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BOOK ONE

>

THE GREAT HALL

JUST three hundred and forty-eight years, six
months, and nineteen days ago today Parisians
woke to the sound of all the bells pealing out
within the triple precinct of City, University,

and Town.

The sixth of January 1482 is not, however, a
day commemorated by history. There was
nothing very special about the event which thus
launched the bells and the people of Paris into
movement from early in the morning. It was not
an attack by Picards or Burgundians, not a
procession of relics, not a student revolt in the
Laas vineyard, not ‘our aforesaid most dread
sovereign Lord the King’ making his entry, not
even the fine spectacle of men and women being
hanged for robbery at the Palais de Justice in
Paris. Nor was it the arrival of some embassy, a
frequent occurrence in the fifteenth century, all
bedizened and plumed. It was hardly two days
since the last cavalcade of that kind, the
Flemish embassy sent to conclude the marriage
of the Dauphin and Marguerite of Flanders, had

entered Paris, much to the annoyance of the
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Cardinal de Bourbon, who, to please the King,
had had to put on a welcoming smile for this
rustic bunch of Flemish burgomasters and treat
them, in his Hotel de Bourbon, to ‘a very fine
morality, satire, and farce’, while torrertial
rain soaked the magnificent tapestries hung at

his door.

What, in the words of Jean de Troyes,
‘excited all the people of Paris’ on 6 January
was the twofold celebration, combined since
time immemorial, of the Feast of the Epiphany
and the Feast of Fools.

That day there was to be a bonfire on the
Place de Gréve, a maypole set up at the chapel
of Braque, and a mystery play at the Palais de
Justice. The news had been publicly proclaimed
with trumpet calls at all the crossroads by the
Pravost’s men, in their handsome tunics of
purple camlet, with big white crosses on the
front.

From early moming the crowd of townsfolk,
men and women, had begun to come in from all
directions, leaving houses and shops closed up,
making their way towards one of the three
appointed places. Everyone had made a choice,
some for the bonfire, some for the maypole,
some for the mystery. It must be said, in praise
of the age-old good sense of curious Parisians,

[ A

BB = A 3k E—F
HEVEEMRBOR, EahEHE
ERTHGEZMEH L EIDHE I AF A
G XL EFAKEBHET
Foif  EO8 T ik B E & 2%, G AT
AL AR AN XX B AR S B 22
BEM RN EH—RIKK, HETH
KT MR, B 78 B TR~
P T E, — 55 “ BOURER 1
BR IRERIAmE, B AT
I E R L4 N A S AR T .

FE—ANAR—K, w45
FEIETL(H MR — B R
PRETE) Uik, "M E LM AT R
WHAC"HH T, RATURRE
FE—RHMN KRR H, PER Y
MEANT,

X=X BABRBEN R
(R BREHE RN —iF
B HUG K, TR R T/ B B
TN IR (—F R LR LA
HAH, SN EBRHEAYN, LB L
EHEERSE—FH L), EA%RE
B SRR (P e — R R
X AR A R —— PR T ) B B —
R b, FE TSI E AT 0 E R
i, BIRT L E WA DB+ TR E
DT, BRAE +F 8 3k, ZEMIW E
H7.

MERITHE , BB Liili RAT
AERAEZE TGS, BT R4,
MDY T\ 7 3 [ 45 58 B = A
ANGHERGF T 38, A AT X
KA ARE SR
H LA — S NSLA S HUR . B
BB, Bl LIRIRIRA W IR
ERALEEMABHRE, KSR




that the majority of this crowd was making for
the bonfire, which came very seasonably, or the
mystery, to be performed in the sheltered and
enclosed Great Hall of the Palais, and that, by
common consent, the curious left the poor
maypole, with its scanty garlands, to shiver all
alone under the January sky in the cemetery of
the chapel of Braque.

The flood of people was particularly dense in
the roads leading to the Palais de Justice,
because it was known that the Flemish
ambassadors, who had arrived two days earlier,
intended to be present at the performance of the
mystery play and the election of the Pope of
Fools, which was also to take place in the Great
Hall.

It was no easy matter that day to gain
admission to the Great Hall, though at the time
it was reputed to be the largest enclosed and
covered space in the world. (It is true that
Sauval had not yet measured the great hall of
the castle at Montargis. ) To onlookers watching
from their windows the Place du Palais, blocked
with people, preser ted the appearance of a vast
sea into which a dozen streets, like so many
disgorged fresh
streams of heads. The waves of this human
flood, constantly spreading, broke against the

river mouths, continually

comers of houses projecting here and there like
headlands into the irregular basin formed by the
Place. In the centre of the tall, Gothic facade
of the Palais was the grand staircase; up and
down it flowed continuously a double stream,
breaking on the central flight of steps, and then
spreading out in broad waves over its two lateral
flights.

ceaselessly into the Place like a cascade into a

This grand staircase, as I say, poured
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lake. The shouts of laughter, the tramping of
these thousands of feet, set up a great noise and
clamour. Now and then this noise and clamour
grew louder, the current driving the whole
crowd towards the grand staircase ebbed, broke
into turbulence and eddies. It was an archer
thumping somebody, or the horse of one of the
provost-sergeants kicking out to restore order—
an admirable tradition bequeathed by the
Provost’s men to the constabulary, by the
constabulary to the mounted police, and by the
mounted police to our modem Paris
gendarmerie.

At doors, windows, skylights, on the roofs,
swarmed thousands of citizens, with good,
solid, honest faces, just looking at the Palais,
looking at the throng, and perfectly satisfied to
do so, for plenty of people in Paris are quite
content with the spectacle of spectators, and
curiosity is easily aroused by a wall behind

which something is going on.

If it could be given to us, men of 1830, to
mingle in thought with these fifteenth-century
Parisians and join them as they go, tugged,
jostled, shoved mto this immense hall in the
Palais, so cramped on that 6 January 1482, the
spectacle would not prove to be without interest
or appeal, and everything around us would be

so old as to strike us as a novelty.

With the reader’s permission we shall try to
recreate in imagination the impression he would
have shared with us as he crossed the threshold
of the Great Hall amid this throng of people
dressed in surcoat, tunic, and kirtle.
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First of all we feel a buzzing in our ears, our
eyes are dazzled. Above our heads a double
ogive vault, panelled with wooden carvings,
painted sky-blue, sprinkled with golden fleurs-
de-lys, beneath our feet a marble pavement with
alternate slabs of black and white. A few paces
away stands an enormous pillar, then another
and another, seven pillars in all down the length
of the hall, supporting in the middle of its width
the springing of the double vaults. Round the
first four pillars stand traders’ stalls, sparkling
with glass and tinsel; round the last three are
set oaken benches, wom smooth and polished
by the breeches of litigants and the robes of
lawyers. All round the hall, along the lofty
walls, between the between the

windows, between the pillars, is an endless

doors,

range of statues of every king of France since
Pharamond; the do-nothing kings, arms slack
and eyes downcast; the valorous warrior kings,
head and hands raised boldly up to heaven.
Then, in the tall pointed windows, stained glass
of countless hues; at the spacious arches
leading to the hall, finely carved and splendid
doors; and the whole, vaults, pillars, walls,
window frames, panelling, doors, statues, all
covered from top to botiom with splendid gold
and blue illumination, already slightly faded by
the time we are looking at it, and almost
completely hidden beneath dust and cobwebs in
the year of grace 1549 when Du Breul still
admired it as tradition demanded.

Now imagine this vast oblong hall, lit by the
wan light of a January day, invaded by a
motley, noisy crowd drifting round the walls and
swirling round the pillars, and you will already
have a vague idea of the whole scene which we
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shall try to depict in more precise and curious
detail .

It is certain that if Ravaillac had not
assassinated Henri IV there would have been no
documents from Ravaillac’s trial to be deposited
in the registry of the Palais de Justice; no
accomplices with an interest in making the said
documents disappear; hence no arsonists
obliged, for want of any better method, to burn
down the registry in order to bum the documents
and to burn down the Palais de Justice in order
to bumn the registry; in short, therefore, no
great fire in 1618. The old Palais would still be
standing with its old Great Hall; I could say to
the reader ‘Go and see it” , and we should both
be spared the trouble, I of composing, he of
reading, any detailed description of it. Which
proves a new truth: great evenis have

incalculable consequences.

It is true that Ravaillac may quite possibly
have had no accomplices, and then that his
accomplices, if perchance he had any, had
nothing to do with the fire of 1618. There are
two other, quite plausible explanations for it.
First, the great fiery star, a foot wide and a
cubit high, which fell, as everyone knows,
from the sky on to the Palais, after midnight on
7 March. Secondly Théophile’s quatrain:

Certes ce fut un triste jeu,
Quand 2 Paris Dame Justice,

Pour avoir mangé trop d’épice,
-6 -
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Se mit tout le palais en feu. .

Whatever one may think of this triple
explanation, political, physical, poetical, for
the conflagration of the Palais de Justice in
1618, the one unfortunately certain fact is the
conflagration. Very little remains today, thanks
to that catastrophe, and above all thanks to the
different and successive restorations, which
finished off what had been spared of that first
residence of the kings of France, of that palace
older than the Louvre, already so old in the
time of Philippe le Bel that a search was made
for traces of the magnificent buildings put up by
King Robert and described by Helgaldus.
Almost everything has disappeared. What has
become of the bedroom in the chancellery where
St Louis * consummated his marriage 7 The
garden where he dispensed justice, ‘wearing a
camlet
surcoat, with a black sendal cloak on top,

tunic, a sleeveless linseywoolsey
reclining on carpets with Joinville’ ? Where is
the Emperor Sigismond’s room? That of Charles
IV? Of John Lackland? Where is the staircase
from which Charles VI promulgated his Edict of
Mercy? The slab on which Marcel, in the
Dauphin’s presence, murdered Robert de
Clermont and the maréchal de Champagne? The
wicket where the bulls of the anti-pope Benedict
were torn up, and from whence those who had
brought them set out again, mockingly decked
in cope and mitre, to make amende honorable
right through Paris? And the Great Hall, with
its gilding, its azure colouring, pointed arches,
statues, pillars, the immense vault fretted with
carvings? And the Gilded Chamber? And the
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stone lion standing at the door, head down and
tail between his legs, like the lions of Solomon’s
throne, in the humbly submissive posture
befitting strength before justice? And the fine
doors? And stained-glass windows? And the
chased ironwork which made Biscomette lose
heart? And the delicate joinery of Du Hancy?
What have the years, what have men done to
these marvels? What have they given us in
place of it all, all that Gaulish history, all that
Gothic art? The heavy surbased arches of
Monsieur de Brosse, the clumsy architect of the
Portail Saint-Gervais so much for art; and as for
history, we have the garrulous memories of the
great pillar, still echoing with the Patrus gossip.

It is not very much—let us retumn to the real
Great Hall of the real old Palais.

One end of this gigantic parallelogram
contained the famous marble table, so long,
broad, and thick, according to the old
registers, in a style to whet Gargantua’s
appetite, that never had there been seen ‘such
a slab of marble anywhere in the world’. The
other end contained the chapel where Louis XI
had had himself sculptured kneeling before the
Virgin, and to which he had transferred,
heedless of the two niches left empty in the row
of royal statues, those of Charlemagne and St
Louis, two saints who, he supposed, must
enjoy much favour in heaven as kings of
France. This chapel, still new, its construction
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dating from barely six years before, was all
conceived with that delightful taste for delicate
architecture, wonderful sculpture, precise and
deeply incised tracery which in France marks
the end of the Gothic age and survives until
about the middle of the sixteenth century in the
magical fantasies of the Renaissance. The little
open-work rose-window pierced over the door
way was in particular a masterpiece of lightness
and grace it looked like a star woven from lace.

In the middle of the hall, opposite the great
door a tribune of gold brocade had been set up
againsl the wall, with its own entrance contrived
through a window in the passage leading to the
Gilded Chamber; this was for the Flemish
envoys and other important persons invited to
the performance of the mystery play.

According to custom the mystery was to be
performed actually on the marble table. I had
been prepared to that end early that morning;
its rich slab of marble, scored by the heels of
the law clerks, bore a frame of scaffolding of a
considerable  height, the upper surface of
which, visible from every part of the hall, was
to serve as the stage, while the inside, screened
by tapestries, was to be used as a dressing room
for the actors. A ladder, artlessly placed
outside, afforded communication between stage
and dressing room, and its steep rungs had to
serve for exits as well as entrances. No
character so unexpected, no twist of plot, no
diamatic suspense but had to climb this ladder.
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Innocent and venerable infancy of art and stage
machinery!

Four sergeants of the bailiff of the Palais,
whose duty was to stand guard over all popular
entertainments, whether holidays or executions,
stood at the four comers of the marble table.

The play was not due to commence until the
last stroke of twelve came from the great clock
in the Palais. That was certainly late for a
theatrical performance, but the time had to be
set to suit the ambassadors.

Now all this multitude had been waiting since
moming. A good number of these honest
spectators had been shivering since daybreak in
front of the great steps of the Palais; some even
claimed to have spent the night lying in the
great doorway to be sure of entering first. The
crowd grew denser all the time, and like water
overflowing its level, began rising up the walls,
surging round the pillars, spilling over the
entablatures, cornices, window ledges, over all
the architectural projections, all the protrusions
of the sculptures. So discomfort, impatience,
boredom, the liberated feeling of a day devoted
to licence and folly, the quarrels continually
breaking out over too sharp a nudge or a kick
from a hobnailed boot, the tedium of a long
wait, all this well before the hour appointed for
the ambassadors’ arrival, lent a sour and bitter
note to the clamour of this mass of people
cribbed, cabined, confined, trampled,
suffocated. All that could be heard were curses
on the Flemings, the Provost of Merchants,
Cardinal de Bourbon, the bailiff of the Palais,
Madame Marguerite of Austria, the sergeants
with their wands, the cold, the heat, the bad
weather, the Bishop of Paris, the Pope of
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Fools, the pillars, the statues, this closed
door, that open window, all to the great
amusement of the bands of students and lackeys
scattered through the mass, who stirred into all
this discontent their own teasing and mischief,
adding pinpricks to exacerbate the general ill
humour.

Among others there was a group of these
merry devils who, after smashing the glass, had
boldly ensconced themselves on the entablature
of a window, and thence stared and jeered
outside and inside in turn at the crowd in the
hall and the crowd in the Place outside. From
their gestures of mimicry, their roars of
laughter, the banter and jeering cries they
exchanged with one another from one end of the
hall to the other, it was obvious that these
young clerks did not share the boredom and
weariness of those present, and knew very well
how to tumn the sight before their eyes into an
entertainment for their private pleasure which
gave them patience to wait for the other.

‘Upon my soul, it’s you, foannes Frollo de
Molendino,” one of them cried out to a little
fair-haired devil, with a comely, mischievous
face, clinging to the carved acanthus leaves of a
capital. ‘ You are well named Jehan of the
Mill; your arms and legs look like four mill-sails
turning in the wind. How long have you been
here?’

‘By the devil’s mercy,’ Joannes Frollo
replied; ‘ more than four hours now, and I have
every hope of having them counted against my
time im purgatory. I heard the eight singing-
men of the King of Sicily intone the opening
verse of the seven o’clock High Mass from the
Sainte-Chapelle. ’
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