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Female Speaker:

From the Library of Congress in Washington, D.C.

[applause]

Louis Bayard:

Thank you.  Thank you.  So an old guy goes to his doctor and he says, “Doctor, you’ve got to help me.  I can’t pee anymore.”  And the doctor says, “What do you mean, you can’t pee anymore?”  And the man says, “Well, I tried yesterday morning, I tried last night again before I went to bed -- no go.  I tried again this morning, I couldn’t do it, and just two hours ago I drank ten bottles of water -- I still couldn’t pee.”  So the doctor thought about it.  He said, “Well, how old are you?”  And the old man said, “Ninety-six.”  And the doctor said, “You’ve peed enough.”  

[laughter]

I’ve always that’s a great admonitory story for public speaking.  Because at some point we all will have peed enough and it will be time to get off the pot, as it were, and let somebody else on.  So I’m going to try to keep things relatively brief.  But I did want to thank Denny for that very kind introduction.  He was -- you know, it’s funny, when you go to Paris, a lot of people will volunteer to be your research assistant.  

[laughter]

I’ve found that.  I thought of having an essay contest, but one of Denny’s great virtues was that he was uncompensated, so I appreciate that.  

[laughter]

He paid his own way.  I’m very pleased with that.  And thank you all for being here.  And thank you all -- I have to say, I first did the [National] Book Festival four years ago and I had the pleasure and the slight misfortune of following the Lehrers -- Jim and Kate Lehrer.  They have a large and mighty local tribe, and in television terms, I lost about half of my lead-in audience.  

[laughter]

If I’d been a program, I would have been cancelled on the spot, I think.  So I’m very pleased to be renewed for this year’s Book Festival.  I’m pleased to be here, because I am, above all, a local boy -- yes, from Springfield, Virginia! 

[applause] 

Yes! Yes -- any Springfielders here? 

[applause] 

All right  , glad you’ve got seats in the front.  That’s good.  You must know people.  I don’t.  

[laughter]

Great to see you guys -- and everyone else!

I wrote this book about -- as Denny mentioned -- about a guy named Vidocq.  Now, does anybody know who that is?  Raise your hands, don’t lie.  Does anybody know?  A few people?  Yeah, yeah.  I was not one of you.  Four years ago, I had no idea who Eugène François Vidocq was.  And I happened to be reading a short story by Poe, called “The Murders and the Rue Morgue” -- the very first detective story, I think, in the English language.  And I was surprised to see this name of Vidocq coming up.  Surprised, in part, because Poe doesn’t bother explaining who it was.  And in fact, Vidocq’s name pops up in Melville, it pops up in Dickens, and it gives you some sign of what a household name he was 160 years ago.  So if in fact that’s when we were gathering, we’d probably all know, and I could just dispense with the whole prelude.  But as it stands, I had to kind of reconstruct who this guy was.  

He was, first of all, a convict, who escaped from virtually every penal institution in France, each escape only adding more years to his sentence.  He eventually worked his way over to Paris and after being blackmailed by former confederates -- criminal confederates -- he volunteered his service as a police spy, which meant going back to prison so he could spy on his old buddies.  And then worked his way up the chain, and in 1812, he founded the Sûreté, which I believe is the world’s first plainclothes force.  Someone, I’m sure, will correct me if I’m wrong.  But that was a very controversial concept in those days, particularly because Vidocq, as the Sûreté’s first chief, insisted on hiring exclusively ex-convicts like himself, reasoning that they were the ones in the best position to immerse themselves in a criminal milieu.  And Vidocq’s criminal history would color the way a lot of people thought of him, but for him it was actually the beginning of his mission.  And this very brief section -- I promise not to read a lot to you -- this is how he explains how the experience affected him.  

“As a young man, I spent more than my fair share of time in prisons.  The very worst, Madame, I can assure you -- I was punished a thousand times over for a single passing indiscretion.  The only thing that kept me from surrendering to despair, finally, was the belief -- no, the certitude that I was not like the wretches around me.  As much as I deserved to be free, I knew there were men who deserved to be where I was.  I had tasted their character.  I knew that society could survive only so long as they remained apart from it.  That belief has been my salvation then and now.”

Now, Vidocq’s account of his own prison years -- I should add that one of the reasons that he was famous back in the day -- back in Edgar’s day was because he wrote these bestselling memoirs, which were ghost-written and at least half fictional.  Even then, years before James Frey, the issue was -- the memoir thing was fraught with peril.  But they were also the first sustained detective narrative that I’m aware of, in any language.  And Vidocq, himself, was the founding archetype of the modern detective.  Before Vidocq crime is, the solving of crime is an administrative matter.  After Vidocq it becomes a field of endeavor in which a man or a woman apply the full range of their talents and their intellects, and call on all the latest developments in science and art.  Vidocq, by way of example, was the first to introduce ballistics into police work.  He was the first to keep comprehensive records of criminals -- one of the first to appreciate the potential of fingerprints.  And after leaving public service under a cloud -- his whole life is under a cloud -- he founded the world’s first private detective agency, Le Bureau des Renseignements.  Excuse my French -- I don’t really speak.

And what else about him?  Well, he also was the first to take plaster of Paris impressions of footprints.  I’ve always thought that was appropriate because really virtually every fictional detective who follows, from Poe’s Dupin, to Sherlock Holmes, to Hercule Poirot, is walking in Vidocq’s footsteps.  He was the one who got there first.  So, it seemed a belated but worthy piece of homage to plunk Vidocq in the middle of his own detective story, much as I’d done with Edgar Allan Poe in “The Pale Blue Eye.”  But the task was to, given someone so large a figure, so large that Victor Hugo had to divide him into two characters -- the convict Vidocq became Jean Valjean, and the police detective became Javert -- a man so large he has to be divided in two to make sense of him.  So he needed a correspondingly hefty case.  And it was in the course of my research that I learned about the lost Dauphin [of France, aka Louis XVII].  
So we journey back to the [French] Revolution -- we have this image, I think we all do, of Marie Antoinette and the tumbrel.  There’s a marvelous drawing by [Jacques Louis] David of her looking very old, and haggard, and seriously unhappy, as I would have been in her case, too.  And one of the reasons she was so very unhappy was she was leaving behind two children, and that’s something we tend to forget.  I had forgotten it, myself.  One of them, in particular, was a boy -- he was only eight years old when he was first imprisoned on the temple, the fortress that housed the royal family, and within two years -- he was the heir to the throne of France, within two years he was dead.  They basically shut him away in a prison and let him die.  Without having the temerity to execute him, they just created the conditions in which he would soon die.  His body was then thrown into an unmarked grave, which would come back to haunt Mother France.  Because after Napoleon had his time on the stage, the Bourbons are back in power, and they go about trying to find all the old monarchs’ remains.  And they found Louis XVI, they found Marie Antoinette -- they recognized her by the rictus of her smile, in the jaw, the jawbone and the Hapsburg jaw.  But they couldn’t find the dauphin’s remains, at least at that time.  
And by then, a cold of rumor had sprung up that the dauphin had been spirited to safety and would return -- very much in a Christ-like fashion -- any day, would return to reclaim his rightful throne.  And if he did, this would cause some serious problems because there was already a king on the throne.  He was the dauphin’s uncle.  And there’s another uncle waiting in the wings -- the comte d’Artois -- who very much wants the throne for himself.  The dauphin’s sister -- the lone member of her family to survive her family’s imprisonment is still alive, unhappily so, and is the only one who can probably tell one pretender from the other.  And by this time, by 1818, we’ve had a good dozen pretenders literally coming out of the woodwork saying they are the lost dauphin.  It was a kind of cottage industry of bizarre sorts.  And even in America, a half-Indian Episcopalian minister tried to pass himself off as the dauphin and for his troubles was satirized by Mark Twain in “Huckleberry Finn.”  John James Audubon was another candidate.  There was a man named Karl Nausberg [sic, Naundorff] who actually set up a rival court in Prussia.  And to this day, his descendents believe he was the lost dauphin.  So you have this politically fraught question, who better than Monsieur Vidocq to handle it. And so as the mystery of the black tower and what happened to the dauphin is approached, Vidocq concludes that in the end we just make more questions.  And so, I’d like to finish with the wisdom of the narrator who is the Dr. Watson to Vidocq’s Sherlock Holmes.  His name is Hector Carpentier -- a bit of a slacker, still living with his mom, kind of an embarrassing guy who has a medical degree, but is not really a doctor.  And, this is the first line of the book, with which I will conclude, ironically.  “I am a man of a certain age.  Old enough to have been every kind of fool; and I find, to my surprise, that the only counsel that I have to pass on is this: Never let your name be found in a dead man’s trousers.”  
[laughter]

So, with that wisdom, I’m happy to entertain questions [unintelligible].  Just give me some water.

[applause]

Oh, thank you.  And thank God for this weather cooling down.  Aren’t you guys broiling by now?  Man, I won’t tell you about the air-conditioned tent they give the authors.

[laughter]

Nice.

We good?  Yeah?  Oh, sorry.  Oh, you’re waving.  Oh, hi, husband.  Yes, come.  Sit down.
[laughter]

Yes?

Female Speaker:

Were you at all influenced by the success of the “Da Vinci Code” in your choice of subject?

Louis Bayard:

[laughs] Was I influenced by the “Da Vince Code?”  Only by envy; I was gripped by envy.

[laughter]  
Of the sales of the “Da Vinci Code,” I should say.  Well, one of the things -- in his defense -- one of the things that I think Dan Brown does rather well is cram a whole lot of exposition into a very fascinating narrative.  I think that’s his best talent, is to do that.  But no, I had written my first historical novel, called “Mr.  Timothy” about Tiny Tim -- it came out in 2000 -- 
[applause]

Oh, thank you.  It came out in 2000, I think.  So that was before “Da Vinci Code,” wasn’t it?  So I think he’s copying me, frankly.  I don’t know.  

[laughter]

Yes.

Female Speaker:

Hi, I’m wondering whether you found your character’s work impacted the Pinkerton’s, who were founded later, I believe.  But did they pick up on his kind of work, at all?

Louis Bayard:

Absolutely.  As I mentioned, Vidocq founded the first private detective agency and Pinkerton did use it as his model.  
Child Speaker:

Papa.

Louis Bayard:

My son wants to ask a question, too.  Yeah, he was an influence on a lot of those.  In fact, when Dupin mentions Vidocq, it is to dismiss him as merely a good guesser, but there is clearly an element of competition.  In the same way that I think Sherlock Holmes dismisses Dupin, at some point.  They have to each kind of stand on each other’s shoulders.  But yeah, Pinkerton was definitely watching Vidocq.  And he was a best-seller on both sides of the Atlantic.  He was very well known in his day.  It’s kind of strange that he’s fallen into obscurity now.

I’ll just add -- what I also love about Vidocq was he’s a very large and robust character.  I just spent two years in the very cramped skull of Edgar Allan Poe, which is a very dark, neurasthenic place to be.  You know, there’s always some woman -- pale woman dying somewhere.
[laughter]

And Vidocq just siezed life by both balls, if I may use the expression.  He was robust, and loved wine and women, and the whole business, so he was a real pleasure to inhabit.  

Yes.

[low audio]

Louis Bayard: 

The question was do I read French?  Un peu.

[laughter]

I read it a little well.  Fortunately, most of the stuff I needed was translated, but yeah, Danny and I -- between us, I think we were barely fluent in Paris.  So yeah, it was a bit of a problem.  I had to translate a couple of documents, and it was a very arduous, sort of “bring out the dictionary” process.  The book is being translated into French, which unnerves me a little bit.  I’m surprised that they would even let a Yank interfere with their patrimony in this way.  But apparently, they are.

Male Speaker:

What drew you to historical fiction?

Louis Bayard:

Oh, hi!

Male Speaker:

As opposed to any other kind of fiction.

Louis Bayard:

What drew me to historical fiction?  It was an accident.  Again, it started with
“Mr. Timothy.”  I just knew that I wanted to write a book about Tiny Tim, and I wanted to do bad things to Tiny Tim.  And it seemed to me the best way to do that was to drop him into this Victorian underworld and have it hammer on him.  And, out of that really came the mystery-thriller format.  The book didn’t start out as a mystery-thriller.  It started out as me trying to reinvent Tiny Tim.  That grew out of that.  And then Poe came out of Dickens in a weird way, because I realized that one of the scenes in “Mr. Timothy” is a really Poe scene.  I realized I had been writing in Poe’s voice.  And Vidocq comes out of Poe.  There really is a kind of natural progression, which I only recognize in retrospect.  I don’t see it at the time.  Thank you.

Female Speaker:

I have one quick question.

[low audio]

Louis Bayard:

Yes.  
[low audio]

Say it --  
[low audio]

What made me want to be a writer?  I was listening to Richard Price talk earlier -- it’s similar in a lot of ways.  I came from a talking family and a reading family.  My father use to just quote Shakespeare, randomly spout Shakespeare.  He was going to his office and he’d go, “Once more into the breach, my friends.”  
[laughter] 
I had no idea -- it was years later when I actually saw the plays that I knew that he was quoting Shakespeare.  It was just part of our natural discourse, really.  And Dickens was part of that.  It was just part of -- it was ambient.  Both my parents, I learned later in their lives, had written books of their own, which they never got out of their drawers.  Actually, my dad tired -- their desk drawers, I should say.  
[laughter] 
Their desk drawers -- you knew what I meant.  And yeah, so my dad tried to get a book published and it never got too far. So I always kind of felt that this was their dream, in a way.

Yes.

Female Speaker:

What are you working on next; any ideas for the next book?

Louis Bayard:

Ten minutes left.  That sign is so -- ten minutes!  The next book is going to be half Elizabethan.  Actually, I’m going out of the 19th century.  It’s based on the School of Knight, which is a group of Elizabethan intellectuals rumored to dabble in dark arts, and still is being researched.  At the Library of Congress -- may I put in a plug for the Library of Congress where I have a study shelf, and I’m a regular researcher?  Yeah, yeah, Library of Congress, yeah, yeah. 
[applause] 
It wasn’t just the three days in Paris doing this, there was a lot of textual research, you know.  I read a lot of Balzac, and actually, no Dumas.  Balzac and -- who’s the other guy?  Hugo!   Who’s the other guy -- Hugo.  
[laughter] 
Yes.

Speaker:  [low audio]

Spartans! Yeah.  [laughs] 
[Speaker:  [low audio]

Oh, thank you.  Thanks.  
Speaker:  [low audio]

You know, in retrospect, I don’t feel I was butch enough to be a Spartan, do you?  I never felt I was butch enough to be a -- that was the name of our high school -- we were the Spartans.  I always felt like, now that I’ve seen 300, I don’t measure up to the Spartans.  
[laughter] 
Oh.  
[Speaker:  [low audio]
[laughs]  Routine -- the question was: What is the routine for writing books?  Thank you for calling it a routine and not a process.  I always blanch at that word, process, because it seems to dignify what I do.  I do get up earlier than Richard Price, apparently.  But that’s probably because I have two kids who get me up.  And I drink tea instead of coffee.  But, caffeine is involved, and I go to the local coffee shops.  [Capitol] Hill residents have seen me there.  I’ve carved out little niches.  Lately, it’s Peregrine Espresso, which I highly recommend -- there’s a little plug for Peregrine Espresso.  I go to Starbucks, but they make you pay for wireless.  And I just start going.  You know, it’s funny, I was talking to a writer who is not here, and his -- and it was a process -- he would sort of lie down on a couch and cover his eyes, and imagine the scene that he was about to write, and then he would stagger over to the computer and start channeling words.  And I was like -- I don’t have time, I got to get moving, so it’s just typing.  There’s nothing fancy about it, I’m afraid.  I wish there were.

Yes.  
Speaker:  [low audio]
So, how much is the book driven by research and how much is it driven by writing? That’s an interesting question.  I mean, I love the research part of it.  If I hadn’t been an English major, I would have been a history major, I think.  And the discipline for me is actually stopping research, because there is a part of you that could keep going endlessly.  I mean, professional historians spend their whole lives in any given era.  And historical novelists really don’t know a lot.  We just pretend, we just pretend  -- you learn enough to fake it, is how it works.  You learn enough to kind of know -- what kind of dress they may be wearing, what a street scene might look like, you can come up with some telling details, but the kind of really in-depth historical research that the actual -- the real guys do -- is something I would never have time to do, but I love it.  And that’s one of the reasons I don’t do series is that I’ve already done that well, I want to find the next place to go -- the next scene, the next period.  So that’s what keeps it fresh.  The possibility of failure always keeps it fresh for me.

Yes.

 Speaker:  [low audio]
The question was: What was my beat at newspapers?  That again dignifies what I do.  I’m a reviewer, mostly.  Actually, I review books for “Salon” -- that’s my other daily gig.  But I use to be a regular reviewer for the” [Washington] Post,” so that’s where I met Denny and some other friends out there.  It’s an interesting life because I write my books in the morning and I read other people’s books in the afternoon.  And I find the two activities complementary, because I’ve always thought of my books as books that read other books.  They seem to be books that a reviewer would actually write, because they are interpretations of well-known texts or well-known literary figures, or things like that.

Yes.

 Speaker:  [low audio]
Yes, the question is: What has thrown me back from the 19th century to the Elizabethan Era?  You know I have no idea -- I troll for ideas on the Internet, basically.  I start Googling, and I follow links and I came across the name, the School of Knight.  And it’s the first time that I have been motivated to write a book because of a name, because I found the name School of Knight so evocative.  In fact, it comes from Shakespeare, “Love’s Labour’s Lost.”  It was thought to be a satirical illusion to this group of intellectuals, who included Walter Raleigh and Christopher Marlowe.  So the name just started evoking things in my head, and the more I learned about it, the more interesting it became, so.  I think it will have a present day component, too.  That’s Dan Brown for you -- there we go, Dan Brown -- present day.  And five minutes left.  

 Speaker:  [low audio]
The question is: How long does it take, beginning to end, on a book?  It takes me about two years.  And I have not been able to make it go much faster than that.  Again, if -- you know, I’m such an idiot -- if I wrote a series, I could skip that research trench, and go straight into the next book, but that just doesn’t grab me.  I don’t know why, it should.  
Yeah.

 [low audio]

How much work is the [inaudible]?

Speaker:  [low audio]
Oh, the question is: how much involvement does my editor have?  It’s a perfect manuscript, so she really has very little to do.  
[laughter] 
My editor is wonderful.  She -- we have a great working relationship, because we work from the very beginning, we work on the concept.  And we get the whole concept ironed out, and figure out what the book should be before I even start writing a page of it.  And I find that very helpful.

 Speaker:  [low audio]
It’s before the research, yeah.  I mean, I may have done a little bit of spot research, but no, it’s usually figuring out the idea and whether it will fly or not.  And I liken it to skeet -- I throw up a lot of clay pigeons and Margery goes k-chew k-chew k-chew, one after another, and the twenty-fifth one makes it free.  So, that’s what happens, yeah.  

Oh, sorry, was somebody -- did I miss any?  It’s pouring! 
[laughter] 
Oh, we’ll just stay here and get some marshmallows -- anybody got s’mores? We can get s’mores going.

Oh, yes.

 Speaker:  [low audio]
How long did it take me to find an agent?  Years.  In fact --

 Speaker:  [low audio]
How many times did I get turned down?  A dozen.  A dozen. Fifteen times.  My first two books, actually, I found a publisher without an agent.  It was a small press.  But before that was a manuscript that found an agent but no publisher.  So this is the -- the last three are the first time I’ve actually wedded those concepts together.  I recommend it.  

[laughter]

 Speaker:  [low audio]

From the time I did what to --

 Speaker:  [low audio]
To the time I published it?  A year and a half, two years.  Fiction has this long lead time.  A friend of mine just wrote a book -- do you know Liza Mundy?  She written a book about Michelle Obama.  It’s coming out in three days.  That kind of stuff gets rushed up.  Some old book about Vidocq, nobody feels the need to, kind of  “Get that on the presses now!”  Two minutes.  All right?  I hope you guys brought umbrellas.  It’s wet.  [laughs] All right?  Thank you very much.  

[applause]

Female Speaker:

This has been a presentation of the Library of Congress.  Visit us at loc.gov.

[end of transcript]

