Paix sociale et al. Also M.Z. Brooke, e Pla
(London, 1970). The new prizes for ‘les ateliers de travail ou regnent
le bien-étre, la stabilité et 'harmonie’ were decreed by an Imperial
law of June 9 1866, and awarded on 1 July 1867 by the Emperor before
an audience of 25,000 persons,

8. L Expostion illustrée, vol. 2, p. 363,

9. See, lor example, Les Industries de ta rue, par les membres du Cacean,
sung at their summer banquet on 19 June 1869, These are really
concerned with street cries, but are shot through with a collector’s
outlook on vanishing crafts. For a general survey see, for example, E.
Thomas Voeix d'en bas: la poésie ouvriere du 19 siecle (Paris, 1979).

10. Pierre Vincard, Histoire du travail of des travaillenrs en France (2 vols.,
Paris, 1845-1846). Also Les Ouvriers de Parie (Paris, 1863). The second
of these two is also very collectorly, The first falls well outside our
period, but [ also want to establish some long-term elements ol this
representation and of its repetitions. The problematic status of
dignity is nowhere better emphasized than in J. Ranciere, La Nuit des
pralétaires (Paris, Favard, 1983).

11. Dubuois, ap, cit. p. 46, pp. 83-86.

12, Ibid, see conclusion p. 1931, For Cremicux, see p. 86. Just a
glance at Dubois shows both the ambitions and the awlul limitations
of my own project.

Concluding this piece, there is no list of people 1o thank. However, as
for the academic politics of the day, it is usual for me 10 feel some
sense of reliel and amazement at finishing anything at all, as the
government cuts bite and the crisis meetings multiply, as the
moutain of bureaucratic fetishes increases. Within this context then,
my very sincere thanks to my colleagues Maurice Dennis and
Norman Tavlor for their generous protection of academic work,
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