
he accident of timeliness richly rewards

readers of historical fiction in unexpected

and exciting ways, casting light on emotions

past and present. Even as The Unruly
Passions of Eugénie R., by Carole DeSanti,

remains solidly rooted in the history and details of

the past, it echoes in current events as well. The last

section of the novel, in particular, which takes place

during the bloody Parisian uprising of 1871 known

as the Commune, evokes the intentions, needs, and

chaos of a bottom-up rebellion—similar to the

Occupy Wall Street encampments that flourished

throughout the United States in 2011. This alone

makes this novel worth reading.

The Unruly Passions of Eugénie R. reads like any

page-turner, effortlessly and straightforwardly. It is

the somewhat Dickensian story of a young woman

in her twenties, living down and out in Paris and

fending for herself as she makes her way through

numerous unexpected trials, large and small, and

struggles not to feel alone. The narrator’s journey

covers the years 1860 – 1871, the waning years of

the Second Empire, known (among other things)

for the Haussmanian transformation of Paris,

which widened the boulevards and displaced the

poor; and for the communards’ uprising on the heels

of the siege of Paris and the Prussian victory in the

Franco-Prussian War, which left Parisians feeling

hungry and betrayed. 

Structuring this historical novel as a fictional

memoir allows the narrator and main character,

Eugénie Louise Rigault, to tell her own story, to share

her immediate feelings, and to reflect on the people

she encounters and the things that happen to her.

Through Eugénie’s observations, the broad sweep of

history emerges in painterly dabs and details.  

DeSanti’s style is rich, elaborate, layered, and

velvet-like. She has woven a story of what it means

to struggle as a woman in a contrarian world. The

most developed characters in this story are the

women: from those who organize and procure

every mademoiselle, including Eugénie, for the men

who frequent their brothels, to the friends whose

support and advice becomes indispensible for

Eugénie as she sorts out who and what she is. As

she makes her way, she encounters all manner of

indignities, the first of which is abandonment by

her love, Stephan: having lured her from her

provincial home to Paris, he never meets up with

her. Eugénie is penniless and attractive; for a

pittance (but it is her livelihood), she soon becomes

the artist’s model and lover of a certain unreliable

Monsieur Chasseloup—until she is neither any

longer, though they meet again later. Eugénie’s

adventures are many, and they often throw her

back onto the streets of Paris and force her to tap

into her growing resourcefulness. DeSanti’s

compassion for her character is clear. Layered

sensory metaphors enable the free-flow of emotion

between the writer and the reader: “Even before

we’d climbed the stairs, my flesh had become

another kind of wall: it turned cold as clay or

whatever lies on the Seine’s riverbed,” observes

Eugénie, during one crisis. 

Her decisions are often ambiguous and

dispiriting. As readers, we are reminded of the

tensions, ambivalences, and difficulties we have

encountered making our own decisions. As in

Eugénie’s case, some decisions are forced upon us

by timing or circumstances of our own making; but

in others we’re buffeted by currents of history we

can hardly comprehend or resist. For Eugénie, all of

this gets complex very quickly. 

D
eSanti reveals some basics about Eugénie

Louise Rigault through her name, which is

laden with historical resonance. Most

obvious is her first name, Eugénie, which she shares

with the reigning Empress Eugénie (1826 – 1920),

Napoleon III’s wife, a conservative Catholic. DeSanti

hints at how the empress is publicly viewed during

the first conversation Eugénie has with her friend

Jolie, in the brothel where they’ve just had their first

sexual encounter and are beginning to know each

other. Jolie, who is just that, beautiful, in Eugénie’s

eyes and those of others, begins:

—You’re not fey and sweet but proud and

dark and a little Spanish. I will have to call

you after the woman on the postage stamp.

The empress.

—Oh, don’t! My name is Eugénie, like hers.

—I know it is.

—You’ll make others hate me, even more

than they do now. 

Eugénie’s middle name, Louise, is also the name of

one of her revolutionary acquaintances, and it

unambiguously invokes the anarchist Louise

Michel (1830 – 1905), who fought with the
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communards, as she does in the novel, and was

deported to New Caledonia before returning to

Paris when a general amnesty was awarded to the

Commune fighters in 1880. Finally, Rigault recalls

Raoul Rigault (1846 – 1871), a follower of the

socialist Louis Auguste Blanqui. Rigault is

remembered as responsible, in his antireligious

fervor, for the deaths of men of the cloth, including

the already imprisoned archbishop, Georges

Darboy. These resonant names act as historical

signposts, guiding readers through French history. 

There are playful names, too, in this book:

Madame Récit—Mrs. Story—makes her appearance

as Eugénie tells us about her own writing efforts:

“Like Madame Récit’s finery mender, I brushed,

concealed, restitched, and revised; eventually it

seemed that even as my life occurred, I had hardly

lived it, referring always to an unseen past or

future.” These kinds of character names are only

one source of the historical winks that emerge

throughout the novel; but oddly, they are left out of

the eight-page glossary that covers the many other

French terms sprinkled through the novel,

inflecting the tale with a taste of the language

Eugénie would have known, used, and heard.

Thus, the characters’ significant or punning names

sometimes feel no more lasting or profound than

inside jokes—readers may end up wondering about

the names they don’t get. 

Such distraction is made up for, on the whole, by

the fact that Eugénie’s story piques our curiosity.

From the outset, in the prologue, Eugénie casts the

work she is about to write as a project of self-

discovery, asking, 

How does a woman learn to doubt herself?

When does it happen and why? Is it in her

blood and bones from birth, does her mother

nurse her on it? Or is the alphabet learned

later, then syllable by syllable a secret

language between mind and heart, a

argument between lovers? A night full of

tears; by dawn a heart gnawed to pieces. Ah,

but it conjures itself to life, doubt. 

D
aily life is difficult for Eugénie and her

overlapping circles of friends; the arc of her

life is shot through with the growing pains

of young adulthood in late nineteenth-century

Paris: the infuriatingly impenetrable bureaucracies;

the war; the degrading work she must do to

survive; poverty, hunger, ration cards, and the

importance of a well-timed gift of food. We learn a

great deal about the city—its gaslights and absinthe

bars and pawnshops and brothels—and its art

world—its artists and collectors, and their female

models. Here too is the French social system’s

corruption and the endless indignities it foists on its

recipients, especially unwed mothers. On a

personal level, we learn about the roles of women

in each others’ lives—and the importance of

friendship in dealing with the world’s impositions.

And we learn about how people make a difference

in their political lives. Only in later life does

Eugénie find the time to look back, reflect, and offer

us her tale. In that sense only does the story have a

happy ending.

Because of this novel’s effective depiction of

relentlessly hardscrabble lives, readers will be

thankful for the interwoven musings about writing

memoir. In addition to revealing more about the

main character, they provide fleeting moments of

relief.  Nowhere is this more obvious than in the

chapter near the middle of the novel entitled “An

Ink-Stained Hand.” It opens with a question that

will remind readers of the prologue: “Does the

story, in the way it’s told, open a window into the

soul’s fortress or place yet another stone to block

the view?” As in the prologue, Eugénie indulges in

private reflection: “These events have been related

as they unfolded; as accompanied by my feelings at

the time or as I remember them to have been.” The

difficulties and betrayals loom large, she says: “My

efforts added up to the story of one for whom all

stories had failed.” These reflections about writing

and storytelling provide ballast for Eugenie’s

misadventures.  

This is a novel about the making and the

recording of history—its subtlest strength and its

broadest-reaching contribution. It speaks to the

history we make by living, the contribution we

make perforce, willy-nilly, to the times in which we

live.  Who will write the history of daily life in the

Occupy encampments of the fall of 2011? I hope a

voice as rich and determined as Eugénie’s.
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