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“IMPRESSIVE AND FASCINATING …

No novel, no memoir, no other biography displays such insight and vitality.… Through deft observation, research, and beautiful writing, Thurman brings alive one of the most astonishing writers and women ever to stride this earth.”

—USA Today


“[An] essential biography by a stylish writer of great sympathetic understanding and intellectual authority.”

—PHILIP ROTH




“Colette’s last word was regarde, and this is what Judith Thurman has done so well. She has taken all the pieces of this difficult and fascinating life, and shown it to us whole.”

—The Times (London)




“Vastly entertaining reading … An exhaustive, elegantly written, complex, and subtle study … through which Colette emerges as resilient and vulnerable in equal measure, spurred on by phenomenal resources of energy and an exuberant joy in life.… Certainly the extraordinary, rebellious, extravagant spirit that was Colette continues to fascinate and to inspire.… Her life [was] a unique drama, retold with sensitivity, depth, and authority in Judith Thurman’s magnificent biography.”

—New York Newsday




“An engaging new biography … This is the best and, I sense, truest portrait to date. The formidable Colette has met her match in the formidable Thurman.”

—Vogue




“As poetic a work of art as anything her subject, the brilliant French writer, could have penned.… Secrets reads as smoothly as a novel, and Thurman’s technique is flawless.”

—Time Out New York




“[A] near-perfect biography … If anyone ever wondered whether nonfiction could be art, then they should read the work of Judith Thurman.”

—The Sunday Telegraph




“A ferociously intelligent, masterful life of Colette, which stays supremely in control of her wild, bold, brilliant, and often obnoxious subject.”

—HERMOINE LEE The Observer




“Intelligent and comprehensive.”

—Newsweek



“[AN] ACUTE AND ENORMOUSLY ENTERTAINING BIOGRAPHY … THURMAN TAKES THE FULL MEASURE OF HER ELUSIVE, GIFTED, OUTRAGEOUS, DIFFICULT SUBJECT.”
—JEAN STROUSE


“Thurman’s account, informed by a penetrating intelligence and written with seductive elegance, is the latest of many, but it is good enough to become the last word. Astringently clear-headed in its arguments, vividly evocative of the varied milieus that Colette in her socially adventurous life frequented, it is as richly enjoyable as a good old-fashioned realist novel, with a huge cast of characters … sumptuous and diverse locations … and a heroine whose personality was as singular and as splendidly outrageous as her trademark purple hair.”

—The Sunday Times (London)




“Secrets of the Flesh, Judith Thurman’s superb life of Colette, guides the reader with great assurance through a wealth of complex material.… [She is] a gifted literary biographer, as sure-handed as her subject.… A fiercely intelligent and accomplished book and—using the words with all due weight—an immense pleasure.”

—Salon




“A biography that oozes intelligence, affection, and skepticism in all the right dosages.… Secrets of the Flesh not only dissects Collette’s personal life but also seduces the reader into exploring her body of work.”

—Village Voice Literary Supplement




“A wonderful biography, distinguished by its sensitivity, compassion, and wit.”

—The Independent (England)




“There is a grandeur to [Colette’s] long life to which Thurman, in this splendid volume, does ample justice. She is perceptive about the contradictions which make Colette such a troubling figure, especially her habit of expressing extremely conservative opinions while living entirely at odds with them.… She emerges from Thurman’s biography as a radical reactionary, a paradox who fascinates and repels in equal measure.”

—Financial Times




“A pleasure to read. This is a book full of triumphs … So well and beautifully written and so sure of its way with the life that at its end, you’re left with just that: the life, in all its grandness, extraordinariness, ambiguity, and focused vitality.”

—The Scotsman
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For Charlotte (Arkie) Meisner





When my body thinks … all my flesh has a soul.

— COLETTE,

Retreat from Love
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INTRODUCTION


Biographers generally believe that it is easy to be a “monster.” It is even harder than being a saint.

—COLETTE,

Lettres à ses pairs



 



IN MARCH OF 1900, a forty-one-year-old Parisian man of letters published a novel that purported to be the journal of a sixteen-year-old provincial schoolgirl named Claudine. Henry Gauthier-Villars was best known as an amusingly opinionated music critic who had championed Wagner and insulted Satie. His paunch and top hat had endeared him to the cartoonists of the penny press; and his duels, his puns, and his seductions of women managed to generate almost as much copy as he wrote himself.

Gauthier-Villars used his own name for scholarly non-fiction and one of many pseudonyms when a work was light. He and his alter egos—Willy, Jim Smiley, Boris Zichine, Henry Maugis, and the Usherette—had a bibliography which already included a collection of sonnets, another of essays on photography, several comic almanacs, a monograph on Mark Twain, and a number of salacious popular novels. It was not a very well kept secret that most of these works had been improved by other hands, if not entirely ghostwritten. In an ironic bow to this reputation, Willy claimed that the new manuscript had arrived in the mail tied with a pink ribbon—the literary equivalent of a baby girl delivered by the stork.

Claudine at School was not the first authorial travesty of its kind, and certainly not the last, although Claudine herself was something new. She was the century’s first teenage girl: rebellious, tough talking, secretive, erotically reckless and disturbed, by turns beguiled and disgusted at her discovery of what it means to become a woman. In his preface to the book, Willy calls her “a child of nature,” a “Tahitian before the advent of the missionaries,” and he pays homage to her “innocent perversity” even while regretting “this word ‘perversity,’ which subverts the idea that I wish to give of … Claudine’s special case—for the very reason that I insist one cannot find any conscious vice in this young girl, who is, one might say, less immoral than she is ‘amoral.’ ”1

The novel languished for a few months until Willy rallied his influential friends, who duly produced reviews hailing Claudine at School as a masterpiece. By autumn, it had sold some forty thousand copies, becoming—including its four sequels—one of the greatest French best-sellers of all time. There were five Claudines in all, two successful plays, and a range of product spin-offs in the modern sense, including Claudine cigarettes, perfume, chocolates, cosmetics, and clothing. The “author,” notorious to begin with, became something of a brand name himself. “I think that only God and maybe Alfred Dreyfus are as famous as [Willy],” said Sacha Guitry.2

The man who signed Claudine at School is now best remembered as the “deplorable” first husband of the woman who wrote it. Madame Henry Gauthier-Villars, née Sidonie-Gabrielle Colette, was then an athletic beauty of twenty-seven who could pass easily for seventeen. She concealed her feelings and her talent, but she flaunted her rustic accent and a plait of auburn hair as long as she was tall. Her family in Burgundy still called her “Gabri,” but in Paris she went by the waifish moniker of Colette Willy. She had rejected her own first name long before she married, insisting that her school friends—rowdy village girls like herself and like Claudine—call one another by their patronyms, comme des garçons. When she married for the second time, Colette Willy became Colette de Jouvenel, and finally, triumphantly, syncretically, just Colette.

COLETTE BEGAN WRITING in her early twenties, living turbulently and working tirelessly, her powers waxing as she aged. In the course of half a century, she produced nearly eighty volumes of fiction, memoirs, journalism, and drama of the highest quality. Her published correspondence fills seven volumes, and at least three important collections of letters remain unedited. Her critics and biographers have been more prolific than she was.

Digesting this colossal banquet was not the greatest of my challenges as her biographer. Colette’s friend Jean Cocteau liked to say: “Je suis un mensonge qui dit toujours la vérité”: I am a lie that always speaks the truth. To which Colette’s American anthologist, Robert Phelps, would add: she is a truth who always speaks a lie. A French critic would note more expansively: “Colette’s art is that of the lie. But the great game she plays with us is, precisely, to stuff her best lies with great flashes of truth. To read her with pleasure thus consists of disentangling, with a deft pair of tweezers, the true from the false.”3 The autobiographical candor of Colette’s best writing is an illusion, just as her celebrated physical immodesty is misleading. She has, as Dominique Aury puts it, “a fierce modesty of sentiment.”4 She actively disdains all forms of empathy and resists being known.

MY TITLE, Secrets of the Flesh, comes from a fan letter which André Gide sent Colette after reading Chéri. “What a wonderful subject you have taken up! And with what intelligence, mastery, and understanding of the least admitted secrets of the flesh!”5 It’s darker in the French—des secrets les moins avoués de la chair—and I recognize it as the kind of compliment that is more significant for the envy and unease with which Gide makes it.

Secrets of the Flesh sounds rather louche, and that, of course, is intentional—my own ironic bow to Colette’s reputation. Her novels were locked away from young Frenchwomen of good families and put on the Vatican’s Index of proscribed texts. Simone de Beauvoir had to read Colette for the first time on the sidewalk outside a Paris bookstore. The critics called Colette soulless and perverse, reproaching her for an art “based solely on the senses.” Even Colette’s lover the marquise de Morny—a lesbian transvestite and former drug addict—would complain of her to Willy: “Colette is an impulsive child without any moral feeling.” The child, who was thirty-three at the time, was amused rather than defensive. “I was quite surprised,” she told Willy, “to see the words moral feeling in Missy’s handwriting.”6

Some of the condescension that the world reserves for the acting profession—a bias against its perceived narcissism—has also rubbed off on Colette, who, as a young woman, acted and mimed on the music-hall stage, sometimes half-nude, sometimes in drag. She played a gypsy, a gigolo, and a cat; a faun in a torn chamois loincloth; and an Egyptian mummy who comes back from the dead in a jeweled bra. Every time in later life that her name was proposed for some official honor, a chorus of elders protested.

This fallen young Colette, in the prime of her beauty, was as attractive to potential saviors as she was to libertines of both sexes. The monkish poet Francis Jammes offered to play Jesus to her unrepentant Magdalene. The priestly François Mauriac would later give her unsolicited absolution for her sins of the flesh, claiming that “this pagan and carnal creature leads us irresistibly to God.”7 How? By offering, in characters like Léa and Chéri, such a desolate example of hedonism unredeemed by any higher spiritual aspirations. I’m not sure that many readers have fled in disgust from Colette to God, and it could be that a fair number have turned with relief from Him to her. But Mauriac isn’t wrong about Colette’s existential pessimism: “Senses, intractable masters, as ignorant as the princes of old who learned only what was indispensable: to dissimulate, to hate, to command …”8

LIKE HER MOTHER, Sido, who claimed that she had been born three hundred years too early for the world to understand her, Colette was an anachronism in her own generation. “O bourgeoisie of 1880,” she exclaims almost sixty years later, “idle and cloistered young girls … sweet-tempered cattle ruled by men, incurable feminine solitude, ignoble resignation, the young adolescent generation of 1937 looks upon you with incredulity.”9

What we look upon with incredulity in 1999 is Colette’s invention of the modern teenager in 1895, when she began to write Claudine at School. She was not a sweet-tempered cow; she thought she wanted to be ruled by a man, but she hated her dependence and marginality; resignation was alien to her, and so, if we are to believe her friend Natalie Barney, was solitude.

Describing her isolation in the Paris of the fin de siècle among the brilliant men and women she met through her husband, Colette would say, “I was maladroit at making myself noticed.”10 The expression in French—me faire valoir—literally means “getting myself valued.” Writing was the way she began to assert her value, first in the eyes of her husband, then publicly, and more slowly, to herself. She then laid down her pen only when she could literally no longer hold it. Husbands and lovers came and went; maternity was an ephemeral occupation for her at best; she was “a tough and honest little businesswoman,”11 as she puts it, who never had the luxury to consider talent its own reward, and never ceased to haggle over her contracts—a realism that was (and still is) dismissed as “peasant shrewdness” in a country that lavishes every possible honor upon its great writers except for cash.

It is not hard to see why Colette always felt more of an affinity with the courtesans, actresses, and artistes she had frequented in her youth than she did with the bluestockings, the militants for women’s rights, or the gentlewomen of letters living on their allowances. She respected those ambitious entrepreneurs of her own sex whose notion of a bottom line would never be Virginia Woolf’s five hundred a year and a room of one’s own, but fifty thousand a year and a villa of one’s own, with a great chef, a big garden, and a pretty boy.

The most successful actresses and courtesans also came closest to fulfilling a radical Amazonian ambition: to live uncoupled yet sexually fulfilled. Most of them were bisexual, kept younger lovers, and were single mothers. Like Léa and Charlotte in Chéri, they managed, very competently, their hard-earned fortunes. Their careers, as de Beauvoir remarks, enhanced their erotic prestige rather than taxing it, and that was one of their great charms for Colette, who so often struggles to impersonate a “real” woman while feeling, as she puts it, like a “mental hermaphrodite.”12

The feminists had less to attract her. By 1900, the women’s-rights movement in France had a solid history, a daily newspaper, and a distinguished following. But the combination of utopianism and puritanism which marked so much feminist theory—and the denunciation of women who “collaborated” sexually with their oppressors—deterred many women otherwise eager for liberation from joining the cause. Colette’s antipathy to feminism was, in her youth, outspoken. In 1910, an interviewer asked if she were a feminist, and she looked at him, incredulous. “Me, a feminist? You’re kidding. The suffragettes disgust me. And if any Frenchwomen take it into their heads to imitate them, I hope they’ll be made to understand that such behavior isn’t tolerated in France. You know what the suffragettes deserve? The whip and the harem.”13

The demimonde, and in particular the homosexual demimonde, was Colette’s real theater of resistance. “When all is said and done,” writes the historian Alain Corbin, “the pederasts of the nineteenth century were the first to develop the model of a strictly hedonistic sexuality”14—an eroticism liberated from monogamy or procreation. Cavafy would call them “the valiant of voluptuousness,” and it’s a useful and lovely epithet for Colette. For her, as for Epicurus, hedonism was something much more purposeful and, one could say, more ethical than a greed for sensation. It was the expression of an active faith—a credo without a god, a devil, or an afterlife, but with the power of all true faith to inspire ecstasy, and reverence for creation, and to console.

COLETTE CAME OF AGE as a woman and a writer during the Dreyfus Affair, which dominates the history of the French fin de siècle. The anti-Semitism, homophobia, and misogyny of the period prove to have much in common. The Jew, the “New Woman,” and the homosexual were at once fascinating and repulsive figures who obsessed the popular imagination. In each case, the danger that they posed to the established order was the same: miscegenation. They threatened to corrupt the old fixed categories of national identity in one case, gender in the other two, at a moment when all kinds of boundaries, external and internal, were being transgressed. It was around 1900 that the Cartesian religion of objectivity came under attack by the greatest minds of the age, and this extraordinarily anarchic and fertile moment generated the anxieties about meaning, and about the integrity of the self, that we still live with. The Impressionists had challenged objective perception; now Freud was taking on objective consciousness, Proust the truth of memory, and Einstein the absolutes of matter and energy, time and space.

What is so subversive about Colette’s first novels is their suggestion that gender, too, is subjective. She perceived instinctively that the child of either sex has desires classified too strictly as masculine or feminine: urges to penetrate, devour, and possess; to be cherished, dominated, and contained. The character of Claudine offers one of the first critiques of a society that demanded too much conformity; that assigned the privilege of doing and being done to exclusively to one sex or the other. The damaged girls, child-women, feminized men, lost boys, inverts, and sexual impersonators Colette describes have been forced to deny or renounce the forbidden aspects of themselves—their impure true feelings—and they’ve experienced a split that seems impossible to heal.

COLETTE’S GREAT TREATISE on gender is called The Pure and the Impure.15 It tracks the course of the forbidden desires which go underground to resurface as perversions, and the search of a fragmented self for another, symmetrically fragmented, to complete it. “I’d like your opinion of what I’m writing about unisexuals,” she tells a friend, halfway through the composition. “… One could treat the chapter as follows: Unisexuals/One and only chapter/There are no unisexuals.”16 Gender is impure.

Pure and impure are, for Colette, what Kierkegaard’s Either/Or was for my first subject, Isak Dinesen: battle lines, personal and cultural. A dialectic is a useful construct for a biographer, but it exists to be transcended. A coherent personality aspires, like a work of art, to contain its conflicts without resolving them dogmatically. The writer’s solution is to find a narrative structure for them, and the process often begins, as Proust’s does, with the mistaken notion or memory of two divergent paths in life, which wisdom and time rejoin.

The ideal of purity for Colette is an Edenic state of harmony enjoyed by wild animals, flora, birds of prey, certain sociopaths, and by ordinary humans only as fetuses. To be pure means to be unhindered by any conscious bonds of need or dependence, or by any conflict between male and female drives. As Colette believes that there is no authentic androgyny in the fallen world, there can be no wholeness, and for a woman no autonomy—a male privilege—without an unacceptable erotic sacrifice. “How to liberate my true hope?” she asks. “Everything is against me. The first obstacle to my escape is this woman’s body barring my way, a voluptuous body with closed eyes, voluntarily blind, stretched full out, ready to perish.… I’m she, this woman, this brute beast so stubborn in her pleasure.”17

Colette’s “true hope” was revolutionary. She may or may not have read Nietzsche, but she absorbed his exhortation, which was the byword of her generation: “Become thyself.” But how, around 1900, could you possibly become an individual—yourself—and a woman? That question is at the heart of everything she writes.

In middle age—at menopause, to be exact—Colette would embody her notion of purity, which is to say of wholeness, in the powerful, pagan earth mother to whom she gives her own mother’s name. This Sido (who should not be confused with the real Madame Sidonie Colette) is complete, fierce, belligerent, gay, utterly sovereign in her chosen, female domain, and contemptuous of love’s frivolity and servitude. Sido’s effortless chastity, as Colette describes it, has nothing of the nun’s or the virgin’s renunciation. Sido is a person and a woman both.

HAPPY CHILDHOODS ARE as scarce in biography as they are in fiction. Colette laid claim to one, noting dryly that it had been a bad preparation for human contacts. Before she met Willy, she says, her life had been “nothing but roses.” In My Apprenticeships, she represents her marriage as the stroke of an executioner that severed her from the idyll of her girlhood. “I had a great deal of trouble accepting that there was such a difference between the existence of a daughter and of a wife, between country life and life in Paris, between the presence—at least the illusion—of happiness and its absence, between love and the laborious, exhausting game of the senses.”18

Colette’s accounts of her early happiness are important but questionable documents for a biographer. They conflict with the evidence provided by other sources, including her fiction, and they often contradict or undermine themselves internally, as does the sentence I have quoted. In an essay by Dominique Aury, who has also written one of the most troubling and truthful books about a woman’s secrets of the flesh—Story of O—I found a passage which suggests a way to understand the paradoxes of Colette’s writing about her formative years. Aury is discussing Longus and his version of Daphnis and Chloe—an important story for Colette:


Two handsome adolescents in love, forever adolescent, forever in love—is there any more universal royalty, whether they live in tales, ballads, or fables, frescoes or tapestries, or even on wallpaper? That the height of artifice should lead to simplicity … is much less a proof of true simplicity or convention than of a strange and obscure trust of man in man and of man in the earth, of a faith without dogma, time or place which the worst denials of barbarism or civilization have never been able to root out entirely from his heart. Nothing, nothing at all, not even experience, will prevent the hope that the secret of happiness is there.19



The secret of happiness: there it is in all its innocence. Aury has dared to say it, just as she dares, from behind the mask of Pauline Réage, to avow that in the pursuit of that secret, a certain kind of woman—Aury, like Colette, is mostly if not exclusively interested in a certain kind of woman, the masked, tenacious one—will stop at nothing: no taboo, sacrifice, or convention; no threshold of decency. Yet people who know where the secret of happiness is to be found do not, as a rule, become writers. Aury formulates the commonplace about a writer’s experience in its most extreme form where she writes of Marcel Proust: “[His] was that most stupendous of bargains, a life for a life.”20

“To receive happiness from someone—,” Colette muses in The Pure and the Impure, “I’m obliged to use this word that I don’t understand—is it not to choose the sauce in which we want to be eaten?”21 Yet she never satisfies her hunger for it, or for the theme of adolescent love—the fable of Daphnis and Chloe—who are sometimes two teenagers, but more often an aging woman and a young man, a middle-aged roué and a girl, a mother and child, a butcher boy and an old queen, a spoiled husband and his cat. This is not, is never, parody. Whatever their real ages, Colette’s lovers are engaged in that futile adolescent quest for happiness—for reunion—which, in the classical version of their love affair, pits them against a rapacious world, but in Colette’s modern retellings, against the rapacity and reticence they encounter in each other.

COLETTE ACCEPTED Willy’s definition of her as “a child of nature,” in quotation marks. So, on the whole, did the French literary establishment, without the marks. “Colette, notre plus grand écrivain naturel,” Montherlant calls her—our greatest natural writer. But beware when the French admire something as natural. It touches on their deepest fear: looking ridiculous. Colette’s vitality was in a way too truculent; her speech, as she says herself, too “brutal and familiar”; and her fiction, too popular for the taste of the mandarins. She never dropped her Burgundian accent. She got fat and didn’t worry about it. She wrote an advice column for a women’s magazine. She was one of the first writers to describe the pathology of an anorexic and the poignance of a faked orgasm. In her sixties, Colette opened a beauty salon, sold her signature products in provincial department stores, and did makeovers in a lab coat. (Natalie Barney noted that her clients came out looking twice as old as they went in.) But that is an image to retain: of female science operating with feigned benevolence on female nature—Colette the fixer.

The “child of nature” took great pains to give herself an unwriterly past. “Vocation, sacred signs, childhood poetry, predestination? I can’t find any such things in my memory.… In my youth I never, never wanted to write. No … I didn’t get A’s for the style of my homework between the ages of twelve and fifteen! For I felt, each day better … that I was, precisely, born not to write.”22

These vehement protestations, coming from one of France’s greatest prose stylists, are most important for the claim that they stake to what Willy calls “Claudine’s special case.” Colette wants us to believe that, however voracious a reader she might have been, she was never bookish. Bookish children, it is true, read with a hunger which she reserves for her carnal pleasures. General ideas, she liked to say, were like dangling earrings: they didn’t suit her. “I’m not worthy of politics,” she told an interviewer after the Second World War, when he observed that “we have yet to meet a character in any of your novels who worries about anything other than himself.”23 “A ‘child of nature’ such as I am,” she asserts elsewhere, “… cherishes the arbitrary, prefers passion to goodness, and combat to discussion.”24

The ability to generalize from one’s own experience is the basis for a conscience. But conscience for Colette is what living dans le vrai was for Flaubert—a dangerous distraction, and a choice between conflicting devotions: to self and destiny, or to other lives and their burdens.

“THERE’S ONLY ONE PERSON in this world you can count on, and that’s yourself,”25 Sido told Colette at the time of her divorce from Willy, and she took this stark advice to heart. Her egoism, which she calls “my monstrous innocence,” and which is—like the shell of the tortoise—armor, plumage, camouflage, and refuge all in one, does not make her easy to approach. Yet it’s tremendously compelling, as is all heresy, the more so, perhaps, to modern women torn between their own conflicting devotions.

The subject of love was, as Colette puts it, “the bread of my life and pen.”26 But the experience of love aroused her profoundest mistrust, and perhaps that is why the men in her works tend to be weak, or very young, or contemptible except for pleasure. A man really worth loving would be an invitation to perdition, and she doesn’t want to put temptation in her own path, even in the form of a character. Mother love was a more dangerous and regressive temptation for Colette than romantic love. Children, herself included, were those “happy, unconscious little vampire[s] who drain the maternal heart.”27 And here I should begin her story.



Part One




CHAPTER 1


Balzac has invented everything.

— COLETTE,

The Evening Star



1

IN THE MIDDLE of the last century, the village of Saint-Sauveur-en-Puisaye was a rustic backwater despite its proximity to Paris, three hours by train to the nearest station followed by a rough cart ride. The Puisaye was called “the poor Burgundy” to distinguish it from the rich Burgundy of the great vineyards. The landscape was dotted with ponds which bred malaria and smelled of caltrops and marsh mint. Coppice grew thickly in the ravines, where the wild strawberries and lilies of the valley were guarded by pitiless brambles. Game abounded in the woods. There were ancient stands of pine, which Colette loved for their scent. The spongy paths she followed when she gathered wild mushrooms or hunted for butterflies with her brothers were carpeted with violet heather. It was a secretive, inbred region of casual morals, hard winters, poaching, and poor farms. Wet-nursing was, as late as the fin de siècle, a lucrative sideline for the farmers’ wives.

Saint-Sauveur had once been a fiefdom of the counts of Auxerre. It is built on a hill, with houses, writes Colette, which “come tumbling down the slope into the valley.” There are two noble edifices at its peak: a château of medieval provenance, reconstructed during the reigns of Louis XV and XVI,1 and a “Saracen” tower dating from the twelfth century. The streets are steep and narrow. They were unpaved in Colette’s youth and would flood after a violent rainstorm. Walls of ferruginous sandstone enclose the gardens of the houses, two stories high, for the most part, with ochre and gray façades and rust-colored grillwork. The autumnal colors of the earth and the architecture give the village an air of decline, even in summer. “It’s not very pretty,” admitted Colette, who claimed to “adore” her birthplace at the same time that she called it “mean, close-fisted, and confined.”2 Once she left it, she never returned, except on business, or to refresh her memory for a piece of prose.

BUT SAINT-SAUVEUR HAD a chronicler long before Colette. His name was Crançon, and he was a local magistrate during the last decade of the Second Empire. One imagines him as a haughty little man in a frock coat and pince-nez, bored and embittered but vain of his probity. One of his duties was to pass along to his superior, the imperial prosecutor in Auxerre, such village scandal as he deemed worthy of interest. His reportage, comic in the Balzacian style, makes delightful reading. It focuses, naturally, on the village notables, and one in particular: a troublesome bachelor named Jules Robineau-Duclos.

Colette describes Jules Robineau—Sido’s first husband—as a striking figure on a fine horse; dark and haggard; courteous but aloof; a Don Juan among the serving maids. He was known to his fellow villagers, says she, as the Savage. But the real nickname of this appealing Burgundian Heathcliff was the Ape. There are no surviving portraits of him, but Crançon calls him “monstrous to look at.”3 He suffered from a curious deformity—fourteen extra teeth growing in a double row—and as a boy of sixteen, he had submitted to the torture of having them extracted in one sitting. The year was 1829. There was no anesthesia except alcohol.

Jules Robineau and his younger sister, Louise, were the heirs to a handsome fortune4 in farmland, forests, vineyards, and village real estate. In 1836, their mother died in a lunatic asylum, and they lost their father later that year. By the terms of his will, the sixteen-year-old girl became the ward of a cousin, M. Givry—a provision that suggests her brother, at twenty-two, was already markedly unstable. Givry promptly married Louise to his own son. If the groom had any qualms about the taint of madness in his wife’s blood, they were assuaged by her dowry.

The tormented brother lived a lonely, dissolute, and chaotic life. He “declined to wed,” writes Crançon, “taking a concubine, who was not in the least impoverished under his roof.” This doesn’t seem quite fair: surely no local girl of his own rank would have had him. His peasant mistress, Marie Miton, ruled his household, suffered his violence, and in 1843 bore him a son, for all of which she was promised ten thousand francs in his will. At the time of his marriage to Sido, Robineau found Marie a husband, fourteen years her junior, and Colette knew this “old Cèbe” as a widowed neighbor with whom her mother traded rose cuttings.

The decades passed slowly, as they do in the provinces. “The passion for drink,” Crançon continues, “increasingly consumed M. Robineau until it had stupefied him completely. He ceased going to bed. From morning to night he sat numbly at a table before a bottle of eau-de-vie, which was no sooner emptied than it was refilled.” The “romantic pallor” Colette attributes to the “Savage” was a symptom of these sleepless alcoholic binges. He barricaded his house against imaginary African mercenaries, took potshots at his servants, and threatened to hack one of his maids into small pieces as bait for crayfish.

The Givrys were impatient for Robineau to die, he was doing everything to oblige them, and by the late 1850s, “his death seemed to be imminent. It was a matter of waiting perhaps a month or two.… But M. Givry, his brother-in-law, didn’t have that much patience.” He sued, in his wife’s name, to have Robineau declared insane.

There were two competency hearings, which must have been enthralling to a village which, as Colette puts it, “vegetates all the year round in peace and inanition and has to content itself with meager scandals.”5 The servants testified to their master’s violence. But Robineau was not without his well-wishers, including, of course, his “concubine,” who stood to lose her inheritance if the judge ruled in favor of the Givrys. There was also, more important, a dissident faction of the Robineau family, who “seized with delight upon an opportunity to thwart Monsieur Givry, whom they disliked.”

These prominent relations “joined forces to shake M. Robineau out of his lethargy so that he could make a decent impression in court.… Watched over and deprived of drink, [he] recovered a bit physically and morally.” The judge concluded that the Givrys were petitioning in bad faith, and ruled in the defendant’s favor, noting, however, that he did seem “precociously senile.”

The story might have ended here. But Robineau’s defenders “knew perfectly well that, left to himself, he would succumb to his old drunken ways, and that M. Givry would get his hands on the inheritance.… They resolved then … to marry off M. Robineau. It is true that he was already old [forty-two], that he was ugly, that he stammered and was more or less an imbecile, but he was rich, which compensates for a great deal.”

Now, it happened “by chance” that a respectable young lady who had spent her childhood in the neighboring village (Mézilles), “whose family lived in Belgium and who, I believe, had not always paid her expenses” (dixit Crançon), had returned to visit her peasant wet nurse, Mme Guille.6 According to Colette, Sido was out walking and Robineau was inspecting his estates, astride his strawberry roan, when they crossed paths. “The passing vision of this man … with his youthful black beard and romantic pallor was not unpleasant to the young woman.”7 But according to Crançon, it was one of the anti-Givry conspirators who engaged Sido in a conversation, which led to an “inspection,” which was followed by a proposal, which entailed all of that lengthy haggling central to every middle-class betrothal of the period. Robineau, in the meantime, went on another shooting spree and would have murdered his servants had his aim not been so unsteady. The police commissioner deprived him of his firearms. This embarrassment did not retard his wedding plans.

“After her brothers had discussed, for eight days, the terms of her marriage contract,” Crançon concludes, Adèle-Eugénie-Sidonie Landoy and Jules Robineau-Duclos were wed at the town hall of Schaerbeek, a suburb of Brussels, on January 17, 1857. It was the week that Gustave Flaubert went on trial, charged with obscenity, because he had failed to condemn adultery in his Madame Bovary.
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SIDO WAS BORN in Paris on August 12, 1835. She never knew her mother, née Sophie Chatenay, who died of puerperal fever two months later. Her father made inquiries in the Puisaye and found Mme Guille. “If I was keeping [her] awake,” Sido told Colette, “she could have seen [Halley’s] comet.” This is Sido’s only extant reference to the woman who raised her, although it was presumably to her nurse that she owed her encyclopedic knowledge of provincial housekeeping and gardening, and perhaps, too, some of the ferocity of her character. Her hardiness, physical and moral, was certainly not that of a bourgeoise. But as an orpheline de mère, like so many of Colette’s heroines, Sido could never understand those well-off Parisians who left their babies with a country wet nurse, sometimes for years. “Children are their parents’ joy for all of their lives,” she told Colette, even though her own childhood suggested otherwise. “As for me, I brought nothing but grief to my father, because my birth had cost my mother her life, and I reminded him too vividly of this event.”8 It would later be said in the region that as a little girl, “Mme Colette never knew she had a family.… The village believed her people had abandoned her.”9

Sido’s father, Henry Landoy, was the first of the unfaithful and profligate men in her own life and in her daughter’s. He was “ugly but well-built!” Sido told Colette, with “pale, contemptuous eyes and a long nose above the thick Negro lips that had inspired his nickname,”10 the Gorilla. At the end of her life, in a passing phrase, Colette describes her mother’s antecedents as “cocoa harvesters” from the colonies, “colored by island blood,” with frizzy hair and purple fingernails.11 She was a little more expansive in an early letter to Francis Jammes, where she calls Henry Landoy “a quadroon”: “My ancestors also came from a warm island, long ago, like yours, except that mine had to be darker.… At home we’ve kept nothing, neither documents nor souvenirs, only a daguerreotype of mama’s father, a kind of gingerbread-colored gorilla who sold cocoa. There! I have a stain of black in my blood. Does that disgust you?”12

The Landoys’ parish records suggest no plausible explanation for the “stain of black” in their blood. But in a 1997 French biography of Colette, Claude Francis and Fernande Gontier assert that the records are faulty, and perhaps fraudulent. According to their new research, the family came originally from Champagne, where they were literate but humble farmers and converts to Protestantism. During the seventeenth century, the persecution of heretics was particularly intense in their native province, and like many of their coreligionists, some Landois—as they originally spelled their name—sought refuge in Martinique, prospered in the spice trade, and acquired slaves. Their children were of mixed descent, Creole and African, and a number of these sons of color were sent back to France to apprentice in the Guilde des Épiciers—the Grocers’ Guild—which controlled the lucrative colonial traffic in tobacco, chocolate, rum, sugar, pepper, and other exotic products.

In the late eighteenth century, non-white colonial immigrants were subject to strict surveillance and, if they were not of French birth, deportation. Many provided themselves with false identity papers or borrowed the parish records of relatives who had stayed in France. This seems to have been the case with Colette’s direct forebear, Pierre Landois, a Martiniquais who, by the time of the Revolution, had established himself as an épicier in Le Havre. His two sons were also in the grocery business: Pierre in Paris, and Robert—Colette’s great-grandfather—in Charleville, a city in the Ardennes that was a hub for the import-export trade with the Antilles. Here Robert married Marie Mathis, the daughter of a bargeman. Their son Henry—the “Gorilla”—was born in 1783, and the family was “rich enough” to give him a “solid education.”13

Henry served in an elite lancer regiment of Napoleon’s army, and while he was stationed in Versailles, he courted a pretty girl with golden hair—Colette’s grandmother—whose father managed the local clock factory. “No doubt,” writes Colette, “before having betrayed her twenty times, her husband, a shade ‘colored,’ had been seduced by the pallor of that Parisienne.”14

Their marriage was hasty because Sophie was pregnant. She eventually gave birth to seven children, of whom four survived. Sido’s brothers, Eugène and Paul, were her seniors by nineteen and twelve years, respectively. Her sister, Irma, was her elder only by fourteen months. But Irma barely figures in Sido’s letters or Colette’s biographies. She made her living as a milliner in Le Havre, where she was born, and in 1907 died destitute in a Brussels hospice. Francis and Gontier speculate that her fate was a well-kept family secret, and that for a decade before her late marriage to a much older man, she had lived by her charms.

After his wars, Henry Landois worked in his father’s grocery, prospering sufficiently to become a wholesaler, which meant a gentleman.15 But he lived beyond his means, and at the time of his wife’s death, he had amassed such pressing debts that he was forced to flee the country to escape his creditors. He then took up residence in Belgium, married a rich widow of whom nothing more is heard, and after several more upheavals and reversals of fortune, resettled his family in Lyon, with a pet monkey named Jean, in a large, richly furnished house, where he manufactured chocolate.

It was here, according to Colette, that an eight-year-old Sido—recalled from the Puisaye—tortured an infant of unknown provenance who had arrived one morning with her wet nurse. “Bring her up,” Landois—or, as he now signed himself, Landoy—told Sido; “she’s your sister.” Her maternal instincts weren’t compelling enough to resist the jealousy of the last born for the new arrival, and with that “cruelty of childhood” which both Sido and Colette secretly admired and which neither entirely outgrew, she proceeded to “taper” the child’s insufficiently elegant little fingers by squeezing and pinching them. “My father’s daughter started out in life with ten little round abscesses,” Colette claims Sido told her. “… Now you realize what a wicked mommy you’ve got. Such a lovely newborn. How she screamed!”16

THE CHRONOLOGY OF Sido’s adolescence is murky. She apparently spent 1848, the year of the liberal revolution, living in Mézilles with Mme Guille. It has often been said that her brothers used her residence there to facilitate their own covert political activities. The Puisaye was a refuge for partisans of democracy and illegal secret societies, and they were both passionate freethinkers and republicans.

The brothers had taken Belgian citizenship, and sometime between 1849 and 1854, when their father died, Eugène brought Sido to Brussels. He was, by now, a successful publisher and a distinguished liberal journalist who, after the coup d’état of 1851, opened his house to writers, artists, and intellectuals fleeing the repressive climate in Second Empire France. Sido told Colette that she spent the happiest years of her life in this emancipated, literary milieu, whose loss she never ceased to mourn, and that Eugène had “initiated” her “to the art of loving and understanding the rare and the beautiful.”17

Francis and Gontier go further, advancing the theory that Sido’s “philosophy”—and, through osmosis, Colette’s—were definitively colored by the “audacious” ideas of the atheists, bohemians, and sexual revolutionaries she met at her brother’s, and in particular, those of Victor Considerant, Eugène’s great friend and the “standard-bearer” for the utopian communalist Fourier. “According to Fourier,” they write, “the repression of the passions is at the origin of all the evils, crimes, and pathology of civilized societies.… Fourier predicted that it would take three centuries to transform our civilization into Harmony. Sido saw herself as a pioneer of this new social and erotic order. ‘I have always been a bit mad,’ she told Colette in 1909, ‘though not as much as you think. But here’s how it is: I came into this world three hundred years too early, and I’m not understood here, not even by my children.’ ”18

“WHEN A YOUNG GIRL is without fortune or profession,” writes Colette of her mother’s first marriage, “and is, moreover, entirely dependent on her brothers, what can she do but hold her tongue, accept what is offered, and thank God for it?”19 But holding her tongue was never Sido’s style. Her “liberty of speech,” her independence of spirit, and, not least, her lifelong fondness for her brothers all suggest that she hadn’t listened “scared and silent” as the men decided her fate. Robineau was so notorious that she and her family couldn’t have been ignorant of his character, but he was also so decrepit that perhaps they took a practical view of their devil’s bargain: her virginity and a few years, at most, of unhappiness in exchange for a lifetime of security.

“We’re all so dumb at twenty,” Sido told Colette, speaking of women. As an old widow, she held marriage in contempt: it was “a forfeit,” which can also mean, in French, a workman’s contract or a heinous crime. And of husbands, in general, she would rage: “God, but they are stupid!” To the daughter whom she regarded as a second and better self she would insist that she, Sido, had been “meant for a life of liberty!” … “I wasn’t able to shake off the yoke as you have.…” “I never wanted to have children.”20 Nor was Colette, childless until forty, ever encouraged by her mother to procreate. Perhaps, however, the Gorilla’s daughter saw something alluringly familiar and challenging in the Ape: that “deep-rooted misogyny which women,” according to Colette, “find so attractive.”21 There are many versions of the romance between Beauty and the Beast, though in most of them, a virgin’s bellicose ambitions to conquer and domesticate a predator are piously disguised.
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JULES ROBINEAU OWNED a good-sized house in Saint-Sauveur, at 6, rue de l’Hospice. In 1925, a small rose-marble plaque was affixed to the façade. It reads, simply: COLETTE WAS BORN HERE, and she was grateful, she said, for the discreet omission of a date. The opening lines of My Mother’s House have made this “solemn, rather forbidding” dwelling a literary monument. Generations of French schoolchildren are, from their dictées, on intimate terms with the blackened, crooked steps, the carriage entrance bolted “like an ancient dungeon,” the desolate sound of a doorbell “like that of an orphanage.” It was a house, writes Colette, “that smiled only on its garden side.”22 These are images worth remembering.

Robineau used regularly to beat his concubine, Marie Miton, and two months into his marriage, drunk as usual and “mocking the pain he was causing me,” he tried to beat Sido, too. “There was a charming scene of carnage,” she told Colette, and she was always indignant at those women who were not ready to leave, expel, or murder the unfaithful and violent wretches they had married. “Aiming for his head,” she continued, “I began to throw everything on the mantel, including an oil lamp with sharp edges. It hit him smack in the face, and he took the scar to his grave. I was very pleased with myself. That straightened him out, you know, once and for all. You would never have believed such a thing of your old mommy, n’est-ce pas, little one?”23

In her fairy tale version of Sido’s life, Colette never alluded to Robineau’s brutality, or to her mother’s unhesitating and remarkably brave readiness to defend herself. Instead she describes how the Savage—perceiving that his bride was “bored”—saddled his mare, rode off to Auxerre, and returned with a cashmere shawl and a mortar of rare marble. Sido left these treasures to Colette, who cut up the shawl for lingerie bags and used the mortar to make almond paste. They were only the relics—the symbolic trophies—of her mother’s real legacy, or the best part of it: “The will to survive [that] is so alive in us women” and “the lust for victory [that] is so female!”24

Robineau was humbled, and Sido had enough good will to pity this emotionally destitute creature who had never, she said, “known how to give.”25 They shared a contempt for the prigs of the village, and at least one other deep affinity. Writing to Colette about a Biblical rain of frogs that fell one summer day on a road between two water holes, Sido notes that this strange phenomenon hadn’t surprised her: “J. Robineau—who had a profound knowledge of all things connected with the fields, the woods, and the ponds—had already spoken to me about it.”26 The love of nature in a virile, unsociable male would only have endeared him to Colette.

If Sido was, as Crançon maintains, an “unloving” wife, she was also, if we believe both the evidence of her own letters and Colette, an “uncomplaining one.” An orphan with no dowry, she had yet acquired a name and connections she remained proud of all her life. They brought her a fine estate and a trousseau of silver, china, cut glass, copper cooking pots, and sheets woven from the flax of her own farms. She enjoyed what local high life there was—balls and dinners with the rural gentry—and she kept house lavishly, employing five servants, and teaching the kitchen help to cook the robust Flemish dishes that reminded her of her brother’s home. Her friendship with Victor Gandrille, the millionaire proprietor of the château, was a source of gossip. Crançon, who kept track of Madame Robineau’s income and debts, calls her “a woman incapable of thrift or order.” At the end of her life, still stuck in a provincial backwater and living on a meager pension, Sido would sigh to Colette: “I love luxury.” “It’s very tiresome not to be rich.”27

If Robineau was still fornicating with the maids, he probably didn’t dare to do so at home. Francis and Gontier suggest that he continued to depend on Marie Cèbe, who lived next door, to nurse him through his binges. In the early years of her marriage, Sido “tried to combat” her husband’s alcoholism, but she abandoned the battle once her own affections were engaged elsewhere. At the time of his death, they had separate bedrooms. “I have always considered it neither fitting nor proper to sleep with one’s husband,” Sido told Colette.28

But it was apparently not against her principles to sleep with someone who was not her husband. We shall meet her second lover shortly. Her first, according to Crançon, was the village notary, Adrien Jarry, “who, it is said, has ever only half-denied it.” On August 14, 1860, M. Jarry registered the birth of Mme Robineau’s first child, a daughter, Héloïse-Émilie-Juliette, to whom Colette would give the deceptively romantic epithet “my sister with the long hair.”29

At least there were no questions about Juliette’s paternity, as there would be about her brother’s. According to Sido, the girl had Robineau’s character “completely.” Colette describes her sister’s “strange little head, attractive in its ugliness,” with Mongol cheekbones and a broad, “sarcastic” mouth. Her forehead was low, her eyebrows were thick, her dark hair was “abnormal in length, vigor, and thickness,”30 and it is not unlikely that the arms and legs of the Ape’s daughter were hairy, too. This disconcerting infant, Sido told Colette, “was infatuated with the night … and as she grew up she remained faithful to the shadow.”31

Sido felt an almost moral repugnance for ugliness. She would set enormous store by Colette’s beauty and vitality, and she never ceased to remark how much they were alike. Juliette was a girl and later a woman alien to her mother in every respect, and an outsider, a freak—even an orphan—in her own family. She never shared her mother’s passions for the house and garden, her father’s love of nature, or her brothers’ of music. Colette describes her as a ghost wandering through the house with her nose buried in a novel—an “intoxicated victim” of romantic fiction.32 “I feel this child is unhappy, I feel she is suffering,” says Sido anxiously, in Colette’s memoir. But her maternal pride was also, it seems, deeply offended.

Chronic depression and perhaps even psychosis were part of Juliette’s patrimony. But for a troubled child who feels rejected by or invisible to a parent, the unwillingness to thrive can also be a form of revenge. Colette describes how the teenage Juliette, having caught typhoid, refused to let her mother nurse her: “I don’t know anyone around here,”33 she cried in her delirium, addressing Catulle Mendès—Colette’s future friend—who was one of the literary celebrities Juliette consorted with in her world of fantasy. Later on, she wrote vapid and uncultivated letters to a mother conscientious about her own prose style and exalted by the literary talent of her other daughter. She married a man whom Sido loathed, and whose demands for his wife’s marriage portion would ruin the family. Juliette gave birth to her only child in a house across the street while Sido, banished, listened for the newborn’s cry from her own garden.

Juliette was thirteen when Colette was born. The disparity of temperament was as alienating as the difference in age, and the two sisters were virtual strangers. But then no one, according to Sido, had ever really known Juliette. “I was the only one,” she would claim in a letter to Willy a few days after Juliette, at forty-eight, had killed herself by taking strychnine in her second suicide attempt. Sido was mistaken, however, for one meets the shade of Juliette over and over in Colette’s work, and particularly in her journalism. She portrays depressed, abused, violent, and betrayed women—victims of their families, of their men, and of their own weakness—with an eloquence that belies her own distaste and detachment. The sense of sisterhood is there, furtive and shameful but deeply felt, as it must have been at Saint-Sauveur.

There are many examples I could quote, but the finest and most familial is Colette’s study of the infamous parricide Violette Nozières:


I regarded this young girl’s face, which seemed gentle, almost without interest until the day the photographs revealed its striking resemblance to the paternal effigy. Violette Nozière is, to the exclusion of all maternal echoes, her father’s daughter: compare the architecture of the two heads … the plaintive but timid mouth, and in the eyes, the same reproach—the reproach of the weak, the discontent of those who have never struggled against themselves.…

Am I pleading the cause of a criminal of whom I know nothing except her crime? No. I give less thought to her than I do to her adolescence, and … its hidden seething.…

Subtle and wounded senses, suffocated souls, admit almost nothing. Beneath the still waters, no monster’s scales appear to ruffle the reflection of a placid landscape.… Few parents have any genius, how many have a foreboding of catastrophe? They never intervene by pure divination.… One has seen captives whetting the instruments of their escape practically under their warders’ eyes.

Before us in the courtroom sit two strangers, two enemies, mother and daughter.… The mother will curse her in vain. But at least the daughter will put an end to her confused, atrocious dream, which she ripened for so long before those two: her mother, the stranger, and her father, the cipher.34




CHAPTER 2


Without a doubt, she was Madame Bovary.

—CLAUDE PICHOIS, on Sido
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IN AUGUST OF 1860, a new tax collector arrived in Saint-Sauveur. This former captain in the Zouaves, Jules Colette, immediately became an object of curiosity to the village. His accent marked him as a southerner, and his diction as a gentleman. The coincidence of a red ribbon in his buttonhole—the Legion of Honor—and a wooden stump protruding from the slack left leg of his trousers signified that he was a war hero.

The men in the café would quickly have heard the outlines of the Captain’s valorous career, recounted with gaillardise. He had served in Algeria, in Turkey, and with General Canrobert in the Crimea. He had led a victorious charge against the Russians at the Battle of Alma, and had been wounded at Sebastopol, but had survived the cholera epidemic which decimated his regiment and the infamous horrors of that winter. “The snow, the famine, the grass harvested from beneath the corpses of the horses and eaten raw—he spoke of these,” wrote Colette, “as of so many special favors personally granted him by fate.”1

In 1859, Napoleon III had ordered the Zouaves to Italy to help Victor Emmanuel expel the Austrians. It was there, on the battlefield at Melegnano, that a cannonball had splintered Captain Colette’s thighbone. He was rescued by two of his men and taken to a field hospital in Milan, where a surgeon with a hacksaw had performed the amputation, just below the groin. The Milanese were passionately grateful to their liberators. “Ah, the women of Milan!” he sighed to his new friends. “What memories. It was the best year of my life!”2

Jules Colette was still convalescing there when the emperor visited his ward. “I would like to do something for you,” he told the Zouave, who replied that a crutch, Sire, was all the recompense he required. That, a Croix de Guerre, and a sinecure as the tax collector of Saint-Sauveur were his rewards for what he liked to call “mon égratignure” (my scratch).3

Mme Robineau was nine months pregnant with Juliette when Captain Colette became her neighbor, lodging with a widow a few doors away. She was probably too anxious about her confinement and too swollen by the August heat to have paid him much attention. But he liked to sing at his open window—the Italian love songs he had learned in Milan—and she could have heard him from her own. The voice was a baritone, agile and mellow. She would learn that it could also give vent to terrible “sham southern rages”; “to growls and high-sounding oaths”; and, when the fury was sincere, to tones of honeyed menace.4

Perhaps by the beginning of September, when she was on her feet again, Sido discovered that this expressive organ belonged to a handsome man of thirty with Cossack cheekbones and feline eyes. Their gaze was ribald and challenging. The Captain made it a point to let the village know that the surgeon’s hacksaw had spared his manhood. His great muscular strength was “controlled and dissimulated like that of a cat,”5 and he was remarkably athletic on his crutches. Crançon would also report that Jules Colette had impregnated a local girl and sent her away so as “not to sabotage his plans”6 to conquer the heart and fortune of Mme Robineau.

In the beginning, Sido had been amused when the Captain’s landlady complained about his barracks language, his incessant smoking and coquetry, and his eccentric eating habits. Perhaps the Crimea had given him his taste for salads in preference to red meat. He didn’t touch alcohol. This must have impressed the wife of Jules Robineau. The Captain, in turn, was charmed by the aplomb of the young northerner with the plush figure and the marvelous hair, whose feline features—so like his own—were more striking for their fire than their perfection. Sido’s glance was penetrating. So was her irony. From her first sentence, she betrayed her otherness to the village. He would have heard her story in the café: the drunken old brute she had married for his fortune; the republican brothers in Belgium; the superior airs. They often met in the château society that would later spurn them. Perhaps he paid her a New Year’s Day visit, and they played music or chess while Robineau went to fetch another bottle from his cellar, tossing out his favorite bit of philosophy: “If you drink you’ll die, but if you don’t drink you’ll die anyway.”7

“A droll man,” writes Claude Pichois, “with the melancholy gaiety of amputees and southerners, attentive, gallant, fervent, and relatively cultivated, [Captain Colette] would not have found it difficult—in the desert that was Saint-Sauveur—to inspire Sido’s tenderness.”8 Theirs was the complicity of two literate castaways stranded among philistines. However their affair began, one infers that it was precipitous. “There are people who fling themselves into the path of your existence, and plunge it into chaos,” Sido told Colette. “Thus your father acted with me.”9
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THE COLETTE FAMILY CAME originally from the Moselle, but Jules Colette, like his father, was a navy brat born in Toulon, and on his mother’s side he was a Provençal. When Sido was exasperated with her second husband’s jealousy, she would call him “the Italian.” She also blamed his passivity, which would prove so fatal to their fortunes, on his “Italian side.” It was a weakness that her son Léo would inherit, and she was always grateful that the roulette wheel of genetics had vouchsafed Colette her own “need to act. You don’t get that from your father,” she boasted. “He was meant to be a pasha or a priest, which as far as I’m concerned amounts to the same thing.”10 Sido would have been astounded to hear Colette declare, as an old woman: “I was born ‘under the sign’ of passivity.”11

The Captain’s father had been a naval infantry commander, retiring with honors to a small estate at Le Mourillon, outside the city of his birth. It had a picturesque situation on a rocky promontory overlooking the sea. When Colette was a music-hall artiste, playing Toulon on one of her tours, she found a postcard of the spot and sent it to her mother.12 Sido recalled a vacation there with her three older children, and it would have given Colette, in later life, a charming alternative to Brittany or Saint-Tropez. But a nasty dispute with his niece over their patrimony forced Jules Colette to sell the cliff house, along with “a pretty piece of country” that his mother had “been so happy to possess.”13

The Captain’s parents considered him their prodigal son, and his mother resented him publicly enough for Crançon to quote her complaint that Jules had “ruined” them. His children, in turn, called Mme Colette mère their “wicked” grandmother, to distinguish her from the “good” (dead) one. Sido, of course, knew her mother only from her brothers’ stories, and from a single image—a miniature painted on a piece of ivory with a hairline crack. It passed to Colette, and was stolen from one of her many apartments in Paris, but she recovered it at a flea market some thirty years later. (Impressed by the coincidence, the vendor gave her a good price.) The portrait showed a pale, smiling young woman in an empire gown with a sausage curl at each ear. But all that Colette really knew about Sophie Landoy was that she had died “prematurely” and so terribly “deceived.”14

Impartiality was never one of Sido’s virtues. She detested in-laws in general, and this little bulldog of a mother-in-law in particular. Having members of her family marry strangers was a martyrdom she always found hard to endure. “My sons-in-law are all pigs and my daughter-in-law a fat beast,” she told Colette.15 The only one of her children’s consorts for whom she seems to have had no reproach was Colette’s lesbian lover, the marquise de Morny.

The Captain’s mother had “green eyes shaded by low, gingery brows, and in her big, black taffeta skirts, she moved with a dense, corporeal majesty.”16 Her jealousy was legendary, and it disgusted Sido all the more because it was another worthless legacy to her husband from his Latin ancestors. Colette, on the other hand, understood it perfectly. In The Pure and the Impure, she relates how her wicked grandmother would follow her septuagenarian husband to a public toilet and stand guard outside the door until he emerged. “A man who wants to deceive you,” she told Colette, “can escape through even smaller holes!”17

If one were inclined to credit Sido’s views on the importance of ethnic heritage in the formation of character, one could illuminate much about Colette by citing Theodore Zeldin’s masterful portrait of the Provençals:


They saw themselves as heretics in Christendom … heirs of the Cathar creed … which still survived among them … Provençals, they claimed, did not see good and evil as contradictory; they had no hierarchy of values, no moral imperatives; they saw life as an art, to be played with coquetry and dilettantism.… They did not judge the ideal. Unlike the northerner who believed in absolute truth … lying was not disapproved of in the Mediterranean. Lying indeed was neither a game nor a psychosis, but a rite and a ceremonial.… Mediterraneans do not think about death.… They [did] not live to obtain rewards in the next world, but sought to enjoy the present, to please themselves, to create an image of themselves as agreeable, noble, beautiful. Love in the south was different from what it was in the north. Provençals did not condemn passion.18



In 1847, at eighteen, Jules Colette entered St. Cyr, the French military academy. Early the next year, he was stripped of his commission and demoted to private—officially for “indiscipline,” although Francis and Gontier speculate that he had killed a fellow student in an illegal duel, and Pichois, that he had participated in left-wing political demonstrations. That February, France was convulsed by the liberal revolution that toppled the July Monarchy and established the brief-lived Second Republic. Years later, running for local office as a republican, the Captain would boast of “having stood on the steps of the Hôtel de Ville with Lamartine, Arago, and Ledru-Rollin,” the heroes of the day.19 The immediate result of their bloodless and enlightened uprising was the institution of universal male suffrage, and five million Frenchmen, including peasants and workers, voted in the first election. What great democrat did they choose as their president? Prince Louis-Napoleon.

In the meantime, the well-connected father of the troublesome private arranged to have him posted to a naval infantry regiment shipping out to French Guiana. After a year of rehabilitation in the tropics, Jules Colette was permitted to finish his training at the École Spéciale Militaire, and was recommissioned as a second lieutenant in the Zouaves. By 1851, the people’s prince had become a reactionary emperor, and the fervent republican from Toulon, a foot soldier in his pointless wars. Rereading her father’s letters to his commanding officer, Colette would discover that his greatest ambition had been to die gloriously in public. But it was the Captain’s fate to botch everything he attempted, even dying. Marriage, a family, politics, literature, and the pastimes of a country gentleman could never console him for a bitterness no civilian can readily understand: the secret humiliation of survival.
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JULIETTE WAS THREE and Sido had been married to Robineau for six years when she gave birth to her first son, Edmé-Jules-Achille. “If there were any doubts about her liaison [with Jarry],” wrote Crançon, “there is scarcely a one as to her relations with M. Colette, nor is there a soul in Saint-Sauveur who is not convinced that the second child of Mme Robineau is [his] handiwork.”20

Sido never said anything on the subject, except for a cryptic remark to Colette: “You’re not like me. I resist my passions,”21 which doesn’t mean that she could resist someone else’s. Achille would be buried in the tomb of the Colettes, but in his lifetime, he always went by the name of Robineau-Duclos. He inherited his third of the disputed fortune, became a doctor, and eventually married very well. His wife, Jane de la Fare, was the daughter of a viscount whose ancient family owned land and castles in the province. It would have been considered a grave “mésalliance”22 for the bride had her relations suspected that Achille was the bastard of a penniless former tax collector and the Madame Bovary of Saint-Sauveur.

Sido enjoyed the de la Fare connection and depended on Jane in her old age, but also ridiculed and despised her. She had always doted on Achille, whom she called “my beauty,” who had the Captain’s features and, as he grew up, a much more passionate sense of filial loyalty than his younger sister. Colette, probably aware of his paternity, would claim Achille as “a whole brother by virtue of heart, choice, and resemblance.” But he was also her first—and her greatest—romantic rival.

Achille had just turned two and Juliette was five when “their” father died in his sleep of a massive stroke, which wasn’t discovered until the morning. Crançon blamed Sido for “confining” her husband to an isolated bedroom on the “pretext” that his loud snoring kept her awake. “I’m surprised,” he continued, “that I’ve never heard anyone suggest that the unfaithful wife and her lover did not help speed [Robineau’s] end. At least it is certain that they let him commit suicide in peace.”23

After the funeral, the helpful M. Jarry made an inventory of Robineau’s property and possessions. He left an estate of some three hundred thousand francs, to be shared equally by his widow and his two children.24 Managing her property was a burdensome practical responsibility for a woman “incapable of thrift or order,” and Captain Colette was only too willing to intervene on Sido’s behalf. She made no secret of their intimacy, telling one of her noble friends at Saint Fargeau that she planned to remarry as soon as the official mourning period was over. The village was outraged, as much, one suspects, by the Robineau fortune’s going to the two outsiders as by their “immodesty and disrespect.”25

Sido would later describe widowhood as “a black veil, and underneath a monkey’s smile.”26 Eleven months after her husband’s funeral, on December 20, 1865, she married her lover at the town hall. The Captain’s parents had come from Toulon for the quiet civil ceremony, and were perhaps meeting the bride for the first time.27 Ten more months passed—they were no doubt counted backwards on every hand in the village—before the birth of Sido’s second son, Léopold Jean, called Léo by the family and lazzarone—lazybones—by his mother.

Except for their love of luxury and their propensity for debt and for attracting the animosity of a provincial village, the resemblance between Mme Bovary and Mme Robineau ended with Sido’s second marriage. She was neither a sucker for romantic love nor a victim of romantic disillusionment, and she was vigilant as Colette would never be against their enslavements. “I don’t understand how one can let oneself be ‘victimized’ [qu’on se laisse ‘victimer’],” she writes to Colette about a husband murdered by his wife’s lover: “It’s a state that I could never have endured.”28 Her own husband’s single-minded devotion to her was entirely “frivolous,” in her estimation, just as the love in novels was “a great bore.… In life, my poor Minet-Chéri, folk have other fish to fry. Did none of these lovesick people you read of have children to rear or a garden to care for?”29

The garden was Sido’s metaphor for motherhood, and she was always indignant when her human plants pulled up their roots and left her. She was a gardener and a mother of the French school: more concerned with form and control than with abundance. Ceres herself was the mother of an only child, and the mythical earth mother of Colette’s oeuvre was never in favor of big families. She felt the distaste of a meticulous artisan for mass production, and it depressed her to see women with prolific broods of “slapdash” offspring. When Colette objected that there were four of them, Sido replied warmly: “I beg your pardon! I’ve had two husbands. So I am only two times the mother of two children.”30

But rearing children and caring for a garden were never enough for this powerful character three hundred years too advanced for her time. After the birth of Léo, her first official Colette, Sido would wait seven years before she had another. Perhaps by then she had understood that none of her three offspring would help her to participate, at least vicariously, in the creation of “a new social and erotic order.” One was a bizarre and moody pubescent daughter, and the other two were elusive male “savages” who tested her conviction—pure in theory, ambivalent in practice, and ahead of its time—that the proprietary mother is a disgrace, and the only maternal love worthy of the name is the one that lets go.31


CHAPTER 3


If a child could tell about his childhood while he is passing through it, his true childhood, his account would perhaps be nothing more than one of intimate dramas and disappointments. But he only writes having attained adulthood. However, he believes that he has preserved the memories of his childhood intact. I mistrust even my own.

— COLETTE,

Belles Saisons
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THE SPIRIT OF the Second Empire was embodied in a line from Zola’s working notes for Nana, which defines the novel’s “philosophical subject as follows: a whole society hurling itself at the cunt.”1 Zola makes Nana’s “cunt” the symbol of all that was degenerate in the body politic: new money, vulgar consumption, and foreign influences; an aristocracy prepared to abandon honor, religion, and prudence, indeed to commit suicide for its carnal pleasures; a proletariat debased by poverty, alcohol, and bad genes, and eager to pollute its oppressors; a parasitic Fourth Estate—the press—profiting from the debauchery of Parisian high life and goading its bacchants toward their ruin.

The Second Empire collapsed with the Franco-Prussian War of 1870-71, a desperate gamble with disastrous consequences for Napoleon III, who lost his throne, and for France, which was unprepared to fight an army superior in every respect—armaments, leadership, strategy, and morale. The defeat at Sedan was followed by a civil war; a five-billion-franc indemnity; the loss of Alsace, part of Lorraine, and, in the minds of many Frenchmen, an inestimable portion of their manhood and honor. The reverberations of this humiliation would affect Colette in profound if insidious ways.

TWO YEARS LATER, at the age of thirty-seven, Mme Colette conceived her last child. By the end of her pregnancy she was “as big as a house.” Her labor lasted “three days and two nights”2 which suggests a distressed and perhaps very large baby. It ended on the twenty-eighth of January, 1873, toward ten o’clock in the evening, with the birth of a daughter: Sidonie-Gabrielle.

Sido would later tell Colette that children who have been carried high in the womb and refuse to descend become the best loved, because they have “lain so near their mother’s heart and have been unwilling to leave her.”3 Colette was fourteen at the time, and she had been reading an illicit Zola novel—probably Pot-bouille—one of the rare books her parents had deemed unsuitable and locked away from her. It contained a graphic description of childbirth, and she had come to Sido to have the image of “the flesh split open, the excrement, the polluted blood … exorcised.”4 But her mother’s reply did nothing to allay her sense of horror. All Sido would say was that she had never regretted her own suffering. Like Colette herself, who relished the occasional choice gory detail—the dagger in the eyeball—Sido had a streak of “divine cruelty,”5 by which Colette means implacable realism. She refused to make a cult of her daughter’s innocence.

Sido’s midwives, Colette wrote, were so distracted that they let the fire die, and “since I had entered the world blue and silent, nobody thought it worth while to bother about me.” The “half-choked” baby defied their indifference, “showing a determined will to live and even to live long.”6 The most interesting aspect of this dramatic if dubious account of cold and neglect is that it permits Colette to take sole credit for her own survival.

The near tragedy of the lying-in was ephemeral. Sido recovered, and the infant began to prosper. If her famously insatiable appetite wasn’t born with her, it was probably tempted, if not actively bullied, into being. “The lover may resign himself to the monotony of lovemaking,” Colette would write in an essay on children’s nutrition, “but the fresh and noble child does not even accept the routine of an egg a day. One cannot succeed in seducing the child, in nourishing him, without diplomacy and ingenuity.”7 Feeding and seduction were always synonymous for her.

Her mother breast-fed her for a while, then delegated the job to a peasant wet nurse named Émilie Fleury, whom Colette would immortalize in the Claudines as Mélie, the nanny of her motherless heroine. She adored this beautiful and good-natured body servant, and bossed her around, as toddlers do, although Mélie was also responsible for her “first great grief of heart and stomach: weaning.”


How can I explain that [the scene] should remain so intact and vivid? Nothing of it escapes me: the square kitchen, the russet copper pots, the linen cupboard facing the antique bread bin.… Two massive mahogany chairs exiled from the dining room, lyrically gothic, in the Restoration style.… The guilty one, the traitor, my wet nurse Mélie, sitting on one of those chairs, opened her blouse and freed her peerless breast, white and blue like its milk, pink like that strawberry they call “June beauty.” I ran up to her, agile on my sixteen-month-old legs, and standing upright, I leaned on her knees, disdaining to sit because I gave suck, Mélie assured me, “like a grownup.” … Horrors! The celestial breast had been besmirched with mustard!

 … It wasn’t for my burned lips that I wept so long. I wept because, in the face of my tears spilling over her white neck, the neck of a beautiful blond that was younger than her sunburned face, Mélie my slave, source of my greatest bliss, Mélie two times a traitor, Mélie was laughing.8



The traitor was forgiven and became the family cook, although she never ceased to be Colette’s “faithful she-dog, [my] blond and white slave.”9 Nor did Colette ever lose the association of bliss with a voluptuous, feminine pliancy, and with the pleasure of domination—a pleasure that became purer for her with age, and toward which she expresses an infant’s sense of entitlement.

But Colette’s maternal image for her first years of life was split into two personae, and Mélie-the-slave had a formidable counterpart in Sido-the-master. Colette’s mother was, for all her “humor and spontaneity,” a stickler for control, cleanliness, continence, and obedience. She disapproved of cuddling or caressing infants on the ground, said Colette, that human touch might “wilt” their “intact” beauty.10 She chastised Gabrielle for her greed, her impudence, or even for her timidity in a “maternal, which is to say humiliating, manner.”11 Displays of temper were forbidden; she considered her children’s tears “wanton”; they were taught to be “silent before all else.” “To look happy,” writes Colette of her family, “was the highest compliment we paid each other.”12

Sido boasted of her ability to housebreak pets and children. Her kittens never soiled the floor, “and all four of you,” she told Colette proudly, “were trained to be just as clean. No pooping in your beds.”13 She was as proprietary of her children’s bodies as she was “oversolicitous” about their feelings. Her daughter’s hair, for example, was her “masterpiece,” and she complained when Colette—a woman of thirty—cut it without permission.

Colette remarked that her mother could “see through walls,”14 and her own art of opacity probably evolved to foil Sido’s mind-reading. She would be just as, if not more, physically possessive of her own daughter. When the five-year-old girl took a running fall on a flight of steps and scratched her face, Colette gave her a “pair of slaps” and this rebuke: “I’ll teach you to ruin what I’ve made.”15

Maternal love is earthly, therefore impure. There may have been cruelty, but there wasn’t any malice to Sido’s domineering. “Her one idea,” Colette also says, “was to give.”16 Yet her great warmth and perceptiveness, combined with her fierce penchant for repression, confused and damaged, to different degrees, all four of her children. The boys became secretive vagabonds. Léo was an eternal waif, at times suicidally depressed. Achille had a streak of sadism; he once marinated, then roasted, the family puppy, and tried to serve it for Sunday dinner.17 Juliette withdrew into her world of fantasy, then wreaked her vengeance by ruining the family, although her guilt was so extreme that she tried to kill herself shortly thereafter. Colette was awed by the force and superiority of Sido’s character, and throughout her life, she found it difficult to regard intimacy with another human being as anything other than a choice between submission and domination.

Like everyone, Colette would replay her earliest experiences of dependency in her adult sexual life. There would be a slave—sometimes Colette, sometimes her lover—who did the child’s bidding, indulged her greed, absorbed her fury, and who could be exploited. And there would be a master who wielded a seductive power to deprive, punish, and reward. Throughout her life, an ideal of omnipotence and a penchant for tyranny coexist with a conviction, equally isolating, that she is a helpless thrall.
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“GABRI,” the much doted upon baby of the family, was an enchanting creature with blue eyes which turned gray-green as she aged, and which the French call les yeux pers. Her mother fussed over her golden hair, which darkened to auburn, shampooing it with rum and egg yolk, and brushing it for hours. It grew into a Rapunzel-like plait, famous in the village and later in Paris. Sido boasted that her daughter talked at eight months and “sang at a year,” having, apparently, inherited her father’s love of music and his propensity to be swept away by it, which, she would acknowledge, posed a danger to her prose.

Baby Gabrielle had a roster of pet names. She was Sido’s Minet-Chéri (her darling kitten), her sunshine, her Beauty, her golden jewel, and occasionally, her pauvre toutou blanc—poor white pup. Her father, more romantic and less familiar, called her Bel-Gazou, which means, in Provençale, “lovely babble,” and this was the nickname she bequeathed to her own daughter and namesake, Colette de Jouvenel.

Colette’s first decade was an era of prosperity for her parents. The family had a banc de notable—a front pew—in church, which they attended despite the fact that Sido was an avowed atheist who liked to read Corneille under the cover of her missal. On New Year’s morning, Mlle Gabri, with a sense of her own importance, distributed bread and pennies to the poor, who received them, she notes, “without humility and without gratitude.”18 Sido was generous to the indigent, and in particular to their children. She fed tramps at her kitchen door, and scandalized the village by hiring a series of unwed, pregnant maids (including Mélie), “contemptuous of a narrow provincial judgment on this morality” which, Colette boasted, was “too elevated for it.”19 Sido was, however, always rather caustic about Colette’s infatuations with working-class village idols and their finery, and she lumped her daughter’s brief enthusiasm for cathechism classes and feasts of the Virgin into the same category as a passion for servants’ weddings.20

Like most members of their class, the Colettes sent their older children to boarding schools in the county seat, Auxerre. Juliette lived in an expensive pension for young ladies, where she learned to draw and to do broderie anglaise. Achille and Léo were interned in a spartan college whose rigors they endured “in dumb hatred” and from which they returned “dirty, emaciated.”21 Gabrielle, as a result, was for long periods that “queen of the universe,” an only child.

In those halcyon days, the family still owned a private carriage—their blue victoria. They kept at least three full-time servants in addition to a part-time laundress, so Mme Colette could devote herself to the finer points of domesticity, horticulture, charity, and motherhood. She believed that a child should learn to read by three, and in addition to the alphabet and the scales, she taught her daughter to embroider. She supervised those elaborate seasonal house-cleanings which take place in the provinces, preferring live spiders to camphor for keeping the moths out of her woolens. She dried violets and chamomile for infusions, and made necklaces of the wild mushrooms which Colette gathered in the woods. She put up her own preserves and fruit liqueurs, and was particularly proud of her cassis. In the cool of the dairy house she pressed cheeses, and from her own fine butter she made the short-crust pastry for her tartes au citrouille.

But Sido’s greatest joy and refuge was her garden. Her flowers were famous, and she had a weakness for showy red and purple blooms.22 She grew hibiscus and double violets, and her roses had indecent names like cuisse-de-nymphe-émue (thigh of the aroused nymph). If she shared her cuttings with “old Cèbe” next door, she begrudged them for such banalities as Catholic pageants and village funerals. “My roses,” she protests, “have not been condemned to die at the same time as Monsieur Enfert!”23 Often the cleverness is actually Colette’s, who could elaborate several pages of dialogue from a single line in one of her mother’s letters. But Sido was perfectly capable of such verbal elegance, and of such pagan indignation.

Even as a child, Colette was struck by the difference between her mother’s two faces. Her “anxious indoor face” was humbled by its cares and “weighed down by a husband and children who clung to her.” Her “radiant garden face” gleamed with a “wild gaiety, a contempt for the whole world, a lighthearted disdain which cheerfully spurned me along with everything else.” Those gleams, Colette believed, were “kindled by the urge to escape from everyone and everything, to soar to some high place where only her own writ ran.”24

Colette, too, would become a passionate gardener. If she never became a professional housewife, it was, in part, Sido’s doing. Her ambitions for her daughter did not include drudgery. What Colette retained of her education in homemaking, much of it received from Mélie, was a fund of knowledge about food that she would retail in exquisite homilies to her women readers, and a profound love of order which nothing in her life—not war, passion, divorce, vagabondage, or literary eminence—could alter.

But the flash of defiance Colette saw in Sido’s garden face became the light she wrote by. It had shown her, very young, that a woman’s domestic burdens are incompatible with her creative freedom. And with Sido’s encouragement, she rejected those aspects of her mother’s experience that Sido let her feel were demeaning, confining, or sacrificial—including motherhood itself.

“It was not from her,” wrote Colette as an old woman, “that I learned that between mothers and children there exists an immutable and rigid love called sacred, which cannot be broken except at the price of curses and scandal. On the contrary, she detached me, she shook me free with an imperious hand, dismissing the fruit of such teachings as I had acquired from books and school.”25
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BY 1879, the six-year-old Colette was a rugged little urchin with two blond braids like “reins” or “whips”; a “well-built little body” that gave her great pleasure; and as often as not a dirty face, which Sido told her was beautiful, “although my mother and the pictures of me at that period do not always agree.”26 She started school that October, wearing a black pinafore that enveloped her “like a sack,” and lace-up boots with hobnailed soles that helped her to navigate the vertiginous streets, slippery first with leaves, then with ice, then mud. That winter, she recalled, the snowdrifts were higher than she was tall. The children carried metal footwarmers to class, which they filled with hot coals and sometimes used for roasting potatoes, and whose smell and heat put them to sleep.

The girls occupied two “unbelievably dirty and ugly” rooms on the ground floor of the old schoolhouse. In Claudine at School, Colette describes her fellow pupils as the daughters of shopkeepers, farmers, policemen, and laborers, “the whole bunch rather unwashed.”27 Their first-grade teacher was “the old Miss Fanny [Desleau],” “an insubstantial phantom” who liked to declaim passages from the Bible while rapping a ruler against her desk. She was replaced the next year by Mme Viellard, the wife of a carpenter, who “wept at the indiscipline”28 of her rambunctious pupils. They pocked the schoolyard with holes, where they buried marbles; vandalized a neighbor’s garden; rang doorbells and then hid; climbed trees in their pinafores, flashing their legs. Colette was the ringleader of this mischief. But Mme Viellard treated her with the deference owed to a rich man’s daughter, and let her pay a poor classmate a penny or two to take her turn at sweeping the room.

The French had (and still have) a six-day schoolweek, with Thursday afternoons off. On those afternoons, Colette and her friends would gather in Sido’s garden, where, for five hours, they played rough and loudmouthed games, impersonating the more grotesque village characters and cheating at cards. “All the filth of a squalid village street has poured forth from six childish mouths,” writes Colette. “Hideous tittle-tattle of rascally and low love life.”29

When they tired of mimicry, they discussed their futures. “A sort of resigned wisdom, the peasant terror of adventure and distant travel, already keeps them all—the clockmaker’s child, the grocer’s little girl and the offspring of the butcher and the laundress—chained to their parents’ shops.” Jeanne, “it’s true,” proclaims that she will be a tart, “but that sort of thing,” Gabrielle reflects contemptuously, “is simply childish nonsense. Having no special wish when her turn came,” she announces that she will be a sailor. “And that was simply because she sometimes dreamed of being a boy, and wearing trousers and a blue beret.”30

“I never had friends of my own kind,” Claudine laments, or boasts, in Claudine at School.31 And the voice that narrates the novel is of a young girl precociously critical of and amused by the little world she stage-manages, plays along with, and knows herself not to belong to. However much Colette would rhapsodize about her sense of place, and define herself as a woman who belongs “to a native village I have left behind,”32 her character was shaped by her conviction of being “a special case,” and her feeling of superiority to that village and its inhabitants. She would always remember the note one of her teachers had attached to a composition: “Imaginative, but one senses a stubborn determination to set herself apart.”33

Her brothers shared this “parti pris de se singulariser,” and Colette describes the pleasure they took in tormenting a school friend who had the impudence to become “passionately attached to them,” and the misfortune to be “a commonplace child of commonplace parents, whom no dark mood ever touched.”34 The pride which Colette and her brothers took in their singularity—and their darkness—seems to have been actively nurtured by their mother, who “found it quite natural, and indeed obligatory, that the children she produced should be miracles.”35 Her own relations with the village dullards (all those insufferable people who, as she puts it, believe in Hell)36 were superficially cordial at best, and as Crançon’s reports suggest, she and the Captain were both considered upstarts, even pariahs. One neighbor, Sido would recall, “spewed venom” at them for thirty years, and another delighted in sending them anonymous letters. It is Juliette’s abstraction from (or surrender of) the family idealization of the uncommon that sets her apart. And when Colette describes her own “shame,” on Juliette’s wedding day, at seeing her sister’s face assume “a swooning look of … submission,” it is, in part, because Juliette is submitting to the village as embodied in a man.

French intellectual life is, in its way, also a provincial village—rivalrous, gossipy, and homogeneous. The place Colette will occupy in that village won’t be unlike her mother’s in Saint-Sauveur. She refuses to assimilate; she remains indifferent to her neighbors’ proprieties, quarrels, and conventions; she situates herself outside their culture and asserts her uniqueness: “I was the only one of my kind, the only [writer] put on earth not to write.” And even though she dresses up for church and occupies her banc de notable, she does so as an unbeliever in the religion of literature (of which politics is but a sect) and the gods of men in general.

SUMMER WAS a slow season for the children. The heat “quivered up” from the burning gravel of the road, and the garden was bathed in yellow light. Colette’s brothers were home from school, and they had glamorously queer pursuits, from most of which they excluded her. They hid from their mother in the trees of the garden, where they “read to excess,” or they escaped to the woods and meadows, where they hunted butterflies, sometimes deigning to take Colette with them. It was from their field guides that she first learned to name the flowers.

All three Colette children were gifted musicians, and among the Robineau heirlooms was an Aucher piano. Colette took lessons and would become an excellent pianist, although in later life she would only rarely, and then not willingly, exhibit her skill. Léo was the undisputed musical genius of the family. He had perfect pitch and could just as easily sight-read a Schubert sonata as he could reproduce the songs he heard at a village minstrel show.

But there was always something screwy about Léo. He liked to dismember clocks and watches, and he erected a cardboard cemetery at the foot of the garden, each headstone meticulously inscribed with an epitaph and genealogy for the imaginary corpse. Sido, who fretted all her life over Léo’s morbid dreaminess, was horrified to discover this city of the dead among her roses, and she destroyed it “with an angry rake.” His only protest was to Colette. “Don’t you think it looks sad,” he asked her, “a garden without graves?”37

Léo never grew up, and apparently never wanted to. He studied to be a pharmacist, but spent his life as a humble clerk in a working-class suburb of Paris because, says Colette, it was a job that left his mind free for puerile daydreams while his body sat at a table looking “deceptively like a man.” The man was, as the boy had been, frugal, elfin, unkempt, depressive, and “attached to nothing but his native place.”38
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JULES COLETTE WAS as quixotic as his younger son. He spent most of his life in the country unable to identify the trees in his garden. He assured Sido he could economize on corks when bottling their wine, and the wine spoiled in six months. The husband of the chocolate maker’s daughter also failed, Sido notes, at making chocolates, and at ridding the kitchen garden of its pests. He couldn’t get the family dog to obey him, and he even had trouble controlling the unruly pages of the evening newspaper. “Everything you touch diminishes like Balzac’s peau de chagrin,” Sido told him, with her usual withering candor.39

The Captain’s superiors had been critical of his “lack of zeal” as a tax collector,40 and in 1880, he resigned the dull job he had neglected in order to run for the district council. His patriotism, his war wound, and his battlefield decorations were the only qualifications that he could present to his would-be constituents. Colette describes his campaign platform: He traveled the countryside preaching, in country schoolrooms, against alcoholism, and giving “instructive” lectures and magic-lantern shows on natural history, physics, chemistry, and geography, which bored his peasant audiences into a stupor. Afterwards, he invited the “mayor in clogs” and the members of the municipal council for drinks in the local tavern, abstaining himself, but allowing his “campaign manager”—the eight-year-old Colette—to “warm herself” with a thimbleful of wine, and to charm her countrymen with a rustic toast in that local accent the candidate didn’t possess.

In the first round of voting, Colette’s father lost both to the Bonapartist and to his republican rival, Dr. Merlou—of whom we have not heard the last. In the second round, Merlou was elected by 1,460 votes to the Captain’s ten.41 This resounding defeat should have discouraged him, but it didn’t. While the village laughed behind his back, he prepared—with more magic-lantern shows and lectures on geography—to run for mayor. “[He] is more unpopular than ever,” the Colettes’ neighbor, Mme de Saint-Aubin, wrote to her son. The “absurdity [of his machinations] does not escape the workers.… At heart, M. Colette knows perfectly well that all this is a farce and a big joke—he says as much—but he absolutely wants to be something.”42

JULES COLETTE WOULD SEEM to be the model for the marginal male figures in his daughter’s novels who are good for nothing but love, and in the final analysis, perhaps not so good at that. Paternity was another of his failed careers, and the children, says Colette, considered their father more of a sibling rival than a parent. He never bothered about their studies or their whereabouts. He never kissed them. He had his own toys, which they coveted: pens, fine papers, and sealing wax that he sometimes shared, but more often locked away. The boys knew that if they wanted to finagle a small loan, they should ask, as they might an older brother, for cigarette money.

Colette reasons that the Captain took so “little interest” in them because of his exclusive passion for their mother. That passion suggested to her that older women could be more compelling than their younger rivals. It was a not entirely unwholesome notion she could bank and draw upon later, in both her life and her fiction. But if an overly seductive father does one kind of damage, a sexually indifferent one does another. His daughter will probably feel insecure or fraudulent in her femininity, and she may also seek from her mate the paternal containment that she never had as a child.

When Colette was little, the Captain had enjoyed roughhousing with her—throwing her up to the ceiling—and that excited her. In addition to their campaign trips around the province, which ended the night a furious Sido smelled alcohol on her breath, he took her to Brussels for a few days when she was six, and twice, briefly to Paris. But she says that she had no memories of these excursions beyond the bedbugs in one of their hotels. There was obviously no romance attached to being, as she calls herself, her father’s “favorite.” “We were,” she writes, “on a fraternal footing.”43 He seemed, in other words, barely conscious that she was a little girl.

In some ways, that was lucky. Unlike most daughters of her generation, Colette never had a father whose honor was invested in her virtue. He was too oblivious to be possessive. His sense of propriety seems to have been nonexistent. Sido would remind him to watch his language around Gabrielle, and he would retort: “ ‘Oh, the child, it doesn’t matter about her.’ Well,” Colette concludes, “that was frank enough.”44

When Claudine escapes from the pension in Auxerre where her class is staying during exam week, the teacher threatens to report “this extravagant conduct” to her parent. “Papa?” Claudine shrugs. “He’ll say, ‘My God, yes, this child has a great love of liberty,’ and he’ll wait impatiently for the end of your story so that he can resubmerge himself [in his book on snails].”45 His snails were much more interesting to Claudine’s father than his only child. Never meddled with but also never courted or cherished by Jules Colette, the daughter who loved her liberty would be ripe to surrender it to a mature rake “turned on,” as she puts it, “by le vice paternel.”46
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