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Liberté, Égalité, Séduction


[image: image]


It is not enough to conquer, one must also know how to seduce.

—Voltaire, Mérope




Le plaisir…is something so much more definite and more evocative than what we mean when we speak of pleasure…. To the French it is part of the general fearless and joyful contact with life.

—Edith Wharton, French Ways and Their Meaning





The first time my hand was kissed à la française was in the Napoléon III salon of the Élysée Palace. The one doing the kissing was the president of France.

In the fall of 2002, Jacques Chirac was seven years into his twelve-year presidency. The Bush administration was moving toward war with Iraq, and the relationship between France and the United States was worse than it had been in decades. I had just become the Paris bureau chief for the New York Times. Chirac was receiving me and the Times’s foreign editor, Roger Cohen, to make what he hoped would be a headline-grabbing announcement of a French-led strategy to avoid war. When we arrived that Sunday morning, Chirac shook hands with Roger and welcomed me with a baisemain, a kiss of the hand.

The ritual—considered old-fashioned nowadays by just about everyone under the age of sixty—was traditionally a ceremonial, sacred gesture; its history can be traced to ancient Greece and Rome. In the Middle Ages, a vassal paid homage to his lord by kissing his hand. By the nineteenth century, hand kissing had been reinvented to convey a man’s gallantry and politesse toward a woman. Those men who still practice it today are supposed to know and follow the rules: never kiss a gloved hand or the hand of a young girl; kiss the hand only of a married woman, and do so only indoors.

Chirac reached for my right hand and cradled it as if it were a piece of porcelain from his private art collection. He raised it to the level of his chest, bent over to meet it halfway, and inhaled, as if to savor its scent. Lips made contact with skin.

The kiss was not an act of passion. This was not at all like the smoldering scene in Marcel Proust’s Swann’s Way in which the narrator “blindly, hotly, madly” seizes and kisses the hand offered to him by a lady in pink. Still, the kiss was unsettling. Part of me found it charming and flattering. But in an era when women work so hard to be taken seriously, I also was vaguely uncomfortable that Chirac was adding a personal dimension to a professional encounter and assuming I would like it. This would not have happened in the United States. It was, like so much else in France, a subtle but certain exercise in seduction.

As a politician, Chirac naturally incorporated all of his seductive skills, including his well-practiced baisemain, into his diplomatic style. He kissed the hand of Laura Bush when she came to Paris to mark the return of the United States to UNESCO; she turned her face away as if to prevent giving him the satisfaction of her smile. He kissed the hand of Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice—twice in one visit. He kissed the hand of Angela Merkel the day after she became Germany’s chancellor, fondling it in both hands; she repaid him by announcing the importance of a “friendly, intensive” relationship with France.

It turned out that Chirac was too ardent a hand kisser. Catherine Colonna, who was Chirac’s spokeswoman, told me later that he did not adhere to proper form. “He was a great hand kisser, but I was not satisfied that his baisemains were strictly executed according to the rules of French savoir faire,” she said. “The kiss is supposed to hover in the air, never land on the skin.” If Chirac knew this, he was not letting it get in the way of a tactic that was working for him.


The power kiss of the president was one of my first lessons in understanding the importance of seduction in France. Over time, I became aware of its force and pervasiveness. I saw it in the disconcertingly intimate eye contact of a diplomat discussing dense policy initiatives; the exaggerated, courtly politeness of my elderly neighbor during our serendipitous morning encounters; the flirtatiousness of a female friend that oozed like honey at dinner parties; the banter of a journalist colleague that never ended and never failed to amuse. Eventually I learned to expect it, without quite knowing why.

Séduction and séduire (to seduce) are among the most overused words in the French language. In English, “seduce” has a negative and exclusively sexual feel; in French, the meaning is broader. The French use “seduce” where the British and Americans might use “charm” or “attract” or “engage” or “entertain.” Seduction in France does not always involve body contact. A grand séducteur is not necessarily a man who easily seduces others into making love. The term might refer to someone who never fails to persuade others to his point of view. He might be gifted at caressing with words, at drawing people close with a look, at forging alliances with flawless logic. The target of seduction—male or female—may experience the process as a shower of charm or a magnetic pull or even a form of entertainment that ends as soon as the dinner party is over. “Seduction” in France encompasses a grand mosaic of meanings. What is constant is the intent: to attract or influence, to win over, even if just in fun.

Seduction can surface anytime—a tactic of the ice cream seller, the ambulance driver, the lavender grower. Foreigners may find themselves swept away without realizing how it happened. Not so the French. For them, the daily campaign to win and woo is a familiar game, instinctively played and understood. The seducer and the seduced may find the process enjoyable or unsatisfying. It may be a waste of time and end without the desired result. But played well, the game can be stimulating. And when victory comes, the joy is sweet.

That’s because seduction is bound tightly with what the French call plaisir—the art of creating and relishing pleasure of all kinds. The French are proud masters of it, for their own gratification and as a useful tool to seduce others. They have created and perfected pleasurable ways to pass the time: perfumes to sniff, gardens to wander in, wines to drink, objects of beauty to observe, conversations to carry on. They give themselves permission to fulfill a need for pleasure and leisure that America’s hardworking, supercapitalist, abstinent culture often does not allow. Sexuality always lies at the bottom of the toolbox, in everyday life, in business, even in politics. For the French, this is part of the frisson of life.

 

Even though France is the fifth-largest economy in the world, for many decades the French have bemoaned and documented the decline of their country from its lofty position as a once-mighty power. The trend line was fixed forever when the Germans invaded the country in 1940 and the French succumbed. Ever since then, the French have struggled with an inferiority complex even as they proclaim their grandeur. “Declinism” has become a national sport.

These days, the sense of decline extends far beyond the spheres of military or imperial power. The French way of life itself is under fire. Globalized capitalism means everything is faster, more efficient, less thorough, and less personal. The French landscape has fewer family-owned farms and more industrial warehouses. Designer bags once hand-crafted in small ateliers are made en masse in China. Perfumes once blended by artisans in Grasse are produced according to market research specifications in laboratories in New York. Billboards on the highways leaving Paris advertise instant rice. A chain of supermarkets stocks nothing but frozen food. A restaurant on the Île de la Cité in Paris serves what it calls traditional onion soup made from freeze-dried packets. The art of intricate French-style back-and-forth diplomacy built on refined language and form is threatened by e-mail, Facebook, Twitter, and the twenty-four-hour news cycle. The French are being pulled into a world that devalues their expertise and celebrates things they do badly.

There is much that is unlovable about France: the sclerosis in its educational system; the blindness and unwillingness to acknowledge and embrace ethnic, religious, and racial diversity; the emphasis on process and form rather than completion; the inelegant and often brutal behavior that sometimes surfaces in prominent political figures.

And yet the French still imbue everything they do with a deep affection for sensuality, subtlety, mystery, and play. Even as their traditional influence in the world shrinks, they soldier on. In every arena of life they are determined to stave off the onslaught of decline and despair. They are devoted to the pursuit of pleasure and the need to be artful, exquisite, witty, and sensuous, all skills in the centuries-old game called seduction. But it is more than a game; it is an essential strategy for France’s survival as a country of influence.

 

The insight that led to this book came in the spring of 2008. It was a particularly uneasy moment in France. Nicolas Sarkozy had been president for just a year, and a recent poll had determined that the French people now considered him the worst president in the history of the Fifth Republic. His failure to deliver quickly on a campaign promise to revitalize the economy was perceived as a betrayal so profound that a phenomenon called “Sarkophobia” had developed. There was little in Sarkozy’s clumsy personal style to help him counter it.

Around this time I read a new book written by a thirty-four-year-old speechwriter at the Foreign Ministry named Pierre-Louis Colin. In it, he laid out what he called his “high mission”: to combat a “righteous” Anglo-Saxon-dominated world. The book was not about France’s new projection of power in the world under Sarkozy but dealt with a subject just as important for France. It was a guide to finding the prettiest women in Paris.

“The greatest marvels of Paris are not in the Louvre,” Colin wrote. “They are in the streets and the gardens, in the cafés and in the boutiques. The greatest marvels of Paris are the hundreds of thousands of women—whose smiles, whose cleavages, whose legs—bring incessant happiness to those who take promenades. You just have to know where to observe them.”

The book classified the neighborhoods of Paris according to their women. Just as every region of France had a gastronomic identity, Colin said, every neighborhood of Paris had its “feminine specialty.”


Ménilmontant in the northeast corner was loaded with “perfectly shameless cleavages—radiant breasts often uncluttered by a bra.” The area around the Madeleine was the place to find “sublime legs.”

Colin put women between the ages of forty and sixty into the “saucy maturity” category, explaining that they “bear witness” to “an agitated or ambitious sex life that refuses to lay down its weapons.”

The book was patently sexist. It offered tips on how to observe au pairs and young mothers without their noticing and advised going out in rainstorms to catch women in wet, clingy clothing. It could never have been published in the United States. But in France it barely raised an eyebrow, and Colin had obviously had fun writing it. The mild reaction to a foreign policy official’s politically incorrect book tells you something about the country’s priorities. The unabashed pursuit of sensual pleasure is integral to French life. Sexual interest and sexual vigor are positive values, especially for men, and flaunting them in a lighthearted way is perfectly acceptable. It’s all part of enjoying the seductive game.

The sangfroid about Colin’s book made for a striking juxtaposition with the hostility toward France’s president. To be sure, the flabby economy was one reason Sarkozy was doing so badly at the time; another was that he hadn’t yet mastered the art of political or personal seduction.

But he was trying. Sarkozy’s second wife, Cécilia, had walked out on him a couple of years earlier, returned before the election, and dumped him for good after he took office. As president of France, he couldn’t bear to be seen as lacking in sex appeal. Nor could he afford to. In the United States, mixing sex and politics is dangerous; in France, this is inevitable.

In the weeks after Cécilia’s final departure, Sarkozy had presented himself as lonely and long-suffering, but that had seemed very un-French. Then he had met the superrich Italian supermodel-turned-pop-singer Carla Bruni and married her three months later. On the anniversary of his first year in office, Sarkozy and Bruni posed for the cover of Paris Match as if they had been together forever. Sarkozy looked—as he wanted and needed to—both sexy and loved.

[image: image]

My understanding of the rules and rituals of the game of French seduction did not come suddenly but evolved over the years. It began with my very first day in France when I was a college student. I arrived in Paris late on a summer night in 1969, armed with a backpack and two years of high school French. America had landed on the moon that day, and the newspaper seller at the train station celebrated the event—and my arrival—by kissing me on both cheeks.

Later, I lived and worked for many years in France, first as a foreign correspondent for Newsweek, later as bureau chief for the New York Times. I covered stories in cities, in small towns, on farms, in poor immigrant housing projects and well-appointed drawing rooms. In time I came to see the extravagant attention given to seduction in France as a manifestation of something deeply embedded in French culture. Seduction is an unofficial ideology, a guiding principle codified in everyday assumptions and patterns of behavior so well established and habitual that they are automatic. It comes so naturally that often it isn’t acknowledged or even understood by the French. But when seduction’s role in their lives is called to their attention, they are often fascinated by the idea and eager to explore it.

Armed with the realization that seduction is a driving force in French life, I felt as if I had put on a special pair of 3-D glasses that made confusing shapes snap into sharp focus. It suddenly became clear that the French impulse to seduce applies to many features of French life. The tools of the seducer—anticipation, promise, allure—are powerful engines in French history and politics, culture and style, food and foreign policy, literature and manners. Like much else in France, the power and influence of seduction are profoundly centralized. Paris, the capital of France and home to French corporations, media, fashion designers, and intellectuals, is also the place where seduction and its hold on French life are most palpable. Wherever I go in the country, all roads seem to lead back to Paris, and in much the same way, the cultural imperative of seduction that is nurtured in Paris remains a potent force even in the grim suburbs and the distant countryside.

A key component of seduction—and French life—is process. The rude waiter, the dismissive sales clerk, the low-ranking bureaucrat who demands still another obscure document is playing a perverted version of a seduction game that glorifies lingering.

When I decided to explore the meaning of seduction à la française more systematically, as the French themselves might do, I began with words. I set up a Google alert for the words séduire, séduction, and séduit in the French media. I sometimes got as many as a dozen hits a day.

Then I did an analytical study of these alerts over a three-month period. My researcher and I found 636 occurrences of the words falling into nine categories. Some were predictable, like love/sex, fashion/style, and tourism; others were more unexpected, including the seductive powers of presidents, commerce, gastronomy, the arts, “anti-seduction” (people and items lacking in seductive techniques), and the military-sounding opération séduction. (In English, opération séduction becomes something tamer: “charm offensive.”)

The two largest categories, with more than ninety articles apiece, were opération séduction and commerce (the selling of “seductive” items). These were closely followed by the arts (seduction of the general public), with eighty entries. The love/sex category had a meager thirty-four, tourism twenty-five, fashion fifteen. “Anti-seduction” tied with gastronomy at eleven. The presidents category was quite small, with Barack Obama accounting for ten and Nicolas Sarkozy with just two.

Seduction appeared to be omnipresent in the French consciousness. During a trip to Israel in May 2009, the pope was said to have “seduced the Palestinians” with his call for the creation of a Palestinian state. Museums wanted to “seduce” new visitors. Sarkozy’s political strategy was to “seduce the young.” The milk producers of northern France were not simply on strike; they were on a “seduction mission” to negotiate with milk processors and to explain to consumers why they were blocking trucks and collection points. The interior of the Citroën DS automobile was filled with the “spirit of seduction.” The Iranian presidential candidate Mir-Hossein Mousavi “knew how to seduce in using all of the modern techniques” of politics. By far the most “seductive” selling items were computers and phones; when the sales of Dell laptops declined, it was because the company had “a hard time seducing.”


The word is also deployed ironically, sometimes with dead-serious effect. The left-leaning newspaper Libération once ran a two-page article illustrated with a photo of a French soldier in full battle gear and pointing a large automatic weapon under the headline “Afghanistan: The French in Seduction Mode.” I thought nothing would top that headline until another one popped up in the same newspaper about the mass execution of eight thousand Bosnians by Serbs in Srebrenica during the Balkan wars of the 1990s. It read, “Srebrenica: Serbia Offers Its Apologies to Seduce the EU.”

As for opération séduction, it surfaced in the broadest range of topics—from golf to high schools, from agriculture to doctors, from the environment to business. One newspaper headline read, “Opération séduction pour draguer les sédiments” from polluted harbors. Literally, it means, “Opération séduction to extract sediments.” The article opened with the sentence, “Not sexy, sediments?” It explained that the region was trying to sell its dredging and land treatment plan to the central government. But draguer also means “to flirt with,” so the headline could be read as: “Opération séduction to flirt with sediments.”

The word séduction no longer surprised. It overwhelmed.

I reached out to French writers and thinkers and quickly found that my new subject had special hazards—like the time I interviewed Pascal Bruckner, the philosopher and essayist who has written extensively about the disorderly state of relations between men and women. We were in the café of a grand Paris hotel, and the closeness of the encounter coupled with the word séduction created unexpected intimacy. I put on reading glasses and a serious look, clenched my knees together, rested my hands in my lap, and asked him about his daughter. I wanted to avoid the appearance of flirting. (I shouldn’t have worried. I ran into him months later at a private film screening, and he didn’t even recognize me.)

When I told French women about my investigations of seduction in their culture, they got it right away. And they joined in with complicity and lightness. When I described my project to French men, by contrast, there were two reactions. Some got a deer-in-the-headlights look, as if to say, “Get me away from this pathetic, crazed American woman of a certain age.” Others jumped in with a bit too much enthusiasm.

One morning I uttered the words “seduction” and “France” to a museum curator as we were walking down a curving staircase. He stopped short, grabbed the banister, and leaned over me so excitedly that I had to step back. “Seduction—maybe it’s chance!” he exclaimed. “You can find the man of your life, the woman of your life, in a restaurant, in a café. It starts by an innocent, stupid sentence. ‘Can you pass me the salt?’ ‘Can you pass me the carafe of water?’ And then, a look!”

Early in my research, I was dealt a cruel blow. I was informed that while I could try to play the game, I was destined to lose. The bearer of this grim message was a former president of France, not Chirac this time but one of his predecessors, Valéry Giscard d’Estaing.

Our meeting at his home on a quiet street in the sixteenth arrondissement of Paris was for the most part pleasant. He tried to establish common ground between us. He told me the story of his visit to my hometown of Buffalo, New York, when he was twenty-three. He had met “a nice, very sweet girl” on the Queen Mary crossing the Atlantic. She went to Vassar College and lived in Buffalo. She had become his girlfriend and at one point, he had visited her home. They had toured Niagara Falls. Giscard confessed his love for America. He said little about its inhabitants but professed an attraction to its vast open spaces. He even fantasized about buying a ranch someday in the Southwest.

That gave me the opening I was looking for. I knew I couldn’t be so brazen as to ask a former president to explain France through the prism of seduction. So I took a more indirect route. Suppose he was having dinner on such a ranch with a group of Americans, and one of them posed the question, “Mr. President, could you explain to us how we can understand your country?”

Giscard is now in his eighties, and age has made him ever more certain that he possesses the truth. He resisted the temptation to play the game with me. “My answer is clear—you cannot,” he said. “I have never met an American, never, who has really understood what drives French society.”

France, he said, operates as “an extremely strange system, impenetrable from the outside, rather agreeable to live in, but totally different from anywhere else.”

“The French do not practice hospitality at all,” he went on. “No. They can be generous. They can say, ‘There are Americans here. We have to do something. Let’s invite them over.’ But after one time, it’s over. You’ve done your duty. The idea that an American is going to penetrate the system? No. Ours is an old, extraordinarily fragmented society, with thousands of small strata in which everyone is inferior to someone and superior to someone else. There can be reciprocal acceptance but not the desire to come together. The French want to stay in their cultural and educational milieu and certainly do not want to change.”

I was déstablisée—shaken.

When I later told Charles Bremner, the veteran Paris correspondent for the Times of London, about the conversation, he urged me not to be discouraged. “Maybe the French aren’t as perceptive about themselves as outsiders are,” he said. “Seduction is so much a part of them that maybe they don’t think about it. Like goldfish not knowing what water is like.”

And so, I dared to venture on.

 

For centuries, the most perceptive experts on seduction in France have been its female courtesans. More important than their youth, beauty, and sexual performance have been their experience and maturity. Therefore, I sought advice from the two women I consider to be France’s icons of the modern world of courtesans (without the sex part): Arielle Dombasle and Inès de la Fressange.

The women have a lot in common. They have Latin roots: La Fressange’s mother is Argentinian; Dombasle lived in Mexico as a child. That has given them the air of outsiders who had to master the rules. Both are past fifty and have been performing for more than three decades. They move with the swiftness and fluidity of cats—Dombasle as an actress, singer, and dancer, La Fressange as the former supermodel for Chanel. Both are impossibly tall and thin, with bodies that long to be stared at. Both are smart businesswomen who understand the need to continue to market their allure and their beauty. They are professionals: aware of their power and how to use it. And they are national treasures: each has been awarded the Legion of Honor.

The main difference between them is the way each has chosen to promote her look. Dombasle seems to have been worked on and is always done up. Her allure comes from her resemblance to a gorgeous alien. La Fressange, a mother of two, often wears jeans and loafers, and she smokes. She has retained the innocent air of a much younger woman.

Over tea one afternoon, Dombasle compared seduction to a battlefield of communication. “Seduction is largely transmitted through words—what you say and when you keep quiet,” she said. “That’s the key. Voilà.”

I had no idea what she meant. I asked her to explain. “You must choose your words carefully as you would in a war,” she said, “The way you seduce depends on whether you want to win or you want to lose.”

It could be a campaign to weaken your opponent by injecting an element of surprise, for example. “You could play against type to throw your adversary off balance,” she said. “Seduction is not a frivolous thing. No. It’s war.”

I was encouraged. “I know war,” I said. “I was a war correspondent. I don’t understand seduction, but I understand war.”

Dombasle and I had found common ground. She explained that this war is nonviolent. The woman warrior must avoid the sort of traumatic exposure that comes with vulnerability in front of the adversary. Dombasle has not hesitated to bare her breasts for a Paris Match cover or for a revue in front of hundreds of people at the Crazy Horse cabaret. But she insisted that nakedness is a vulnerability that must be used with care. Apparently, on the battlefield of the bed, the rules are different. “Nudity is extremely violent to gaze at,” she said. “I would never walk naked in front of my husband. Never, never, never.”

“So you’re only nude in the shower?” I asked.

“I’m nude when I’m alone, and I’m nude when I’m in his arms, but never in a sort of casually stupid gesture of the morning or whatever. Never.”

“So nudity is not something trivial?”

“Of course not. But we know that.”

How do you know something like that? I wondered.


I told her how different it was in the United States, where many women feel liberated and sexy walking around the bedroom in the nude. I thought that perhaps her insistence on the value of concealment was an affectation of an aging sex symbol struggling to cling to her youth. A young French journalist from my office was with us, so I turned to her and asked, “If you were in a love relationship, and you were getting out of bed to go into the bathroom, you would not be totally nude?”

“No,” she replied. “It’s not only prudishness. It’s just, you know…”

I too should never be nude in front of my husband, Dombasle advised. “You shouldn’t,” she said. “Otherwise, he won’t buy you lunch.”

She had now warmed to the subject. “The relationship to nudity, the relationship to love, the relationship to men, the relationship to women—all this carries great complexity and great danger,” she said. “I have felt my whole life that it is extremely positive to engage in combat and rule over one’s own life.”

Her advice about my work was similar: I should be a modern-day courtesan who makes full use of the weapons of my profession. “You are a serious journalist, truly a journalist who represents strength after the liberation of women,” she said. “You have succeeded with weighty work about politics and diplomacy, with solid things. So now it will be very interesting for you to reveal that there is another woman inside of you, who was born once you came into contact with France.”

But I have never been one of those women who dreams of taking a dizzying carousel ride of passion and learning colloquial French with the help of mysterious Gallic men. I love to read those fictional and real-life romantic confections about leaving a job and a bad relationship behind in the United States and discovering good sex and even better coffee with an experienced, long-waisted, velvet-voiced, poetry-spouting French man. That doesn’t mean I can do it.

Dombasle was simply too sexy for me. So I turned to Inès de la Fressange. I had first met her when she was a fresh-faced yet flirtatious runway model and I was covering the Paris fashion shows for Newsweek. Even then La Fressange was not just any ordinary fashion model. She was the daughter of a French marquis and off-the-charts wealthy.


Thirty years later, in a 2009 Internet poll, she was voted “La Parisienne,” the quintessential Parisian woman. It’s hard not to be attracted to a woman with the long limbs of a runner, the raspy voice of a cabaret singer, the impish look of a coquette, the sense of humor of a stand-up comic, the smile of Audrey Hepburn.

La Fressange told me my subject was so vast and so serious that I needed firsthand experience. “You have to be conscientious,” she said. “You can’t talk about seduction, fashion, politics, beauty without a French lover. Yes, yes! For the final touch!”

“But I’m in love with my husband and I have kids,” I protested.

“Even better—an American woman in Paris who doesn’t want to get married and have kids and is sure to leave France!” she replied.

I told her I had no need to find a French lover; back in the 1970s, I had briefly had a French boyfriend, whose family owned a château with horses and servants.

That was beside the point, she said. “It’s all about attitude,” she said. “If you decide to be like a nun in Paris, who does American-style journalism with all the information, all the statistics, well, that will be interesting. But there will be no romance.”

To get off to the right start, she said, I needed to invest in a new haircut, new clothes, and a visit to a Turkish bath to “feel some pleasure.” Then she said, “You go to the terrace of a café. You say to yourself, ‘Voilà, something is going to happen.’ And you’ll see. Something will happen.”

I thought about the scene in the film Clair de femme when Yves Montand literally bumps into Romy Schneider as he gets out of a taxi, and then they sit together at a café. A bit later, he’s in her bed.

“You have to stroll the streets of Paris at night with your lover, go to Montmartre, walk along the Seine, eat soup in a bistro,” she said. “Then you go to Deauville and walk along the sea and eat shrimps until four a.m. And when your husband calls you, you say, ‘But, no! You’re just imagining you hear the sound of waves in the background.’”

She insisted that all would be fine as long as the affair remained secret. “Tell him absolutely nothing. There’s no reason to make him miserable. You have your foundation as a couple, a history, a marriage. You’ve built something you can be proud of, and this tiny romance in Paris is not going to disrupt it. Write about it in a way that the reader can feel things but not know them.”

Eventually, we compromised: I could take a virtual lover, a French man who would be my soul mate but only playact with me. “It doesn’t have to be torrid and frenetic,” she said.

Then came the coup de grâce. Because of my age, she said, I had no time to waste. “It’s your last chance!” she told me. “Pretty soon, you’ll be thinking only about your cats, your dogs, your knitting, and your garden. Your arthritis will make it hard to take long walks at night.”

The next morning, at breakfast with my husband, Andy, I started making a list of possible candidates: my downstairs neighbor, a white-haired, retired business executive who wears perfectly knotted cashmere scarves and elegant tweed sport coats, even when he rides his bicycle to the supermarket; a writer and radio talk show host who is very smart and safely gay; a famous stage and film actor who I feared might take the role too seriously; a colleague who said he would be happy to help, but alas, he is British; a former diplomat with a passion for nineteenth-century paintings whom I ruled out as dangerous because his wife lives in a foreign country. I asked Andy for his advice. He took a break from his Special K and put on his glasses. “I somehow don’t think you’re supposed to be telling me about this,” he said.

 

Now that I was concentrating on seduction, I began to see it in places where I had never noticed it before. Making coffee one morning, I looked at the Carte Noire coffee bag and saw that it described itself as “A Coffee Named Desire.”

Andy found nothing surprising in it. “Chock Full o’Nuts called itself ‘the heavenly coffee,’” he said drily.

“Heaven means celestial and pure and virginal,” I replied. “Desire is carnal.”

Seduction was like a neon light that never stopped blinking. On a road from Paris to Compiègne, there was an oblong, one-story prefabricated building with a small sign that read, “Auto Séduction.” I assumed the enterprise was some sort of kinky private club for personal sexual satisfaction. No, it was a garage for car repairs. Its website explained that it had “only one objective: your satisfaction.” I called Sylvain Chidiac, the garage owner, who said he had intended nothing suggestive in choosing the name of his company. He had initially wanted to call it Auto Prestige, but that name was already taken. “Auto Seduction,” he explained, “just imposed itself naturally in my mind.”

Even the French style of conducting elections in two rounds rather than one could be seen as an exercise in seduction. French voters are said to vote their hearts in the first round and their beliefs in the runoff. The final competitors must attract a fraction of the opponents’ voters without losing their own. “Seducing to reduce,” is how the magazine Valeurs Actuelles defined the phenomenon.

I found seduction in France’s idea of itself, and the connection is an old one. The characters in Jean de La Fontaine’s Fables, the seventeenth-century morality tales taught in French schools, often demonstrate the supremacy of cunning over force. The French believe that their country (about the size of Texas) is able to project power around the world not because of brute force or military might or a robust economy but because of its imagined mythical power, its ability to lure others to want to be like France.

France is also a nuclear power with a colonial past and troops deployed in far-off places like Afghanistan and the Ivory Coast. Its philosophy as a colonizer was not manifest destiny but a mission civilisatrice—France’s civilizing mission. Unlike British colonialists, who also talked of “civilizing” far-flung lands but habitually regarded their subjects as “the other,” the French claimed their mission was assimilation. They taught their subjects that by adopting the French language, culture, and value system, they eventually could become perfect—that is, French themselves (as if those factors could truly determine nationality).

In foreign policy, France is a global case study in “soft power,” the ability to influence others through “attraction” rather than “coercion.” The term was coined by an American, Joseph Nye of Harvard University, but the concept is very French. In an interview with Nye that was translated into French, the concept of “attraction” under his soft power formula was rendered as séduction.

[image: image]

Jacques Chirac’s baisemain became emblematic of what I needed to understand about the French. No French person to whom I told the story thought I should be offended; everyone expressed amusement. The writer Mona Ozouf described it as “a slightly theatrical gesture with a touch of irony.” Sophie-Caroline de Margerie, a jurist on the Conseil d’État, the highest administrative court in France, and an author herself, explained that the Polish aristocracy did it much more sensually. She took my hand but only half-showed me. Perhaps the kiss itself would have been too intimate for her.

But not for Maurice Lévy, the chairman of the French advertising giant Publicis. He gave me the definitive lesson in hand kissing.

Lévy is tall and strongly built and gives off an air of calm and nonchalance. He greeted me in his headquarters on the Champs-Élysées, in a reception area bathed in white. I prodded him into speaking a few sentences in English. I had been told that he carefully preserves his strong French accent and then apologizes for it, part of what his aides call his “French touch.” He doesn’t do hard sell. When he wants to make a point, he slowly closes his eyes, parts his lips, and leans back in his chair. But his greeting—a big, hard handshake and a command to get down to business—underscores what others had told me about him. Deep down he is a killer businessman, a cunning predator who built Publicis into the world’s fourth-largest advertising and public relations empire.

He had been well briefed on my book project and my interest in the themes of seduction and sensuality in French life. The intermediary who had arranged the interview must have told him about my fascination with hand kissing, because Lévy suddenly shifted the subject from the globalization of the advertising market to focus on my right hand. “You have evoked the baisemain,” he said, even though it was he, not I, who had raised the subject. He told me that a man’s lips should never effleurer the hand. Effleurer is hard to translate. It means “to skim” or “to brush lightly.” The sound and spelling of the word is similar to the French word for “flower,” fleur. That led me to think, the first time Lévy said it, that it might have something to do with the petals of a flower, a sort of delicate act involving a touch of something fragile.

“You must not effleurer the hand! You must not!” he said. “When you effleurez the hand, you are sending a special message.”

He stood up and ordered me to stand as well.

“The real baisemain, it’s like this,” he said, as he bent down from the waist, took my hand, and came within a hair of touching his lips to my skin. There was a barely perceptible squeezing of my hand before he returned it to me. “I must not touch, but you should feel that I am close enough.”

“If I do it this way,” he said, drawing back, “I am too far. I must do it close enough. You must almost feel my breath.”

I was getting nervous that one of his army of assistants would walk in and find us in midkiss.

Then his second kiss came. He pressed his lips gently to my hand. He defined that kiss as affectif—with emotion. “There, this is someone I like quite well, with whom I have a good relationship, and she knows it,” he said. “There we go.”

“And the last,” he said, “it’s to effleurer. I do it like this.”

So we were going to effleurer after all.

His lips opened slightly and moved up and down, teasing my hand. The kiss could not have lasted more than two seconds. I felt the warmth of his breath and a slight tickling, as if I were being touched by a butterfly’s wings. I marveled at the mastery of the simultaneous double movement of opening and closing and up and down. The memory of the gesture lingered like the scent of an exotic perfume.

“In this one, I try to say that you please me,” he explained. “And if I brush my lips lightly, it means—”

I interrupted: “I might have intentions that are more complex and mysterious—”

“No, no, no, no, no, no,” he replied. “It means, ‘Will you sleep with me tonight?’”


“Ah. More direct!” I said.

“No, wait. It’s not more direct,” he said. “It simply means—it’s the final goal.”

I was at a loss for words. How do you respond to the chairman of one of the largest corporations in the world who has just shown you how a French man, without saying a word, can ask a woman to sleep with him?

So I changed the subject to Jacques Chirac. “Okay, but I have a fourth baisemain,” I said. I told Lévy I had been at an event hosted by Chirac that week and saw how he had greeted a dear friend, the former minister Simone Veil. Chirac had stretched out his arms and extended his hands three times as if he were rushing out from the wings onto center stage in a Broadway musical. Then he had grabbed Veil’s hand and smacked it. Loudly.

“And maybe that’s the baisemain Chiraquien?” I asked.

“No,” Lévy replied. “When I see Simone, who is a friend, this is the way I do it. Come—ah—So, here.”

And Lévy planted a big loud kiss on my hand. “Really affectif,” he said.
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The Seductive Country
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History, this great seductress, proves every day to the French people that France quite rightly holds the monopoly of reason and civilization.

—Friedrich Sieburg, Dieu est-il français? (Is God French?) (1930)




I have a deep instinctive awareness of France, of physical France, and a passion for her geography, her living body.

—François Mitterrand, 1977





One morning in the 1990s, Alain Baraton, the chief gardener at Versailles, was making his rounds of the vast palace grounds when he came upon a young Japanese tourist. Her beauty was so absolute that it took his breath away. She was distraught: it was Monday and Versailles was closed. Baraton, who lives in a small house on the grounds, expressed regrets and moved on.

Then, in the afternoon, he saw her again, this time wandering in a garden. He discovered that she spoke French. With the keys to the château in his pocket, he offered to unlock the doors for her. “We were all alone,” he told me as we toured the gardens one morning. “I showed her the Galerie des Glaces. I showed her the bedrooms of the king and of Marie Antoinette.”

He took her into the Petit Trianon, the neoclassical mini-château built by Louis XV and intended for his favorite mistress, Madame de Pompadour. She already owned a big house in Paris: the current Élysée Palace. Decades later, Louis XVI would give the Petit Trianon to his teenage bride, Marie Antoinette, as a wedding present. “This pleasure house is yours,” the young king is said to have told his queen. At that point during Baraton’s tour for his unexpected guest, champagne in the gardens seemed to follow naturally.

“If you want to seduce a woman at a swimming pool, it’s best if you know how to swim,” he told me as he recounted the story. “If you want to seduce a woman at a nightclub, you should know how to dance. At a ski resort, you should know how to ski. But I, I have Versailles! And to drink champagne in the Versailles gardens with no one else around late in the afternoon, she was conquered!”

Baraton took her to his house and cooked dinner. And sometime after midnight, he invited her to stay the night rather than head back to her hotel. He made up a bed for her in the second bedroom.

“At that moment,” he recalled, “perhaps this woman said to herself, ‘I came to Versailles. I am sleeping at Versailles. And now, this man who has invited me is rather nice.’ Maybe she said to herself, ‘If I can make love at Versailles as well, well, this doesn’t happen every day!’”

And so, she stayed.

I didn’t ask him what happened next. He didn’t say.

He didn’t have to. Versailles is France’s national monument—to love and to power. It bears witness to an era when a goal of royal life was pleasure, and it serves as the centerpiece for the national romance that the French have with their history.

Baraton has written a book laced with stories of modern lovemaking at Versailles, in which most of the couples are French. But it makes perfect sense that in his favorite personal anecdote, his conquest is a foreigner.

It is easy to imagine her position—awed by the grand château and an atmosphere that seems to cry out, “Pleasure is here for the taking. Enjoy it.” For centuries, foreigners have heard this message as France’s siren song.

Modern travelers come to France seeking to be seduced by graceful surroundings, excellent food and wine, beautiful objects on display, stylish people to watch on the street and in the cafés. The fantasies of the visitors may not extend to the high of a romantic or sexual adventure, but almost universally, they expect to experience a sexy country. That is fine with the French, who expect to live in one. France’s status as the most visited country in the world and its aura of glamour and allure are international clichés. What visitors may not understand so well is that the French love to be seduced as much as they love to play the seducer. So they too have a stake in being charmed by their country.

 

The French did not introduce sex to the Western world, and they did not invent sexual seduction. But France was the first European country to create a culture of love in the Middle Ages. Marriage had little to do with love, and the sex act was considered brutal and vulgar. Among the nobility, the ideal of courtly love was created and expressed in poetry. The man declared himself a vassal to the lady, who was by definition rich, powerful, beautiful, of a higher status, seemingly indifferent to his charms, and usually married to someone else. Lust was sublimated to romance, and complex rituals, ceremonies, and entreaties were used, even in pursuit of such modest outcomes as the touching of her hand. As the French perfected other arts of enjoyment and sensuality, seduction evolved into a high art.

The word séduire derives from the Latin seducere, which means “to lead astray.” First used in the Middle Ages, it had a deeply religious and moralistic cast. Seduction was branded as “trickery, engagement in error, or in sin.” An early French dictionary defined séduire: “To abuse someone, persuade one to do evil, or indoctrinate a spirit with evil beliefs. The wife of Adam said to the Lord, as an excuse, that the Serpent had seduced her.” But in time the meaning changed, as seduction became linked to the pain and ecstasy of romantic love.

In the seventeenth century, the moral ground shifted again. The culture of the court of Louis XIV at Versailles ushered in a new era of freethinking. The pursuit of pleasure for its own sake was accepted and even encouraged. The nonchalant, unrestrained libertine who engaged in pleasurable sex appeared on the scene. Seduction became a campaign—often a game—to overpower the will of the other.


It was even codified, on a map. To illustrate her novel Clélie published in 1654, Mademoiselle de Scudéry drew the Carte de Tendre, a map of an imaginary country called Tendre, an allegory for the stages of love. The Bibliothèque Nationale in Paris has a leather-bound first edition, including a hand-colored version of the carte. Jean-Marc Chatelain, the curator of seventeenth-century books, offered to show it to me. He unwrapped a large brown baize cloth to reveal a leather-bound volume with gold-leaf trim. Close to the book’s end was an insert. It unfolded into a twelve-by-nine-inch map, with a gentle river called Inclination, a Lake of Indifference, a Dangerous Sea representing passion, and peaceful villages with names like Pretty-verse and Love-letter. The map is still alive in French culture today: A few years back the lingerie maker Princesse tam.tam used it as the pattern on women’s pajamas. It reappears regularly in French books on sex and romance.

By the late eighteenth century, seduction became a virtuous skill, an invitation to erotic playfulness and political strategizing. In other words, the French managed to transform seduction from a force for evil into a force for good. Seduce me with a delicious meal and a glass of excellent wine, a promise of romance, an intoxicating scent, and a lively game of words. Have you done me harm, or have you led me to a place where I find freedom to enjoy and savor the best life has to offer? And if in the process you also serve your own purposes, isn’t it—as long as I understand the transaction—a fair trade?

Many foreigners have thought so, from the Romans who came to conquer but stayed and planted vineyards and made good wine, to twentieth-century expatriate writers and artists lured by sexual and intellectual freedoms.

Certainly President Barack Obama looked at France as a destination for pleasure seeking. During his visit to France in 2009 to commemorate the anniversary of the Normandy landings, he did no touring and declined an invitation to dine at the Élysée Palace with President Sarkozy and his wife, Carla Bruni. Asked at a news conference why he was spending so little time in Europe, Obama said he was too busy to enjoy himself.

“I would love nothing more than to have a leisurely week in Paris, stroll down the Seine, take my wife out to a nice meal, have a picnic in the Luxembourg Gardens,” he said. “Those days are over, for the moment…. At some point, I will be the ex-president, and then you will find me in France, I’m sure, quite a bit, having fun.”

The French themselves take the permission for enjoyment and play as a basic right. This does not mean they live in the moment. On the contrary, they manipulate the moment, planning ahead for pleasure and seduction with a well-laid dinner table or plan of romantic attack. And they like to be prepared for unplanned opportunities as well, confronting the world armed with attractive dress, careful manners, and practiced conversational skills.

Leisure time is a right guaranteed in French culture. The preamble of the 1946 Constitution, which is recognized in the 1958 Constitution of the Fifth Republic, guarantees “to all, notably to children, mothers and elderly workers, protection of their health, material security, rest and leisure.” In our own time, the French resist initiatives to raise the retirement age or add hours to their thirty-five-hour workweek. Most businesses and shops are banned from opening on Sundays. Poll after poll shows that the French prefer more time off to higher wages.

The pleasure principle is clearly visible in French medicine. Medical insurance doesn’t come cheap here; workers and employers pay for it through direct contributions and steep taxes. But coverage can entitle you to all sorts of medical pleasures.

I found one example in Évian-les-Bains, the Alpine haven of 7,500 people on Lake Geneva, whose natural spring is world-renowned. In 1926, the French government declared the source of Évian’s spring in the mountains to be in the “public interest,” and its purity is now protected by a nature preserve twelve miles in diameter. In the center of town stands a small pavilion partly hidden under a balcony, where a red marble fountain with a brass spigot spews Évian mineral water at a constant temperature of fifty-three degrees, a free public amenity required by law.

At a state-subsidized curative spa in Évian, I met Pierre Lewandoski, a car mechanic from Arras in northern France. Dressed in tiny, skin-tight swim trunks in shades of ocean blue, he lay still in a deep tub in a small treatment room. Évian mineral water, heated to ninety-five degrees, bubbled and swirled, gently massaging his soft, middle-aged body. He seemed eager to explain what he was doing in a bathtub five hundred miles from home.

“I’m here on doctor’s orders, for rheumatism in my neck,” he said. “I have no idea if this is going to work.” But French social security was paying 65 percent and his boss approved a paid leave, so there he was. The spa and health club overlooking the lake is not ashamed of what it is doing at taxpayer expense. On the contrary, its brochure boasts eighteen-day “thermal cures” to treat ailments like urinary tract infection, irritable colon, arterial hypertension, gout, postfracture trauma, and tendonitis. Clients can swim in an exercise pool filled with Évian water (lightly chlorinated) or take a twelve-jet shower with hot and cold Évian.

Years later, I longed to go to Évian after I slipped and fell on the avenue Montaigne, one of Paris’s poshest streets. The sidewalk had just been polished to look prettier. I found myself on crutches but with a prescription for massage therapy. For months, Jean-François, the physical therapist, made house calls three times a week. The French health care system paid for most of it.

 

A vital part of living in this seductive country is France’s romantic history. The French are at once stuck in their past and charmed by their national stories and myths. There is a perpetual fascination with the Old Regime, and the kings and queens of France regularly grace the covers of magazines. Few seem troubled that a permanent obsession with monarchy coexists so easily with the ideals of the Republic.

The romantic story line of French history goes like this: First there were the Gauls, who were vanquished by the Romans and then conquered their occupiers with the force of their artistry and sophistication. The two cultures intertwined as many Gauls became Roman citizens and Rome looked to Gaul for silver, glass, pottery, food, and wine. Then came the medieval era, with its troubadours and the twelfth century’s star-crossed lovers, Abélard and Héloïse. Later, literature and art began to focus on the romantic and sexual intrigues of the royal family. At last came the Revolution and the French Republic, born and reborn in heroic resistance and gallant marches to the barricades.

The stories don’t have to be faithful to reality. History may weigh on the French like a guilty conscience, but not enough to force an exploration of its darkest corners. The extent of French collaboration with the Nazi occupiers in World War II was revealed not by a French historian but by an American scholar, Robert Paxton of Columbia University. An example of France’s amnesia is a plaque affixed to the wall of the Hotel Lutetia, an Art Deco landmark on the Left Bank in Paris. It identifies the hotel as the reception center for returning deportees and prisoners of war in 1945; it says nothing about its sinister role between 1940 and 1944 as the Paris headquarters of the German Army’s intelligence operations during the Occupation.

This airbrushed version of history provides the French with protective shelter. The past is both celebrated and continually reinvented and improved. No anniversary is too minor to celebrate. In recent years, France has marked the 200th anniversary of the high school baccalaureate diploma, the 60th anniversary of the bikini, the 100th anniversary of the brassiere, the 150th anniversary of the twenty arrondissements of Paris. When Dim, the hosiery maker, celebrated its 50th anniversary as a period of “freedom for women,” Le Monde ran an article illustrated with photographs of the legs of three women, their skirts flying up à la Marilyn Monroe in The Seven Year Itch.

The affection for a certain version of the past helps explain why so many French citizens with ethnic Arab and African roots feel alienated from the country’s history. They don’t relate to the romantic story line, and they don’t even feel French. They remain a people apart in the present, facing discrimination and treated like outsiders on many levels. It also explains why the French government in late 2009 felt compelled to launch debates in cities and towns throughout France on the country’s “national identity.” The French are taught a particular view of history, one that celebrates not diversity but an idealized secular republic that is color-blind and ethnically indifferent; this vision is considered essential to the French sense of identity.

Because the past is romantic and can be viewed through the lens of pleasure rather than power, women play key roles in its retelling. For Alain Baraton, the Versailles gardener, French history has been driven by romance, seduction, sex, and love. “Ours is a country that built itself on love stories,” he said. “But for many historians the idea that sex has decided everything is unbearable. There always has been a refusal to accept that women and seduction might have transformed the French political landscape. And yet they have.”

At the top of the list of these transformative women is Marie Antoinette, the last queen of the Old Regime. During her lifetime, she was portrayed as spoiled, wasteful, promiscuous, and immature. But of all the royals, she is the one who most inflames the imagination of present-day France.

If I were a Marie Antoinette fan, I could join the Marie Antoinette Association; eat macaroons from a Marie Antoinette “collection” made by the Paris confectioner Ladurée; splash on the perfume created by Francis Kurkdjian in her honor; wear Lalique crystal earrings and a pendant inspired by one of her portraits; eat from copies of her royal dishes made by the Raynaud porcelain house; buy a Marie Antoinette Barbie doll; and cut with a limited edition jackknife made of wood from Versailles’s fallen trees and engraved with the initials MA.

It was front-page news when Versailles broke with precedent and allowed the American director Sofia Coppola to rent its premises for her $40 million film Marie Antoinette. When the film was released in France in 2006, the newspaper Le Figaro published a special 112-page glossy magazine on the queen’s life as “princess, icon, rebel.” The women’s magazine Atmosphères examined her “secrets.” The weekly Le Point put her portrait on a cover with the caption, “Misunderstood, decapitated, Marie Antoinette, the remorse of the French.”

 

France’s national obsession with a glittering past weighs most heavily at Versailles. Outsiders tend to approach the château as a historical monument, a collection of stones, paintings, mirrors, objects, gardens, but for the French, its power derives from both reality and myth. The authority of the actors and actions that have marked Versailles over the centuries makes it a permanent celebration of the past. Versailles is a never-aging center of power (the monarchy), beauty (the aesthetics, the architecture), and sexuality (the wives, the mistresses). It is a symbol of France as a glorious nation, and the French state has spent vast sums to restore it. “Versailles deserves it, so let’s not haggle over restoring its grandeur,” Charles de Gaulle said in justifying costly renovations in the 1960s. During his presidency, a wing of the Grand Trianon was reserved for the president’s use. When President Sarkozy decided to break with tradition and address France’s Parliament in 2009, he did so not at the Élysée Palace or the National Assembly or the Senate but at Versailles. America doesn’t have anything that comes close to it.

The gardener Alain Baraton has written a number of books on Versailles, including his most recent one on love at the château. He is a moderately attractive man in his fifties, with a slightly rounded belly. He wears pointy shoes, chain-smokes, and stares at beautiful women. We talked about his book, which is chock-full of stories about sex at Versailles: the famous actress who loved to visit there to expose herself; the older politician who had sex in the garden with a young woman whom he had tied to a tree; the elderly couple who complained when one of Baraton’s gardeners fell from a tree, landing on them as they were in the throes of lovemaking.

“I think I lack imagination,” I told him. “I can’t believe that people make love in the gardens of Versailles.”

“Of course!” he replied. “It’s one thing if you have a discussion around a table in a café at Versailles as we are doing now. It’s another thing if two people are sitting on a marble bench in the park as dusk falls with the sculptures and the fountains perfectly aligned. When there are no more disruptions, no more street noise, no more light and aggression, when you feel secure with someone who understands you and who only wants one thing in the end: to spend the evening with you and to give you pleasure.

“You might not say yes right away, but there will be hesitation because the site becomes enchanting! I’m not saying you are going to crack. I’m not saying you’re going to accept. I’m just saying that at a given moment, you yourself risk being swept up in this dynamic and saying to yourself, ‘If I begin to put up a barrier, I risk depriving myself of this magical moment.’”

Baraton explained the different ways Versailles can be used to seduce visitors. It becomes a multifaceted creature that can adapt, providing various possibilities, playing with its attributes. For men of power and money, Baraton shows the grounds from the kingly, manly perspective, with the château, the formal gardens, and the statuary straight ahead. For passionate gardeners and environmentalists, he goes to Marie Antoinette’s “domain” surrounding the Petit Trianon with its gazebos, bridges, benches, hidden pathways, and luscious informal English garden with dandelions and wild roses. Her estate does double duty as a place to take a potential lover. An artificial grotto, where she held private encounters on a curved bench cut into stone, is constructed with two doors to better allow discreet entrances and exits. “Look on your right,” Baraton commanded, as we drove along the pathways. “There is even the Temple of Love! When you have a temple devoted to the glory of love, it’s not innocent. There are many structures here to let you isolate yourself, to talk, to reflect. There are small rivers. There are lakes, animals, birds. It’s a place of seduction. Do you believe now that one single man needs such a big garden only for himself? No he doesn’t. If you built so much, it’s in order to seduce, to show your strength, your power.”

The Petit Trianon itself and its surrounding fields and gardens work best. Baraton explained how. We drove through a set of iron gates along a winding dirt road, past fountains and elaborate flower beds and through another gate. He parked his car in front of a small château, the Pavillon Français. He introduced me to the caretaker, whom he referred to as “the king’s first valet.” The caretaker’s lips curled up ever so slightly, a signal, perhaps, that he had heard it all before.

Baraton continued to spin his tale. “Let’s say there are only the two of us. I’m Louis XV, and you’re a young lady from a good background. And then, at some point it starts raining,” he said. He led me into a small room with enormous gilt-framed mirrors and urged me to let go, to use my imagination to relive history. “You can see yourself in the mirrors with the king!” he said. He pointed out the moldings with their farm animals, musical instruments, and arrows of love. “Those are not war symbols!” he said.

“Now imagine, you’re with Louis XV. You find yourself here. He has arranged for chocolates and tea to be set up. There’s a fire in the fireplace. You must admit the temptation is here! I may be wrong, but the king is pleasant; the place is wonderful. Voilà! You see, this a place built for seduction. It’s not a place built for power. It’s not a place built for friends.”

I asked him whether there are strategies to protect oneself from seduction. Apparently, it’s not easily done. There is only one way.

“You must get away!” he said. “Flee!”

Seduction, he added, is a game. “It’s danger. It’s charm. It’s conviction. And then, don’t forget one thing: this is the essence of life! It’s the motor.”

“So you truly believe seduction is the motor driving society?”

“Of course it is,” Baraton replied. “Driving everything. You can live only to seduce. I’m convinced of it.”

The sex-charged nature of Versailles has been undermined in recent years by natural and man-made developments. Fierce wind storms in 1999 felled trees and destroyed landscaping, and, despite replanting, the gardens have been deprived of many of their hidden spaces. Cell phones and cameras have driven off exhibitionists. And technology has transformed the quest for companionship.

As Baraton said, “I have lived through a time when a very beautiful woman would walk in the gardens in the afternoon, would stop at a bench, and after half an hour a very elegant man would come sit down next to her, and they would start with, ‘This place is really nice. Do you often come here?’ and that was it! Nowadays, I’m afraid the same guy is on the Internet at night, starting with, ‘I want her tall, blond or brunette.’ The art of courting has changed, completely.”

 

France has always been a woman. When Clovis, the first king of the Franks, was baptized at the end of the fifth century, France won the title “eldest daughter of the Church.” Despite the strict separation of church and state, the late Pope John Paul II reminded the French of that status during his papacy, and France’s two most recent presidents, Jacques Chirac and Nicolas Sarkozy, used the phrase during their respective visits to the Vatican in 1996 and 2007.

In sculptures, paintings, engravings, medals, and coins dating from the Renaissance, the French nation has been portrayed as female and draped in the robes of antiquity. She has been depicted as a nurturing protector and as a loving mother surrounded by children.

Today, a fantasy woman is France’s national symbol. She is Marianne, the personification of the French Republic and the idealized embodiment of freedom. She was a daring choice, not so much because she was feminine and often portrayed as sexually appealing but because she was a commoner. Some even called her vulgar. In the eighteenth century, the name “Marie-Anne” was one of the most popular in France and often found in the lower social classes. According to the American historian Paul R. Hanson, “To call the Republic Marianne was to characterize it as little better than a peasant, or more derisively, as a common whore.” But she was adopted with pride by the republicans, and since then Marianne is the closest thing France has to Uncle Sam, if Uncle Sam had breasts.

The most recognizable Marianne is that of Eugène Delacroix’s 1830 painting Liberty Leading the People. Barefoot, with muscular arms, she leads the rabble over the barricades, a bayoneted rifle in one hand, the revolutionary tricolor flag in the other, her bonnet firmly on her head. She does not seem to notice that the bodice of her dress has fallen to her waist. In the years since, Marianne has been reenvisioned in the image of France’s most beautiful actresses and fashion models.

A far more important female figure in French history is the fifteenth-century teenage virgin-warrior Joan of Arc, who is memorialized throughout the country. Almost every city and town is graced with a statue or painting of Joan, almost every church and cathedral has a stained glass window or plaque. Thousands of novels, plays, biographies, films, songs, even operas and video games have told her story. Her image has been used on labels for mineral water, liqueurs, and cheese. A navy officer training ship was named after her. She is France’s national hero.

Physically strong, psychologically independent, Joan vowed to stay sexually pure because she took her orders from God. Though she was an illiterate girl from the country, she was intelligent enough to convince her parents that she was hearing voices from heaven. She left home and made her way to the side of the dauphin, fighting to restore his kingdom. Using some unknown power of persuasion, she sweet-talked him into giving her money, horses, weapons, and soldiers so that she could rid France of its English invaders.

She led the siege against the English at Orléans and paved the way for the dauphin to be crowned King Charles VII at Reims. Then she was captured, sold to the English, tried for witchcraft and heresy for communicating with God directly instead of via the church, and burned at the stake in Rouen in 1431 at the age of nineteen. Asked during the trial why she was commanding an army rather than keeping to “other womanly duties” like raising children, she said, “There are enough other women to do those things.”

Because so little is known about Joan’s life, she has become one of the most myth-generating true-life characters in French history. A virgin, she is pure. A warrior, she is fearless. A free spirit, she is liberated. A military commander, she is a leader. A patriot, she is the incarnation of France. There is pleasure, amusement, and passion in the way the French debate details about Joan’s story.

Jules Michelet, the great nineteenth-century historian, argued that Joan was responsible for the country’s transformation into a woman worthy of love. Because of her heroism and sacrifice, he wrote, “for the first time, one feels, France is loved like a person…. Until then, it was a coming together of provinces, a vast chaos of fiefs, grand landscapes, a vague idea. But from that day on, by the force of the heart, she has been a patrie…this ravishing image of la patrie…. Remember always, Frenchmen, that la patrie is born from the heart of a woman, from her tenderness and her tears, from the blood she has shed for us.”

France has not consistently embraced her. The kings tended to ignore her. Voltaire mocked her as an “unfortunate idiot.” But French soldiers in World War I prayed to her, and the Vatican made her a saint in 1920. In World War II, the Germans and the Vichy regime used her as a martyr of national unity who had confronted the English invaders; the anti-Nazis saw her as a symbol of opposition to the Occupation.


Many in contemporary France view Joan with distaste because of her identification with right-wing extremism. Since the 1980s, she has been the icon of the far-right National Front party, which celebrates her every year as the personification of Gallic purity in the face of invading immigrants. For others, she is a well-worn cliché. Yet, stripped of centuries of overlay, Joan’s story is enduringly romantic, even when she herself was far from the typical image of the romantic heroine.

Joan was neither feminine nor sexy. There didn’t seem to be anything subtle or playful about her. In French art, she has been cast as a simply dressed shepherdess with long braids, a flat-chested tomboy, a warrior-goddess on horseback brandishing a sword and carrying the emblem of France. A nineteenth-century engraving by Fortuné Méaulle of a full-figured Joan tied to the stake in a flowing white dress with a plunging neckline robs her of beauty: her hair has been cut off. According to Colette Beaune, a medieval historian and Joan’s most recent biographer, she ate and drank little, was anorexic, never menstruated, hated physical contact, and was terrified of being raped. Beaune noted the speculation that Joan was a lesbian, but she gave no credence to those claims.

I asked François Demachy, the creative perfumer at Dior, what scent he would invent to evoke the spirit of Joan of Arc. His answer was schizophrenic. “There would be a metallic note, because she is in armor in most of the images we have of her,” he said. “But there would need to be something very flowery because she was a virgin.”

I then turned to Jacques Séguéla, one of the impresarios of French advertising. He is the man who introduced Nicolas Sarkozy and Carla Bruni at a dinner party at his home in 2007 and who helped catapult François Mitterrand to the presidency in 1981 with a catchy slogan and advice about changing his wardrobe, haircut, and teeth.

Even Séguéla couldn’t make Joan physically seductive. But he gave it a good try. I told him to imagine that I was his client and that I wanted to use the image of Joan of Arc to get consumers to buy my new product. What would be the ideal product and what would be the pitch?

He laid out his answer as if it were a mathematical formula. When you use a star to advertise a product, he said, the star must match up with the product’s selling points. Marilyn Monroe and Brigitte Bardot equal sex, John Wayne the classic American hero, Catherine Deneuve the ideal Parisian woman. “We have to find the product that shares the same qualities as the star who promotes it,” he said. “What are the qualities of Joan of Arc? One is purity, but there is also sacrifice and a kind of invulnerability. The only way to get her to disappear is to burn her at the stake. So, I would use her to launch an electric car.”

“C’est pas vrai!”—“Not true!”—I said.

“Why an electric car?” Séguéla continued. “Because people are afraid of electric cars. They are afraid that they are not solid, that they are too light. Now, in her armor, Joan is solidity itself.”

“And then,” he continued, “the electric car has purity! It has zero CO2, it has zero emissions, zero waste of energy, zero gasoline. So I have the purity and the solidity of Joan of Arc. And then, the electric car, it’s a revolt against the normal car! So I can explain this revolt. And then finally, the electric car, it’s young. And Joan of Arc is young.”

He could sense my skepticism. In the next breath, he acknowledged, “So, you will say to me, ‘But Joan of Arc was burned at the stake.’ Well, the ideal myth does not exist! Even God isn’t an ideal myth. So, we could come up with a different product!”

With that, he smiled. It was the smile of a man who had used the same lines a thousand times before and was confident that they would continue to work.

Before I let the subject of Joan drop, I went to Orléans one May, during the weeklong annual celebration of her victory over the English.

Dozens of groups in costume representing all corners of France (even its territories in the Caribbean and the Indian Ocean) sang, danced, and marched their way through the streets. Brass bands competed with church bells and bagpipes. A sound-and-light show projected photographic images of Joan’s victory onto the facade of the cathedral. The bronze statue of Joan on horseback, her face looking upward to heaven, her strong body encased in armor, was ringed with baskets of flowers. Among the celebrators were 680 French troops, including horsemen from the Republican Guard in ceremonial uniform. During the parade, a formation of planes flew overhead. Joan was still the darling of the French military, as powerful a hero as Napoléon.


The star attraction was “Joan” herself, seventeen-year-old Charlotte Marie, who was chosen to be that year’s Joan of Arc for her spiritual devotion and her good works. I found her in a makeshift dressing room at a school. She wore twenty-five pounds of armor and a brass sword strapped to her belt. She was ready to mount a horse and ride around town.

I asked her if Joan was more like a man than a woman.

“Ah, like a woman!” she exclaimed. “Despite what everyone says, even if she was a warrior, I learned that she was a coquette! For the coronation of Charles VII, she had a dress made for herself. So she was a woman.”

Except for the dress, Charlotte had no evidence that Joan was a coquette. I found it hard to believe. Later that day, I met Marie-Christine Chantegrelet, the president of the Joan of Arc Association, which serves to keep Joan’s memory alive. Chantegrelet herself was Joan of Arc in May 1968, so while students in Paris were throwing cobblestones in the streets, she was riding a horse in full battle armor. She confirmed the coquette story.

“From the books I’ve read and the ‘Joanists’ I’ve talked to, I have the image of a young woman warrior who was a coquette on the side,” she said. She also told me the story of the dress made for the coronation, adding that when Joan traveled through certain towns, she asked for lengths of fabric so dresses could be made for her.

“I love this story about her,” Chantegrelet said. “I love that in addition to her faith and her service to God, to the king and to France, et cetera, et cetera, there was a small touch of femininity that got her excited.”

So could she seduce? I asked.

“In the broad sense of the term, yes, she was a seductress, someone who has the aura, the charisma, to make people follow her,” Chantegrelet said. “Everyone fell under her spell.”

 

If I were to follow a hero of French history, it probably would not be a military leader like Joan of Arc but an adventurer. In fact, I have one in mind: the late Jacques Cousteau, the undersea explorer and television showman. For many years in the 1960s and 1970s, ABC television presented The Undersea World of Jacques Cousteau, a docudrama starring Cousteau and a crew of divers with good looks, French accents, sleek diving gear, and a research ship called the Calypso. Cousteau is remembered for his patient style and slow, deeply accented speech that mesmerized Americans with stories about hidden treasure and sea creatures of the deep. And the silences! Cousteau wasn’t all talk. He lured us in but then often left us alone, to dream. What American kid didn’t want to quit school, run away from home, and go off to explore the sea with Jacques Cousteau?

And then one day I found Luc Long, Cousteau’s modern-day incarnation. An archeologist and scuba diver, he digs up secret ancient Roman treasures from the bottom of the Rhône River. He works on the edge of the city of Arles, which two thousand years ago was a major colonial town. Long is lean and tanned, fast moving and fast talking, with wraparound sunglasses and locks of hair that spill onto his forehead and curl up along the nape of his neck. He works for the French state, on assignment for the Ministry of Culture, but he still speaks with the coarse twang of the south.

For twenty-five years, he has struggled to tame the river, one of the deepest and most dangerous in Europe. It pushes him away by turning black from currents and pollution; it sends out its one-hundred-pound bottom-feeders to sting his skin and bite his hands and feet. It serves as a massive garbage dump, a final resting place for busted motorcycles, rusty shopping carts, tree trunks, slabs of concrete, electric cables, car tires, and ordinary household garbage. It welcomes cargo-carrying ships that seem oblivious to the divers in their way. It is a depository for uranium waste, pesticide residue, and raw sewage—the ideal breeding ground for bacteria that fell the divers with urinary, lung, and ear infections. The river is even a resting place for dead bodies.

Luc Long has been nicknamed “the Serpent” by the river pirates who monitor his moves and who are, in turn, secretly monitored by French domestic intelligence police. The pirates are after the same prizes he seeks—long-submerged amphorae, pots, plates, funnels, oil lamps, bits of pillars, carved capitals, broken statuary—but for sale on the black market or for their private collections, rather than for preservation of the nation’s patrimoine, or heritage.

Long and his team of divers and archeologists are romantics, reveling in Gallo-Roman history. They work in shifts from morning until early evening every summer and early fall from their command center: a wooden boat that sits on the edge of the river. In 2007, they pulled up a treasure that shook the archeological world. It was a marble bust dating from around 49 B.C., believed to be the oldest representation of Julius Caesar made during his lifetime. Long called it “a living portrait,” so human that all of Caesar’s flaws are exposed: a slight depression in his skull, small eyes, deep lines extending from the bottom of his nose to his mouth, wrinkles on his neck, a prominent Adam’s apple, a receding hairline. Caesar haunted Long. “Did the people of Arles know him well?” he asked himself. “How did he get to the bottom of the river? Was he thrown in?”

On the day of my visit, the divers pulled up a chunk of white marble—an animal’s foot with sinewy veins—and a tiara that could have belonged to a head of Artemis. Long cradled the tiara in his hands, but, possibly overtaken by the excitement of the moment, he let it slip from his fingers. It plunged deep into the water. Xavier, a retired naval officer on the crew, whipped off his clothes and stripped down to his skivvies. He was not at all self-conscious about his soft, round body that contrasted with the lean torsos of his fellow crew members. He didn’t waste time suiting up. “It’s yours, my commando!” shouted Long. Xavier dived. When he came back up, the tiara was in his hands.

For Long, the Rhône is an untamed lover. “She’s very complicated,” he said. “She is used to doing what she wants. She gets upset and breaks all the plates and bowls. She suddenly turns off the lights and leaves you in the dark. She keeps her treasures hidden and reveals them only when she feels like it. She has a good memory and can be protective of what is hers. She will hurt you by sending out her surrogates to bite. She is a domineering mistress, too, because she demands all your time. You can lose everything because of her: your home, your wife, your children.”

But the river always lures him back. This is not Versailles, a man-made palace that celebrates power, but a sweep-you-off-your-feet adventure of unpredictability, a repository of treasures hidden in the mud and sludge and black waters. It is romanticism in the most unlikely place, beauty from ugliness, heroism on a small scale in a remote patch of nature. “Life is just one long story,” said Long. “I’m not particularly religious or mystical, but sometimes I feel a connection with all these objects, as if they’re calling to me”—like the voices that called out to Joan or the ghosts of the kings and queens hovering over Versailles. Or maybe Long, like the former president François Mitterrand, has “a deep instinctive awareness of…[the] physical France, and a passion for her geography, her living body.” He desires to be seduced as much as he plays the seducer, using the ancient treasures he pulls from one of her rivers to dazzle the state, the art world, and the people.

I went to the Arles museum one day to see Caesar before he was put on public view. I was led up a flight of stairs to a private, locked work room. Inside a tall, blue metal cabinet was a Styrofoam box holding the head of Caesar, a man no younger than fifty, small-eyed, balding, with deep lines around his mouth. I looked into his eyes and he looked back at me, with an expression of pride dimmed by weariness.

Even though it was a symbol of the Roman invasion and conquest of Gaul, the Caesar marble was celebrated by the French state as part of the country’s grand past. The weekly news magazines put Caesar on their covers, as if he were a living hero, just as they do with other heroes of history.

In 2009, on the day each year when the buildings of the state are opened to the public, culture minister Frédéric Mitterrand (the nephew of the former president) feted the country’s heritage by introducing Caesar to the French people. He caressed the head, called it beautiful, and announced that for one full week he was able to keep it in his office. For that brief time, Caesar belonged to him. The gesture reinforced the idea of France as a global center of culture and beauty. It was part of the continuum of France’s seduction of itself.
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