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From Pulitzer Prize-nominated author Susan Griffin 

comes an unprecedented, provocative look at the 

dazzling world of the West’s first independent women, 

whose lively liaisons brought them unspoken 

influence, wealth, and freedom. 

hile they charmed some of Europe’ “ust 

illustrious:men, honing their so 1 skills as 

well as their sexual ones, the great courte- 

sans gained riches, péwer, education, and sexual freedom 

in a time when other women were denied all of these. 

From Imperia of fifteenth-century Rome, who personi- 

fied the Renaissance ideal of beauty; Mme. de Pom- 

padour, the arbiter of all things fashionable in 

eighteenth-century Paris and Versailles; Liane de Pougy, 

known in France during the Belle Epoque as “Our 

National Courtesan”; to Si¥fah Bernhardt, who, follow- 

ing in her mother’s footsteps, supported herself in her 

early career with a second profession, The Book of the 

Courtesans tells the life stories and intricacies of the lav- 

ish lifestyles of these women. Unlike their géisha coun- 

terparts, courtesans neither lived in brothels nor bent 

their wills to suit their suitors. They were strongwilled, 

autonomous, and plucky. 

An open secrét, theirpresence can be felt through- 

out our culture. The gauses who enflamed the hearts and 

imaginations of our most celebated artists, they were 

also artists in thei own right. They wrote poetey and 

novels, invented the EecSen at the Moulinaouge, and 

presented celebratéd acts at the Fiplies-Bergére. They 

helped to influence and shape the sensibility of modern 

literature, painting, and fashion’ When Greek sculptor 

Praxiteles wanted to depict Venus, he used a famous 

courtesan as a model, as in later centuries Titian, 

Veronese, Raphael, Giorgione, and Boucher did when 

they painted goddesses. When Marcel Proust was a 

young man, it was the courtesan Laure Hayman who 

took him under her wing, introducing him to the right 

people and providing inspiration for one of literature’s q 

greatest masterpieces. And they often had considerable 

political influence, too. When King Louis XV needed 

advice on foreign affairs or appointments of state, he 

turned to Jeanne du Barry as well as Pompadour. 

In her witty and insightful prose, Griffin celebrates 

these alluring and fascinating women as she restores a 

lost legacy of women’s history. She gives us the stories of 
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Prologue 

CA Tegacy of oe 

She had charm, a dazzling complexion and wit. It was the 

last great heyday for courtesans and she made hay. 

—Janet Franner, Paris Was Yesterday 

Goodness had nothing to do with it. 

—Mae WEsT 

OURTESAN. AT FIRST glance, the word seems to sit al- 

most coyly on the page. But first impressions can be mis- 

leading. The slightly risqué connotations which come to 

mind hardly reveal the abundance that is hidden here. What was a cour- 

tesan, really? As with any tradition that was once alive, the meaning 1s far 

too rich for a simple answer. Dictionary definitions will hardly suffice. 

Where one edition says the courtesan was a prostitute who associated 

with wealthy men or aristocrats, another refers to her as a kept woman. 

Yes, she shared characteristics with both. But she was neither. 

To claim that courtesans were prostitutes would be deceptively sim- 

ple. It is true that Madame du Barry, favorite of Louis XV, was once pa- 

tronized by upper-class men who paid nightly for her favors. And we 

know that Céleste Mogador, who eventually became a countess, worked 

in a brothel when she was very young, But their stories only make what 

may seem a subtle distinction on paper more clear. To become a courte- 

san was a promotion of great proportions, a fortunate leap into an 

unimaginably better life. Unlike a prostitute, a courtesan did not live in 

a brothel, never walked the streets, nor did she, strictly speaking, have a 

pimp to control and bully her. 

On occasion, usually early in their careers, some women did have pro- 

curers, but it was their mothers who played this role. Sarah Bernhardt, 
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for example, was given her first liaisons by a mother who, being a cour- 

tesan herself, looked to her daughter to provide for her in her old age. 

This arrangement was common in sixteenth-century Venice and Rome, 

where mothers who had once been.courtesans would, as a matter of 

course, procure for their daughters. The relationship between mother 

and daughter is entirely different from that between pimp and prostitute 

in many significant ways, including the fact that unlike the prostitute, 

who enriches a pimp more than herself, while she supported her mother, 

a courtesan could benefit from her own success. 

But the distinctions are far greater. With some legendary exceptions, 

the agreements made with courtesans were hardly quid pro quo. It is 

probably true that la comtesse de Castiglione was given 1 million francs 

for a twelve-hour orgy with Richard Wallace, natural son of the fourth 

Marquess of Hertford. And the rumor may be justified that Liane de 

Pougy was given 80,000 francs by Henri Meilhac, the librettist for Of- 

fenbach’s popular operas, just to see her nude (or so Edmond de 

Goncourt writes in his Journal). But the usual arrangements were like 

those made with mistresses and even wives—longer lasting and more 
subtle in nature. And in distinction to the support given mistresses, who 

were often modestly kept, these relationships were far more lucrative. 
Soon after their liaison began, for instance, Louis XV presented 

Madame de Pompadour with an estate, one of several she was to receive 

in her lifetime, including the mansion known as the Palais Elysée, now 

the home of French presidents. A hundred years later, following the 
same tradition, in addition to giving Marie Duplessis a splendid coach, 

a team of the finest horses, and a monthly allotment to pay for a maid 
and a cook, le comte de Stakelberg bought the courtesan her fashionable 
apartment on the boulevard Madeleine. 

The splendor in which the great courtesans lived is fabled. At times 
their riches grew to exceed those of their protectors. They accumulated 
town houses, chateaux, villas, all decorated with frescoes and sculptures by 
important painters, with wood embellishments carved by the best crafts- 
men, endowed with precious materials—gold gilt, silver, crystal, marble, 
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and onyx—and furnished with the finest antiques, silver services, porce- 

lain vases, the most select china, and priceless tapestries. Their coaches ri- 

valed those sported by the elite. Their wardrobes, made from the most 

luxurious fabrics and by the most celebrated designers—Charles Worth, 

for instance, or Paul Poiret—were envied by respectable and titled women 

who copied the styles they wore. And above all, courtesans collected jew- 

elry: strings of diamonds and pearls, diamond tiaras, sapphires and ruby 

rings, emerald brooches, which they displayed with a good measure of 

pride and also canniness. In a memorable scene from Colette’s novel Gigi, 

the daughter of a courtesan 1s carefully taught to tell the difference be- 

tween a canary diamond and topaz; a cocotte’s cache of gems served both as 

an emblem of success and as a fund for her retirement. 

The rivalry between courtesans over jewelry had occasional dramatic 

moments. A story is told about the competition between Liane de Pougy 

and the Belle Otero which is true, though the setting 1s disputed. Some 

say it occurred at Maxim’s; others, such as Janet Blanner; the correspon- 

dent to Ihe New Yorker in the early twentieth century, place it at the 

Opéra; and still another, Pougy’s recent biographer, places it at Monte 

Carlo. But the essence of the action is always the same. First, Otero 

makes her entrance, dripping with diamonds and precious gems in every 

form: necklaces, bracelets, earrings, anklets, layered and piled in a glit- 

tering display of astonishing abundance. Then, shortly after, Pougy en- 

ters, wearing only one very elegant diamond necklace, but she is followed 

by a maid who carries a high pyramid of her priceless jewelry stacked on 

a red pillow. 

The goods would have come from many sources. If, as with a mistress, 

an affair with a courtesan was rarely just a one-night stand, that is where 

the similarity ends. Courtesans could be both less and more than mis- 

tresses. Less because they were by no means always faithful. Usually, they 

had several lovers, some who contributed to the household expenses and 

some who did not. Like other Venetian courtesans, Veronica Franco had 

many protectors. Sharing in her support, each was pledged a different 

night of the week in her schedule. 
. 
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And unlike the mistress of a married man, who is often kept hidden, 

just as the courtesan was proud of her yewelry, she too was proudly dis- 

played. She was expected to accompany her various lovers to public 
places and events, cafés, restaurants, balls, parties, the theatre, the opera, 

even hosting gatherings of her lover’s friends at her own home. In 
sixteenth-century Rome, when the powerful banker Chigi entertained at 

his villa near the Vatican, his lover, the courtesan Imperia, was usually 

the hostess. It is thought that her beauty inspired Raphael's famous 
fresco of Galatea that still adorns one wall there. During the Belle 
Epoque in Paris, among the wealthy playboys, aristocrats, and business- 
men who belonged to the exclusive Jockey Club, it was considered de 
rigueur to keep a courtesan—so much so that even homosexual men felt 
they had to do it for show. 

But perhaps the greatest distinction we must make here between kept 
women and courtesans is that the latter were personages. They were, in- 
deed, what we call today celebrities. Friends of kings, regents, emperors, 
statesmen, financiers, famous writers and painters, they were the con- 
stant subject of columns printed in weekly journals, gossip about their 
romances, what they wore and what they did providing continual fodder 
for public curiosity. Flaubert, Zola, Balzac, Colette, the Goncourt broth- 
ers, all based major characters on the lives of courtesans. And of course, 
from Praxiteles to Titian to Manet, they were favored as subjects by 

painters and sculptors. 

For this reason, a courtesan had to be highly cultivated. Often born 
to poverty, with no education and lacking upper-class manners, a young 
woman would have to be taught many skills in order to play her new 
role. As in Shaw’s play Pygmalion (or the musical that followed, My fair 
Lady), she would have to learn to speak with an upper-class accent, dress 
well if not lavishly, arrange her hair fashionably, walk gracefully, dance, 
and play the piano. She would be required to know table manners, of 
course, but also different protocols, including at times the protocols of 
the court. A woman who may not even have been able to read very well 
would now be expected to know the plots of Operas, recognize literary 
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references, and have some familiarity with history. Only the brave and in- 

telligent would be able to survive the course. 

Many courtesans exceeded these requirements. Some, such as Céleste 

Mogador, who wrote novels, or Tullia D’Aragona, three hundred years 

earlier, who wrote a philosophical text on Eros, were writers. Veronica 

Franco was a respected poet. A great many wrote their autobiographies. 

-More than can be counted were notable actresses, dancers, singers, 

music-hall and circus performers. A few, such as Sarah Bernhardt and 

Coco Chanel, became far more famous in other professions. An even 

smaller group, the comtesse de Loynes for instance, gained titles when 

they married their aristocratic lovers, then having learned to behave well 

enough and after acquiring sufficient wealth, they slipped past the ar- 

biters of class into high soctety. 

But if these women were remarkable in their accomplishments, they 

were exceptions among the already exceptional. Altogether, there can be 

no doubt that courtesans were extraordinary women, not only consider- 

ing their talents but because, as Simone de Beauvoir writes, they created 

for themselves “a situation almost equivalent to that of man... free in 

behavior and conversation,” attaining, “the rarest intellectual liberty.” 

For centuries courtesans enjoyed more power and independence than did 

any other women in Europe. To understand why this was so, we must 

consider the history of women in Europe, a history that is by no means 

always the same as the history of men. The consideration is crucial, es- 

pecially because outside the context of the larger narrative of women’s 

lives, the word “courtesan” loses much of its meaning. 

For the several centuries during which courtesans practiced their 

skills, women were far more confined and regimented than they are to- 

day. Except among courtesans, if a woman had wealth, it was almost 

never her own, but hers to use only through the beneficence, permission, 

or parsimonious allowance of a father, brother, or husband. Thus it was 

rare even for women born to wealthy families to be financially inde- 

pendent. Though a luxurious dependency may sound attractive, eco- 

nomic dependency implies a loss of freedom. An upper-class woman did 



6 She Book of the DIET 

not own the houses she inhabited, could not in fact purchase a house if 

she wanted to, nor even furniture, chinay jewelry, clothing, or food with- 

out approval, nor could she travel by her own choice or alone. She was 

controlled by those who controlled the purse strings. 

This circumstance was coupled with still another condition that 

served to keep upper-class women dependent. They were not fully edu- 
cated. According to the century in which a lady lived, she might be 

taught to embroider, to sing, to play the piano, and to dance; she would 

be instructed in religion and given the rudimentary skills of reading and 
writing, but what she knew of history, literature, philosophy, or politics 

she would have had to glean by inference from listening to the conversa- 
tions of the men in her family. And until the latter part of the nine- 
teenth century when, because of the influence of feminist movements, a 
few women were admitted to universities, medical, law, and art schools, 
women were denied the training they would need to enter a profession. 
Thus the ways available to upper-class and respectable women to earn an 
independent living were very few. Lacking either inheritance, a family 
wealthy enough to sustain her, or a husband, an aristocratic or bourgeois 
woman might become a governess. For the most part, her only other op- 
tion was to join a convent. 

The purpose, therefore, of a young girl's life was to prepare her to at- 
tract a husband. She was taught to dress and dance and curtsy so that 
she might be presented at court or at a debutante ball, where it was 
hoped she would meet her future husband. But though she was required 
to enter the rituals of courtship, neither her feelings nor her preferences 
were considered relevant. Most marriages were not made for love. They 
were, rather, thinly veiled financial agreements, arranged to benefit a 
young womans family or the family of her future husband, while con- 
ferring prestige on one or the other or both. 

Even the instructions she was given to be pleasing to men had un- 
natural limits. Given almost no sexual education except the advice to 
behave with a modestly flirtatious deference to men, her efforts to catch 
a husband were supposed to be innocent, just as her limited knowledge 
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of the worlds of finance and politics was thought to add to an air of 

innocence, lending her an attractive naiveté. We might say that, para- 

doxically, by the rules of this social world, her dependency was her chief 

asset. ; 

But this state of being could also easily prove her downfall. A descent 

of this kind has been painfully captured by Edith Wharton. In her great 

novel The House of Mirth, Wharton depicts the financial and sexual naiveté 

of Lily Bart, a young woman who is upper class by birth, with only a 

small inheritance, whose ignorance leads her to commit several social 

follies that leave her both penniless and unmarriageable. By painful de- 

grees of descent, she meets the worst fate imaginable for a woman born 

to privilege—she 1s forced to begin life as a working woman. 

The fact that throughout centuries of European history the majority of 

women had to work is often omitted even from accounts that purport to 

focus on women’s lives. Peasant families depended on the labor of women 

and children alike to eke out a living. And among those who lived and 

worked in the city, apart from the nobility or the wives of the professional 

classes and the bourgeoisie (who only began to grow to significant num- 

bers in the eighteenth century), whether women took in laundry, worked 

as chambermaids, charwomen, seamstresses, or weavers, they were wage 

earners. Married or not, the income they earned was necessary to their own 

survival-as well as that of their families, yet they could earn only a fraction 

of what men could. In Paris in the early nineteenth century, for example, 

when peasant economies in France began to collapse and the cities, espe- 

cially Paris, were flooded with refugees from the countryside seeking em- 

ployment, even the salaries of workingmen were barely sufficient for 

survival. Though they worked long hours, often sixteen hours a day, many 

women could not live on the salaries they were paid. 

Thus the word for a woman working in the garment industry, the 

most common form of employment for women, grisette, which derived 

from the dull gray of the muslin dresses she wore, acquired a second 

meaning. Even into the mid-twentieth century, dictionaries still defined 

the grisette as “a woman of easy virtue.” Earning 1 to 1.5 francs a day for 
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work that was seasonal, the garment worker had to turn to other sources 

for her income. Some walked the streets; some lived with casual lovers, 

oftentime students, who helped to pay the bills; others attended the 

many public balls that were popular then in Paris to search for wealthier 
men who might pay for their favors for a night. 

It was for this reason that so many courtesans began as grisettes. If they 

were lucky enough or extraordinary in some way, they could climb the 

rungs of a ladder that could lead them further and further away from 
penury and a grueling schedule of hard work. At a public dance hall, a 
young woman might meet a man who would set her up in an apartment. 
A woman who had this good fortune was called a lorette, the word for a 

would-be courtesan, a woman who was kept only modestly. She did not 

habituate the elevated circles in which courtesans traveled, though she 
was a social fixture of the bohemian world. Mimi in Henri Murger’s 
Scénes de la Vie Bohéme was a lorette. But the story is better known as Puccini’s 
opera La Boheme. 

Only the few who were the most talented among lorettes would ever be- 
come courtesans. The heroine of another famous opera, Violetta Valéry 
in Verdi's La Traviata, was modeled after Marie Duplessis, a real woman 
who started as a prisette, became a lorette soon after, only to ascend with 
remarkable rapidity to the rank of courtesan. Her story is typical of the 
rags-to-riches ascent that was both as desirable and improbable then as 
is the dream of becoming a sports hero today. Born to near poverty in 
Normandy, Marie’s mother died early. After a period in which her alco- 
holic father, an itinerant salesman, hauled her with him about the coun- 
tryside, offering his daughter at least once as merchandise, and after 
being abandoned by the same father to distant and unwelcoming cousins 
in Paris, she began work as a grisette. That she was poverty-stricken dur- 
ing this period is verified by the testimony of Nestor Roqueplan, direc- 
tor of the Opéra, who spotted her a year before she became famous, on 
the Pont-Neuf, dressed in dirty, ragged clothing, begging for a taste of 
the pommes frites that were sold on the bridge. It did not take her long to 
meet a restaurateur who established her as a lorette in her own apartment. 
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But this tenure was equally brief. She rose quickly to become one of the 

highest-ranking courtesans of her time. Well fed and housed, considered 

to be the best dressed woman in Paris, the woman known as “the divine 

Marie” had acquired great fame, not to speak of a title, before her death 

from tuberculosis at the age of twenty-three. 

Class is an essential ingredient in the history of courtesans for many 

reasons, including the dramatic transformation that occurred in the life 

of a woman who was elevated thus. According to accounts from the 

eighteenth century, Madame du Barry, who herself experienced a spec- 

tacular rise from grisette and sometime prostitute to become the favorite 

of Louis XV, spoke far better French than his previous mistress, 

Madame de Pompadour. Since the celebrated Pompadour had been ed- 

ucated by her bourgeois family, she spoke a French that was at least pass- 

able at court. But because Barry's working-class language was entirely 

unacceptable, she was compelled to learn an upper-class grammar that 

was far more correct than that of her predecessor. 

Still, the plot thickens. The issue of class cannot be understood apart 

from issues of morality. For several centuries in European cultures, with 

some variations, it was thought that a woman should be chaste before 

marriage, and if not absolutely faithful, she should at least behave with 

enough discretion to protect her reputation. The requirement was not 

uniform. In certain periods and places, especially those in which the 

poor were driven to desperate measures, a woman’ chastity had less sig- 

nificance among working people than it did for the aristocracy. But this 

division of sentiments was not consistent. The peccadilloes and open li- 

aisons of nobles, kings, and emperors were known to incite wrath from 

the less privileged public. 

What remains relevant to this history, however, is another condition 

that fostered the tradition of courtesans, the simple fact that as with 

Edith Wharton's character Lily Bart, a wellborn woman could fall, and 

in falling not only lose any chance for marriage but be shunned by soct- 

ety as well. In that case, one of the better options open to her would be 

to become a courtesan. There were so many women who chose this so- 
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lution in Paris at the turn of the century that a special word was used 

for them: they were referred to as demisastors. Because of a scandal that 

had ruined her reputation, one such woman, Laure Hayman, was ostra- 

cized until she made her way back into society in another role, as a cour- 

tesan. She counted among her lovers many powerful men, including 

Louis Weil, the uncle of Marcel Proust. It was probably because Proust 

had known her since he was a boy that he took Hayman as a model for 

Odette Crécy, the fictional courtesan whose story threads through A la 

recherche du temps perdu. 

The tangled skein of double standards regarding both sex and money, 

gender and class, creates an interesting controversy over whether or not 
certain historical figures ought to be classified as courtesans. Agnés 
Sorel, favorite of Charles VII of France, is generally not considered a 

courtesan, nor is Alice Keppel, longtime mistress to the Prince of Wales, 

though both were given financial aid by the monarchs who loved them. 
One might answer that they did not take money from any other lovers. 
Except that Pompadour, who took remuneration from no other lovers 
either, is called a courtesan by almost everybody, probably for the sole 

reason that she came from the bourgeoisie. Rather than probe the justice 
of this reasoning, the hope is that these controversies might be resolved 
by the chapters to follow, which in general use the term “courtesan” as 
a favorable designation. 

Yet it should not be construed that The Book of the Courtesans attempts 
to argue that its subjects were virtuous in a moral sense. No effort will 
be made here either to defend or condemn their behavior. Rather, the 
virtues in the title take their definition from an older usage—one that 
was once applied exclusively to men, but which, though it has been out 
of fashion since the Renaissance, this book revives and applies now to 
women. In this older definition, virtue has nothing at all to do with 
chastity. It refers rather to the strengths and attributes that characterize 
as well as distinguish a person. 

Though circumstances must and will be summoned so that these sto- 
ries can be better understood, the emphasis here will be on the creative 
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response each woman showed to the conditions she confronted. For this 

phenomenon to be entirely explained, we must explore the considerable 

magic of human ingenuity here. There are so many kinds of genius to 

be found in these stories that were we not to place our focus on virtue, 

we would be squandering a treasure that belongs to all those who are the 

inheritors of this history. 

For history it 1s. Although the many virtues that courtesans possessed 

were employed to defy circumstances, the role they played depended on 

the same circumstances over which they triumphed—conditions which 

today, fortunately for modern women, no longer exist. At least within 

modern European cultures women are not expected to be virgins before 

they marry, nor do they have to be dependent on husbands, brothers, or 

fathers for their economic survival. 

And there is still another reason for the disappearance of this tradi- 

tion. The temper of the times has shifted, too. Technically speaking, 

many women today do what courtesans did; it is quite common still for 

a married man to support his mistress, and a whole population of highly 

cultivated and elegant women serve today as escorts, call girls, and mod- 

ern hetaerae. But just as surely as the role of the courtesan was created 

by historical conditions, she was also inextricably linked to a historical 

mood that had come to an end by the third decade of the last century. 

In 1948, after visiting La Belle Otero, Anne Manson wrote: “When 

Otero departs there will depart with her the last symbol of an epoch, 

superficial, light and at the same time virtuous and cynical, covetous 

toward others yet madly extravagant in its pleasures, full of faults but not 

without its splendors.” 

To become a courtesan, a woman required a setting. Though she was 

center stage, she was not alone. Nor was she hidden. Almost by defini- 

tion, she was surrounded by scintillating activity. She was inseparable 

from the demi-mondes she inhabited—slightly rebellious, risqué, or 

naughty worlds, alternate societies where a certain sophistication, in- 

cluding carnal knowledge that was banned from proper society, was al- 

lowed to thrive. The Belle Epoque, the period that Otero symbolized, 
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was famous not only for its writers, artists, playwrights, and actors but 

also for the glittering social scene which was staged almost continu- 

ously on the Grands Boulevards in Paris, the epicenter of the atmo- 

sphere, and the stage on which the courtesan played a vital and charis- 

matic role. 

In this, she was part of a tradition that stretches back over centuries. 

The Belle Epoque may have been the last period in which the courtesan 
reigned, but it was by no means the first. For at least a hundred years be- 
fore the end of the Belle Epoque, Paris had been a magnet for courte- 

sans, would-be courtesans, and men seeking the magic of their company. 

Indeed, the Second Empire, earlier in the century, was so dominated by 

this presence that Balzac seemed almost to be stating a simple truth 

when he wrote, “Paris is a courtesan.” 

But what took place in the Second Empire was also a continuation. In 
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the alternative life with cour- 
tesans that aristocrats, princes, and kings conducted at the courts, 
places, and fine houses of France was called galanterie. Several famous 
courtesans from this period are still remembered, among them Ninon de 
Lenclos and La Pompadour. And in turn, French galanterie was inspired 
by an even earlier history. Venice during the Renaissance is the only place 
and time that can be said to rival nineteenth-century Paris for its cour- 
tesans. Just as Balzac likened Paris to a courtesan, the seventeenth- 
century English poet James Howell took this figure as the metaphor of 
Venice. “Syren-like on Shore and Sea, Her Face,” he writes, “Enchants 
all those whom once she doth embrace.” The reputation of Venice's 
courtesans was once one of its chief attractions. “So infinite are the al- 
lurements of these amorous Calypsos,” another Englishman, Thomas 
Coryat, wrote of the courtesans he encountered when he visited the city, 
“that the fame of them hath drawn many to Venice from some of the 
remotest parts of Christendom.” At one point among scarcely more 
than 100,000 inhabitants, there was said to be over 10,000 cortigiana, or 10 
percent of the population, though only a portion of these would have 
been courtesans for whom the honorific title cortigiane oneste was used, 
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Among those who were honored in this way, 210 women were listed in a 

catalogue (Catalogo di Tutte le Principali Pid Honorate Cortigiane di Venezia) 

available for the more affluent visitor. 

The antecedents for the word “courtesan” first appear in fourteenth- 

century Rome, where cortigiano, or “courtier,” evolved into a female form 

with a somewhat different meaning. It was from this Italian word that 

the French courtisane developed, the term that finally inspired the English 

“courtesan.” But by a different name, centuries before courtesans ap- 

peared in early Renaissance Rome, the tradition of the hetaera was a fix- 

ture in ancient Rome and Greece. 

The reappearance of this tradition in fourteenth-century Italy was 

partly a consequence of the revival of antiquity that was so crucial to the 

Renaissance. A lineage of courtesans can be traced from antiquity 

through the great masters into the modern period. We might begin, for 

instance, in Greece, with Praxiteles, whose most celebrated Aphrodite of 

Cnidus, modeled after his mistress the courtesan Phyrne, initiated the tra- 

dition of the female nude in sculpture; then move on to Italy during the 

Renaissance, when portraits of Venus and other goddesses, for which 

courtesans often modeled, were painted by Veronese, Titian, Raphael, 

and Tintoretto; then go to eighteenth-century Paris, where Boucher’s 

frothy images of frolicking goddesses recalled the rosy likenesses of the 

Pompadour he painted; and end finally with the famously frank portrait 

of a courtesan, Olympia, by Manet, which was intended both as a copy 

and a parody of Titian’s Venus of Urbino. 

Not only did many artists in the Renaissance, among them Cellini, 

Raphael, and Titian, frequent courtesans, but friendships were often 

forged between the members of these two professions. Veronica Franco 

was a good friend of Tintoretto, just as Raphael and Imperia were also 

friends. The rapport ts understandable for many reasons. The revival of 

antiquity benefited both, restoring an honored place for courtesans at 

the tables of noblemen and intellectuals alike, at the same time as it el- 

evated artists above the position of artisan to which they had been rele- 

gated before. Moreover, since the amorous Greek and Roman gods 
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belonged now to the vocabulary of art, artists found themselves free to 

explore the erotic life in their images. 

The greater accumulation of wealth that characterized the same pe- 
riod meant that artists could sell their works more frequently and for 
higher prices. This abundance did not always help women. Since greater 
wealth meant that the price of dowries was suddenly higher, women 

from less fortunate backgrounds could not afford to be married. For this 
reason, more women were forced into becoming courtesans. And yet, 
paradoxically, the same wealth that had prevented a woman from mar- 
riage benefited her greatly once she became a courtesan. And finally, both 
courtesans and artists, being newly and only provisionally accepted into 
society, shared an ambiguous terrain, a world of salons and parties, taste 
and wit that, skirting established power, existed just past the edge of the 
respectable world. Together, through their association and the connec- 
tion they were making between art and sexual liberty, they were resur- 
recting and reshaping the tradition that would lead one day to the 
demi-monde in Paris, the Gay Nineties, if not to several contemporary 
movements of a different nature. It is a history that has affected count- 
less lives, in ways both obvious and subtle. 

A catalytic spark travels back and forth between each life and the 
spirit of an age. The mood of an age affects the choices that those liy- 
ing in it make. What is equally true is that the unique choices made by 
those who live in any period create a particular atmosphere. No tradi- 
tion can remain the same for very long, A living tradition is dynamic. Just 
as with a great epic poem that is passed down orally from one genera- 
tion to the next, some lines repeated and others slightly changed, so by 
minor increments of change, gradually major shifts will inevitably occur 
in every tradition. 

Though courtesans depended on the maintenance of a double stan- 
dard, as they became more popular, the eventual effect of their trans- 
gressions was to liberate women from the strictures that had sexually 
confined them. At the same time, the economic independence of cour- 
tesans served as a model to women, making the feminist vision of eco- 
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nomic parity seem more possible. First gradually, and then like a house 

of cards, the whole edifice of values that had nurtured the existence of 

courtesans fell. Braving scandal, upper-class men began to marry the 

women they loved. Soon upper-class women insisted on marrying for 

love, too. The idea of the virgin bride began to seem antiquated. Finally, 

when the old way of life had changed forever, a long tradition came to 

an end. 

But though the great courtesans no longer exist, we still have their 

virtues. Of course, nominally these virtues have always existed. But if 

beauty, grace, and charm have long been considered feminine virtues, 

with creative ingenuity the great courtesans expanded these attributes, 

sometimes simply adding a new tone or texture to them, at others re- 

versing the meaning of them almost entirely. Indeed, since any move- 

ment outside conventional roles can create considerable erotic energy, 

this reversal accounts for some of the appeal courtesans once had—=an 

appeal that their virtues have for us still. Despite changing conditions, 

the effect can still be felt in the gritty aura of bravery that surrounds the 

images and stories, phrases, songs, and dances in which their influence 

remains. 

That we are remembering courtesans whenever these vestiges of thetr 

existence come to mind, however, has until very recently been obscured. 

The idea of scandal outlived the tradition long enough to erase our 

awareness of the crucial roles the courtesan has played in history and in 

art. [his amnesia 1s especially strong in America, where, in the first pro- 

ductions of Camille, the heroine was changed from a courtesan into a 

chaste young woman who was innocently betrothed and cruelly jilted. By 

contrast, if in mid-nineteenth-century France the first production of 

Dumas’ La Dame aux camélias was temporarily halted by state censors, by 

the time of the Belle Epoque, Liane de Pougy was affectionately called 

“our national courtesan,” as now in countless ways this history is still re- 

membered and honored there. 

It is wise to remember this history. Without it, any reading of our 

cultural heritage must be somewhat shallow as well as naive. We need 
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only think of the familiar term “Gay Paree” to grasp the significance of 
this forgotten dimension. At the end of the nineteenth century, the word 
“gay” was used to describe women who were courtesans, as “the gay life” 
referred to the world of the demi-monde that was built around them. Un- 
derstanding the reference throws light in two directions, past and 
present, illuminating both Paris at the turn of the century and the ho- 
mosexual identity for which the word is used now. 

Not only Renaissance art but modern art is filled with images of demi- 
mondaines. The faces and figures of courtesans appear throughout paint- 
ings by the artists who have shaped contemporary vision: Courbet, 
Manet, Degas, Béraud, Renoir, Toulouse-Lautrec; they are gracefully 
present in the posters made by Mucha, humorously depicted in the car- 
icatures by Daumier and Sem; in sculpted form they adorn more than 
one grand building, and even today dance in a sculpture that flanks the 
entrance to the Palais Garnier, the old Opéra in Paris. 

Neither modern literature nor the modern sensibility would be the 
same had courtesans not existed. They people the poems of Baudelaire, 
the novels of Balzac, Dumas and Dumas fils, Zola, Flaubert, Colette. 
Proust's great novel, A la recherche du temps perdu, the work that more than 
any other has defined the aesthetic of his age and perhaps also our own, 
places a courtesan at the center of the narrative. A whole repertoire of 
plays, operas, and films has been based on stories and legends of cocottes, 
including Franz Lehar’s The Merry Widow; much of Offenbach’s work; 
Verdi's La Traviata, of course, and the great film by George Cukor from 
the same plot, Camille; Pierre Renoir’s Lola Montes; and Howard Hawks’s 
Gentlemen Prefer Blondes. 

The great fame of Maxim’s, where the second act of Lehar's light 
opera is set, is due in large part to the fact that this was once the restau- 
rant favored by the grandes horizontales and their escorts. The fabled Grands 
Boulevards of Paris took their sparkle from them. They invented the 
cancan at the Moulin Rouge and provided the most celebrated acts at the 
Folies-Bergére. From these women a dazzling lineage can be traced that 
leads from the cafés chantants, public dance halls, and music halls where 
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they performed, to cabaret life, and the modern French song as it came 

to be sung finally by Edith Piaf, Yves Montand, and Maurice Chevalier. 

Indeed, the wonderful singer and comedienne Minstinguett, who was 

Chevalier's partner, was encouraged at one point by the Second Empire 

courtesan named Alice Ozy. Fréhel, the working-class singer who pre- 

ceded Piaf as a great favorite in the public eye, wore a gown in her first 

performances that was given to her by La Belle Otero. Laure Hayman tn- 

troduced Marcel Proust to contemporary artists and gave him an educa- 

tion in worldly ways at the salon she hosted in Parts. 

The lineage continues. The good timing and cheekiness of courte- 

sans, the graceful way they leaped and slinked and kicked their way past 

boundaries, their implicit and explicit androgyny, their wit, their lumi- 

nescence, their aesthetic sensibilities, their capacity to fascinate and en- 

chant, all have been continued by a lineage of actresses, film stars, 

comediennes, singers, dancers, who though not courtesans, studied and 

learned their virtues. Josephine Baker, Greta Garbo, Marlene Dietrich, 

Mae West, Gracie Allen, Elizabeth Taylor, Susan Sarandon, Madonna, 

and Chloé Sevigny reshape and continue what is even now a living legacy, 

an inheritance which has been handed down to all of us. 

If the role the great courtesans were supposed to play was to please 

the lovers who sustained them, within the seemingly narrow compass of 

that task they discovered a kind of magic. In the unpredictable realm of 

eros, that which pleases most is not simple submission. The secret they 

discovered is a paradox: Those who would dominate are soon bored by 

their own powers. And correspondingly, desire is excited by the presence 

of ia spirited soul—independent, unpredictable, incandescent with the 

mysteries of a separate being. Perhaps in this way desire mirrors the in- 

candescence of life, which is by nature submissive only to an inner or- 

der, an order quickened by changes of every 
kind, tuned to a mandate of 

transformations beyond our powers to fathom or command. 

Here, then, are the virtues. 
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Chapter One 

Siming 

Ripeness is all. 

—WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE 

T IS ALWAYS wise to begin with a mystery. Translucent, invis- 

ible, continually in motion, timing is difficult to discern and just 

as hard to describe. Nevertheless, the appeal of anyone who pos- 

sesses this virtue is certainly palpable. Let us suppose, for example, that 

in the bare beginnings of the twentieth century, in say 1906, you chance 

to attend a party given at the country estate of Etienne Balsan. You may 

find yourself smiling at a woman who passes you on the stairs. And 

though you have not met her yet, you realize you are wishing that you 

will soon. Later, when you see her talking with a small group across the 

room, you are almost embarrassed at how often your eyes wander in her 

direction. What is it about her? She 1s good-looking but not extraordi- 

narily so. No, it is something else that draws you. An air of indefinable 

excitement that seems to radiate out in waves around her. 

You see that her presence affects those who are standing near her. The 

atmosphere in that part of the room is distinctly electric. The way she 

is dressed gives you a clue. She is wearing what looks like a man’s riding 

jacket, only cut to follow the lines of her small body. Though the look 

is eccentric, the style seems to place her at the very edge of the present 

moment. And the look in her eyes, almost mocking, gives you the in- 

triguing impression that she is seeing just past the precipice of what is 

happening now, that she is, in fact, fully aware of (and more than ready 

for) the moment which has not quite arrived yet. Still, she has not given 
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herself to the future. Fully here, her movements and gestures are per- 

fectly syncopated with the soundless thythm to which you suddenly re- 

alize the whole room is moving, As the air fairly crackles around her, you 

begin to believe that she is helping to bring new possibilities into being, 

including the new worlds that seem to have emerged in your own imag- 

ination since the first moment you laid eyes on her. Only at the end of 

the day do you learn that she is your host’s lover, a young woman named 

Gabrielle. When, later, you hear her name spoken all over Paris, you are 

not so surprised. What was it about her that was so extraordinary? Her 

timing was brilliant. 

Still, as compelling as a woman with good timing is, the question re- 

mains: Why should this virtue be placed first in our catalogue? Asked 

what could make a woman so attractive that a man would be willing to 

spend a small fortune to keep her, one might in all likelihood think of 

beauty first, to be followed quickly by wit, or that talent indispensable to 
the art of seduction known as charm. As appealing as it is, timing may 

not even be on the list. 

Yet, of all the virtues a great courtesan had to possess, good timing 

was perhaps the most crucial. Indeed, her very existence depended on it. 

Had she not been able to move in perfect synchrony with history, no 

woman would ever have been able to enter the profession. Whether it 
was poverty or scandal that she faced, her genius was to turn difficult cir- 

cumstances to immense profit and pleasure. She did the right thing at the 
right time. 

Regarding survival, the best choice to be made at one moment will, in 
another period, not even be a good choice. All things considered, it 
would not be a wise choice for most women to become courtesans to- 
day. Indeed, the ingredients required to become one no longer exist. A 
courtesan occupied a precise place in society; as independent as she was, 
circumstance defined her. If, in the middle of the twentieth century, 
Helen Gurley Brown, future editor in chief of Cosmopolitan magazine, was 
kept by a wealthy movie producer, she was not called a courtesan. Like 
the atmosphere that created the tradition, the word had already become 
an anachronism. 
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Just as Venus arose from the sea instead of a lake or a river, the cour- 

tesan emerged from a very particular medium. The waters of her birth, 

salted by the bitter tears of women who were condemned to penury and 

by those of wealthy and poor women alike who lamented the rules that 

limited and constrained their erotic lives, were made up of a perfect 

blend of injustice and prudery. The gentus of the courtesan was in how 

she turned the same ingredients to her advantage. Considering the dis- 

tribution of power between men and women in the times during which 

she lived, to say that she turned the tables would be an understatement. 

If we ponder very long the fact, for instance, that La Belle Otero, the fa- 

mous courtesan of the Second Empire, successfully demanded from one 

of her lovers the priceless long diamond necklace that had once be- 

longed to the former queen, Marie-Antoinette, we may begin to appre- 

ciate the dimensions of the reversal. Yet exactly how this stunning 

victory was achieved remains a mystery. 

Some clues are given to us in a story that Golerte tells about a con- 

versation she had while she was still performing in music halls with La 

Belle Otero. Thinking the young woman somewhat green, Otero offered 

her some advice. “There comes a time,” she said, “with every man when 

he will open up his hand to you.” 

“But when is that?” Colette asked. 

“When you twist his wrist,” Otero replied. 

Like many courtesans, Otero was known for her wit. Doubtless, that 

is why Colette remembered the dialogue. Indeed, the key we are seeking 

to the mystery 1s less in the content of Otero’s answer than in the way it 

was given. She delivered her last line with consummate timing. And 

looking further at what she told her young protégée, it becomes quickly 

evident that the crucial phrase in her advice is not in the last line but in 

the first phrase, “There comes a time.” The secret of her success was 

that she chose exactly the right moment to twist her lover’s wrist. 

We cannot know, but only surmise, that Otero would have been glad 

to tell Colette exactly how to recognize the right moment for doing any- 

thing. But those who have this talent rarely understand themselves how 

they know what they know. Rather than a technique that can be ana- 
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lyzed, the ability for good timing must be the product of a particularly 

intense relationship with the present. To speak of having an awareness 

of the present moment may seem strange, as if such an awareness should 

be commonplace. But in fact, sincé:most of us, much of the time, are 

focused more on the past or the future than on what is here now, the 

ability is unusual. 

This uniqueness may explain why courtesans were so often found at 

the cutting edge of new sensibilities. While she used time to her own ad- 

vantage, the courtesan expanded the terrain of the imagination. Indeed, 

the fact that so often whenever culture made a daring turn, breaking old 

boundaries, flying in the face of convention, courtesans have been part 

of that history illustrates how time moves forward. In contrast to the 

conventional view, it is less by aiming yourself in the direction of the fu- 

ture that you will affect the tenor of your times than by immersing your- 

self in the present. 

How did she develop her unique presence? At this point, we can only 
guess. But our guesses are educated. Early deprivation and fear for sur- 
vival would have played major roles in the unfolding drama. Traumatic 
events, losses, and miseries can make every moment of life seem like a 
precious substance, not a drop of which should be missed. At the same 
time, narrow escapes and fortunate breaks can loosen the hold that well- 
laid plans have on the mind, serving to free events from any narrative 

plot that is too constricting, 

And from this perhaps we can also begin to grasp why, aside from any 
efficacy, good timing is so attractive. Though you would not have been 
able to name the seemingly ephemeral effect she had of enlarging your 
consciousness, a courtesan’s awareness of time might make you long for 
her in the same way that a mystic longs for God. Or, if you are devoutly 
secular, for what is still nascent in yourself. 

Yet, as ephemeral as it may seem, this virtue means far less in the ab- 
stract than it does in the concrete example. So let us proceed, if not me- 
thodically, bit by bit, through many of the simpler expressions of good 
timing that are more plainly manifested in the lives of courtesans. This is, 
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after all, hardly a dreary task. Known as a “good-time girl,” the courtesan 

had to be able to make men laugh, which called on comic timing. To dress 

well, she had to know what to wear—and when. And for flirtation, of 

course, essential to all her other accomplishments, she had to have exqui- 

site timing. There is almost nothing she did that did not require this virtue. 

But we begin with the activity most often associated with courtesans, per- 

haps because it is the one with which so many began their careers: dance. 

The Way She Danced 

Then I started to dance, the way I have always danced —Josephine Baker, 

describing her debut at the Jobann Strauss Theatre 

The moment was legendary. Before the music began, no one had heard 

of her. But as she circled about the floor, her body moving up and down 

with a vitality memorable even today, every eye in the dance hall was on 

her. As the polka beat out its inexorable rhythms, the heat of attention 

only increased. When she and her partner stopped dancing, the in- 

evitable crowd of men surrounded her. Because of the way she danced 

that night, her life would never be the same again. 

Why was her dance so powerful? Philosophy pauses here. Though 

time is a fascinating concept, it pales when you think of this scene. Even 

to begin to answer the question, we will have to expand our vocabulary. 

Timing may serve to describe the ability to coordinate desire and cir- 

cumstance, yet it fails to illuminate the mysterious bodily process by 

which these effects are achieved. For this purpose, we must explore the 

concept of rhythm, too. 

Yet even this word needs some resuscitation. Perhaps because of the 

clock and metronome, in contemporary thought we have come to mis- 

take rhythm for a simple mechanical activity. Even the dictionary makes 

this error, calling rhythm “a procedure with the patterned occurrence of 

a beat.” But buried deeply within the entries, you can find the word “ca- 
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dence,” an older term, with an appealing gloss and a far more sensual 

patina. And listed third or fourth in the definitions of cadence there is 

an entry that serves this exploration well: “the pattern in which some- 

thing is experienced.” . 

Just think of the beat that underlies all that we do. Breathing, of 

course, is almost too obvious. As is lovemaking, abundantly clear. But 

there are also walking, eating, and even seeing, as the eyes dart about the 

room, or speaking, as impulses and desires swim past and through con- 

sciousness, surface, and slide away again. Whether by the subtle starts 

and stops of a conversation or the inescapably loud punctuation pro- 

vided by a pair of cymbals, rhythm shapes and Inspires every moment. 

The rhythm at the heart of dance is the same as the one that informs 

all experience. The only way to move with a piece of music is to feel the 
thythm as it expands into your hips, your legs, your arms, your feet. 
Think for instance of a line of Rockettes, or better yet, since many 

dancers from the Folies-Bergére became courtesans, a circle of chorus 

gitls from that show. If one of them were to be off step, we would 

quickly sense her failure to feel the music. Her performance would lack 
more than tempo. The spirit of both the music and the dance would be 
missing, too. Her dance would be lackluster. 

The great French actress known as Rosay, who studied music as a 
child, referred to thythm as a form of energy. She used the word to de- 
scribe the way actors go beyond merely pretending to feel what the char- 
acters in a play are supposed to feel. Instead, she said, an actor must 

actually experience the feeling. If the courtesan was, to some degree, al- 

ways acting, her success depended on how well she could act, that is, on 
whether or not she actually experienced the feelings she radiated. But this 
must have been what Rosay meant. When you find the right tempo for 
any activity, whether it is eating or walking, talking, or making love, you 
have also found the capacity to feel. 

In her Mémoirs, Céleste Vénard, the dancer known as Mogador, 
claimed that she never wanted to be a courtesan. Even so, she must have 
played the role with feeling. The way she danced was so inspiring that 
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when she performed the polka in the crowded dance hall called the Bal 

Mabille, she made her reputation in a single night. Though we can only 

imagine this famous dance now, several clues to the charm it must have 

had remain for us. There is, for instance, the series of etchings and 

paintings that Toulouse-Lautrec did of dance-hall life. He often de- 

picted a dancer and courtesan known then as La Goulue,* who was famous 

for dancing the cancan. At public dance halls, women would compete 

with each other over who could kick her legs higher and thus reveal more 

of what was underneath her skirts. La Goulue became famous as the 

undisputed winner. The thrill was, of course, to be able to see so far be- 

neath the skirts of the dancers, who were not always wearing pantaloons. 

The ardor of the revelation was only increased with the progressively 

rapid, excited beat of the music to which each kick was timed. 

In one of the posters Toulouse-Lautrec designed for the Moulin 

Rouge, he portrays La Goulue with an expression that is neither bawdy 

nor frivolous. As she balances on one leg and lifes her right leg high, 

she stares intently into space, as if concentrating on her art. She is 

clearly a woman serious about her work. Of course, even if at other 

moments she laughed, she had to be focused at this moment. She was 

earning her living, But Lautrec has captured another energy altogether 

in the lower half of her body. La Goulue, whose name means “glut- 

ton,” was known for her appetite. Below her waist, a froth of lace and 

lingerie gushes forth, as if out of a hidden source within her, threat- 

ening to fill the room. 

Perhaps had we been at the Bal Mabille, we would have been able to 

detect waves of energy from Céleste’s dance filling the crowded room. It 

was a force that seemed to belong more to working-class women than to 

the refined and wealthy men who sought them. Even the dances they per- 

formed, like the cancan or the polka, seemed to be wilder, part of an 

earthier past that most Parisians had left behind. Imported from Bo- 

hemia, the polka conjured images of beer barrels and peasants and hay. 

* “The Glutton.” 
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To perform it took a great deal of raw physical energy; the word that 

comes to mind here is “robust.” \ 

Before Céleste began to attend the Bal Mabille, a woman known as La 

Reine Pomaré was the most favored dancer. She was named after the queen 

of Tahiti, whom she was thought to resemble. Given the reputation she 

had for energetic dancing, it is surprising to learn that during the years 

she reigned she was suffering from tuberculosis. In fact, TB, at least un- 

til its terrible final stages, did not prevent the afflicted from dancing. 
“Tt’s not me who is dancing too fast,” Marie Duplessis once said, “it’s 

the violins that play too slowly.” 

This is understandable from the point of view of the one who is ill. 
As your energy waxes and wanes, life itself seems to appear and disappear. 

Released once more from the confines of the sickroom, side by side with 
gratitude a kind of hunger arises, the urge to gobble every possible morsel 
of experience before the inevitable returns. Certainly this desire would 
have given La Reine Pomaré’s polka an evocative quality, as if she were 

dancing away death and sweeping up life with each wide and forceful step. 
From this short exploration, perhaps we can begin to imagine some- 

thing of appeal of her dance. Since it was the lower half of her body 
keeping time with the music, her movements would have been especially 
erotic. Added to this would have been the desire to survive, which is of 
its nature erotic, too. The wish to forget every fear of privation, which re- 
mained nevertheless as if in every fiber of her body, would have made her 
dance especially vibrant. And all this would have been harnessed like a gi- 
ant horse to the tempo of the polka, a horse that seemed to be able to fly. 

Pomaré’s illness, however, finally outpaced her formidable spirit. 
When the effects began to be visible, Brididi, her dance partner, the man 
who had both masterminded and profited from her career, started to 
look for a replacement—another hungry young woman who might fill 
the Bal Mabille with gentlemen eager to see her dance the polka. That 
was how Céleste got her start. 

On the night that Brididi asked Céleste Vénard to dance a quadrille 
with him, there must have been many hopeful young women waiting at 
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the popular dance hall on the allée des Veuves hoping to be chosen. Dur- 

ing the ninteenth century, countless young and single women who were 

looking for sugar daddies and lovers flocked to the public dance halls 

scattered all over Paris. Wealthy or titled men, young and old, came to 

the same places, looking for partners for the evening, perhaps to take 

home for the night, or if the desire was strong enough, to set up in an 

apartment. Dancing well would command the right attention and 

thereby increase a woman's chances. And if, through talent and good for- 

tune, she were among the elect, chosen to be elevated as a mistress, she 

would have to cut an elegant figure at the parties and balls to which she 

would be ushered by her new protector. 

When at last Brididi ushered her onto the dance floor, Céleste knew 

she was being auditioned. There would have to have been a brief mo- 

ment of timidity, a fainthearted feeling. So much would be riding on her 

success. But again a good sense of timing would have saved her. Don’t 

think of anything else but the music, she could tell herself, and then let the mu- 

sic convey her where it might, her fear, her own resolve to survive, her lust 

for life, transformed in the alchemy of thythm. Brididi was convinced 

enough by her talent to spend five hours over the next day teaching her 

the polka. It is not only in fairy tales that good fortune can arrive swiftly 

with almost no forewarning. Céleste had her debut the same night. 

What must La Reine have thought while she watched a pretender to 

her throne capture the attention of the ballroom? Céleste was given a 

new name that evening, a formative event in the life of a young courte- 

san, the christening that signaled her arrival in the fashionable under- 

world of Paris. As men crowded around her, eager to ask her to dance, 

Brididi cried: “It would be easier to defend Mogador than my new patt- 

ner.” From that moment on, Céleste Vénard would be known by the 

same name as the Moroccan fortress that had just been captured by 

French troops. 

For a while, Pomaré and Mogador were a double attraction at the Bal 

Mabille. Should it surprise us that they became good friends? Who else 

would have had so much in common? In 1845, when Pomaré died at the 
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age of twenty-one, Mogador was one of the few who attended her 

burial in the cemetery of Montmartre. It was she who paid for the marker, 

which bore a farewell to her friend chiseled in stone. From this we can be- 

gin to guess how important the preservation of memory was to her. Per- 

haps we might even say that she valued history (which is, of course, simply 

another facet of time). This conjecture seems almost self-evident when we 

read of the anger that Mogador expressed years later toward Zola for cre- 

ating a portrait of Pomaré as an old and wretched woman selling second- 

hand clothes. “Is this what Naturalism is?” she asked angrily of her friend 

Georges Montorgueil. “Is this their idea of precise detail?” 

The passion Mogador had for setting the record straight must have 

helped her with her memoirs. This remains true even if the tone of her 
autobiography takes a decided slant of regret. “I was defending myself,” 
she said later. “I did not want to excite poor creatures to copy me, to fol- 
low in my steps; I wanted to show them the perils of this kind of life... .” 

Though this regret may have been hard to detect as she fought her way 
to success in the demi~monde, like truth itself, autobiography is fluid. It de- 

pends as much on a sense of timing as does dance. Whatever ideas you 
may have about yourself and your history are, of necessity, always shift- 

ing. This is not due to dishonesty so much as the creative nature of what 
is called “the self.” Over time, the stories you tell about your life will al- 
ter slightly, reflecting the attitudes of whomever you have more recently 
become. During the time that Mogador wrote her Memoirs, she had fallen 
in love with a young man, the comte de Chabrillan. As gradually it seemed 
more likely that she would marry him, she came to regret her past. 

But it was not only her past that she would end up regretting. The 
fact that she had written about it caused her grief, too. On the eve of her 
marriage, she tried to retrieve the book from publication. Yet her pub- 
lisher, knowing he had a great literary success within his grasp, refused 
to relinquish the book. Mogador’s fears were not unfounded. The book 
came close to preventing her marriage. In this sense, we might say her 
timing was not good. Yet we could also say that in a larger sense her tim- 
ing was perfect. The Memoirs were a sensation. They quickly joined that 

~ 
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pantheon of notable works filled not only with great literature but also 

with books that capture the spirit of the time in which they are written. 

Among children who have been abandoned or endangered, it is often 

the case that when they come of age they find a home in history. After all, 

it was Mogador’s prominence in the public eye that had allowed her to sur- 

vive, flourish, and meet the man she loved. Céleste could have remained 

silent and written no memoir at all, thereby if not erasing her past entirely, 

at least avoiding so much scrutiny. Or, if the urge to write was irresistible, 

at least as the prospect of marriage grew more real, she could have re- 

frained from submitting the manuscript to her publisher. Yet, though she 

was in love and longed for a more respectable life, she must have found it 

difficult to discard altogether the fame that had saved her. Even under the 

influence of a great and tender passion it is difficult, if not unwise, to give 

up all that has sustained you in the past. Especially when what has sus- 

tained you is as precious and rare as the gift of celebrity—a gift which, in 

Céleste’s case, had come to her in much the same way as the miraculous re- 

prieve that saves the heroine of a fairy tale from the direst circumstances. 

In a part of her soul that was perhaps less visible to herself at this mo- 

ment, could it be that Mogador knew her story belonged to time? 

If this is so, we can only be grateful, for time has given us her story, 

a compelling tale, which depicts her rise from rags to riches, filled with 

the grimmest circumstances along with glamour and romance. Because 

she rose from a perilous position as the illegitimate child of a working 

woman to become first a famous performer, then a countess, the two 

poles of her life—splendor and misery—could not have been further 

apart, although in another sense these opposites cannot really be disen- 

tangled. Misery was there in her memory, along with splendor, in its nas- 

cent form the night that, under the many beautiful gas lamps in the 

famous gardens that belonged to the Bal Mabille, she incited fire in the 

eyes of the gentlemen who watched her dance, just as splendor and mis- 

ery are present in our minds most of the time, if only as fear and desire. 

Céleste never knew her father. He abandoned her mother, Anne, be- 

fore Céleste was born. Soon after this, because of the shame she brought 
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on them, Anne’s parents turned her out of the house when she was still 

carrying Céleste. If, after this fatefuls decision, the story of Céleste’s 

childhood is in any way predictable to us because we can look back and 

say calmly, Yes, that is how it was in that time, to Céleste these events must 

have been as unpredictable as they were harrowing. Since in that century 

without welfare, when wages for working women were so low a single 

woman could not survive on what she earned, it is easy to see why Anne 

would stay with the man who was the first lover she found, even though 

he would often drink until he could hardly stand and then return home 
to beat her. It was only when he beat her so badly she had to be brought 

to the police station on a stretcher, and after he threatened to kill her 

along with her daughter, that Anne finally decided to leave him. 

She managed to get as far as Lyon, where she took a job in a milliner’s 

shop; but he followed her there, and while he was searching for her, 

found Céleste alone in the street one day. He kidnapped the child and 
brought her to a brothel, where he held her hostage. She was saved only 
because a kind and quick-witted prostitute locked her in her own room 
and secretly sent for the mother. Together, all the women in the brothel 

held him at bay, while mother and child made still another escape. 
It must have been a terrible time in Céleste’s life. But hearing the story, 

we should take note of the rush of energy that fills these two episodes. 
There are so many narrow escapes in her story. She is so often rushing 
with her mother through the streets of Paris or Lyon, around the corner, 

or to a railway station, moving breathlessly to the sound of doors slam- 
ming and cries of threatened violence, barely eluding capture. As, years 
later, Céleste whirled about the dance hall to the insistently. jubilant 
sounds of the small band that accompanied polkas and quadrilles, the 
exhilaration of these two escapes must have livened her steps. 

The exuberance might have been dampened but still not erased when 
Anne's lover finally caught up with them once again. He promised to be- 
have better when Anne, probably as much from exhaustion as love, took 
him back. Soon she found out he had joined a gang of thieves, but be- 
fore she could make still another escape, fate stepped in with an unpre- 
dictable ending. He was killed suddenly in a riot in Lyon. With some 

_~, 
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money that her father had sent her, Anne returned with her daughter to 

Paris, taking a room on the boulevard du Temple. 

But now, even while destiny was robbing Céleste of any sense of 

safety, like the careening rise and fall of the polka, it also conspired to 

tempt her with something grander than simple security. A glittering 

life, sparkling with the same celebrity to which the young girl was soon 

destined, dominated the boulevard du Temple. All the great popular 

theatres were nearby: La Gaité, L’Ambigu, the Variétés, the café- 

theatre Bosquet. Peddlers and showmen set up booths outside, and 

occasionally, actors performed in the street. Inside the Théatre des Fu- 

nambules, on the same bill that also featured acrobats and animals, the 

great mime Debaru performed as the sad-faced clown Pierrot. In the 

Variétés there were vaudeville acts, comedians, dancers, and musicians 

following each other onto the stage. 

The melodrama to be seen at the Ambigu or the Théatre de la Porte 

Saint-Martin was perhaps the form that was most ibeloved: by common 

audiences and critics alike. Because of the great many scenes of murder 

and mayhem acted out in the neighborhood, the boulevard du Temple 

was also called the boulevard of crime. According to Dumas fils, Frédéric 

Lemaitre was capable of inspiring real cries of terror among the members 

of his audience. For a small fee, you could sit in the highest balcony of 

the theatre, the place reserved for the poor that was called, ironically, 

“Paradise,” perhaps to watch the woman who was George Sand's favorite 

actress, Marie Dorval, perform a suicide with such alarming accuracy that 

while she was sinking to her nightly death, the members of the audience 

scarcely breathed. Indeed, she was not breathing either. To achieve the ef- 

fect of realism, she nearly asphyxiated herself for each performance. 

Is it surprising then that very soon Céleste began to dream that one 

day she would perform on a stage herself? It was not just the proxim- 

ity of the theatres, but that, along with many others among the poor 

of Paris, she saw the melodramatic events of her own life reflected 

there. Even today, on any given night in the theatre, a pulse can be felt 

to vibrate back and forth between the stage and the audience, as the 

players strike a chord, a situation or a feeling that members of the au- 
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dience recognize and to which they respond. The resonance of their 

feeling rebounds to the stage, inspirmmg the actors to even greater 

intensity. 

In Céleste’s life, this pulse would have continued after she left the the- 

atre, as she realized that the heroism of the players reflected her mother’s 

heroism and her own when they were confronted with violence and the 

threat of death. The images she saw would have dignified this victory, 

giving the spirit within her a new strength. In this way, imagination must 

have played a crucial role early in her life. 

Perhaps it was the ability to imagine herself as heroic that helped her 

survive the next chapter in her life. Her mother soon took a new lover, a 

fair-haired, blue-eyed young man from whom her daughter was to face 

still another peril. Almost from the beginning, Céleste disliked Victor. 

Rough and moody, he was at times resentful of her, and perhaps she 

sensed, in the way that children can, the side of his character that was to 

emerge later. It was after she became an adolescent, the beginnings of a 

womans body newly visible, during a period when her mother was visit- 

ing her own father in Fontainebleau, that Victor attempted to rape her. 

Céleste fought him off, and for the third time in her life escaped. But now, 

alone in the streets of Paris, without her mother, she had nowhere to go. 

Yet here is where her history began to form another pattern, one that 
could easily have given her the illusion of predictability. For again a 
prostitute was to come to her rescue. Céleste had slept for four nights in 
a hayloft and wandered the streets of Paris by day in search of food 
when finally she broke down weeping. There, just in front of the mas- 

sive entrance to the Eglise Saint-Paul, a streetwalker named Thérése 

found Céleste and took her home for the night to her own room. It was 
an act of extraordinary kindness, especially since a prostitute caught 

keeping a child on her own premises could be sent to jail for six months. 
In fact, when they were walking together in the streets a few days later, a 
policeman took Céleste away from Thérése, incarcerating her, as was a 
common practice for the protection of homeless girls, in the women’s 
prison named after St. Lazare. 
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Soon afterward, Thérése found Céleste’s mother and told her where 

her daughter was. But a month passed before Anne came to bring her 

home. In that time Céleste began her education, an introduction to an- 

other world, one that for most working women was always perilously 

close to their own. A world of last resorts, but also a world of dreams. 

Her time in the jail was softened by the friendship she made with a girl 

called Denise, hardly older than herself, who would tell her about the 

fine clothes a young prostitute would be given in a brothel and the good 

money she could earn there. “I saw myself rich and covered with lace and 

gems,” Céleste wrote later in her memoits. 

When she finally returned home, nothing had changed. Her mother 

did not listen to her when she tried to tell her why she had left. Victor 

kept trying to molest her. In the way that it can only for an adolescent, 

her life seemed hopeless. Another girl might perhaps have waited, lan- 

guished in the atmosphere that was eating away at her. But from the two 

earlier escapes she had made with her mother and the one she had made 

herself, Céleste had learned well the lessons of urgency. And though 

later she would come to regret bitterly the decision she made, the logic 

of association is clear. Since she had already been saved twice by kind 

prostitutes, it makes perfect sense that at the age of sixteen she would 

have become a prostitute herself. 

In jail, Denise had given her the address of one of a handful of the 

very fashionable brothels that catered to a wealthier clientele. Madame 

welcomed her with ample sustenance and the finery Céleste would need 

to ply her new trade—clothes, perfume, jewelry. It was only later that 

Céleste began to understand the consequences of the agreement she had 

made. All that she was given, including her room and board, was to come 

from her earnings. She would not be able to leave until she had paid what 

she owed. As she sank deeper and deeper into debt, she realized she 

would never be free. She had simply fallen into another trap. 

“To have to laugh when you want to weep,” she would write later; “to 

be dependent and humiliated.” In the brothel, nothing belonged to her, 

not even her own body. When even the beating of your heart, the breath 
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you take, is not simply under surveillance but summoned and marshaled, 

continuously made to march according to someone else’s rhythms, you 

will lose touch with the pace of your own soul. The spirit that sustains 

you will begin to die. : 

Perhaps her despair made her more susceptible to illness or perhaps it 

was simply contagion, but soon Céleste fell very ill. Yet she was to be res- 

cued once again, this time by a client who, alarmed to see her so sick, 

paid off the debt she owed to Madame and took her to his own apart- 

ment. But the story of this escape does not end here, for a doctor was 

soon summoned, who diagnosed smallpox. Though he said she could 

not be moved, as soon as she was left alone, she dressed and descended 

to the street, where she called a cab to take her to the H6pital Saint- 

Louis, 

Thinking of the force of will it must have taken to drag her weak- 

ened and fevered body into the streets brings to mind the way she danced 
the polka. In the structure of the music, within each four beats, every 

third beat will be emphasized. It is not hard to imagine her moving to 
this pattern, landing hard on the third beat, and afterward rising higher 

with great emphasis, as if she were taking the great galloping force of 

the music into her body and making it, in every instant, her own. 

But the will Céleste exhibited was not simply the will to survive. She 
was proud, And that this quality was reflected in her dance can easily be 
deciphered from the rest of her story. As she tells us, it was in the hos- 

pital while she was recovering that she fell in love with a medical student 
called Adolphe. Yet though he appeared to be in love with her, she soon 
discovered she was naive to trust him. He invited her to attend a ball 
with him at Versailles, but when they arrived she found he had another 

mistress with him, a woman well known as a lorette. In the sexual econ- 
omy of nineteenth-century France, the lorette existed somewhere between 

a prostitute and a courtesan. She was kept, but only modestly so. And 
though she could dress well enough to attend some public balls, she was 
generally neither educated, mannered, nor celebrated enough to mingle 
with high society as courtesans did. 
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Chances are Adolphe would have set Céleste up as a lorette were not 

the mistress he already had too jealous. Seeing him enter the ball with 

Céleste, Louisa Aumont ridiculed her—the unsuitability of her dress, 

her manners so clearly lower class. In a loud voice, in front of Céleste, 

she harangued Adolphe on his bad taste for having brought this embar- 

rassing young woman with him. Céleste walked back from Versailles 

alone, a journey that took her all night. The incident was etched in her 

memory. After she became famous as Mogador, and the wayward 

Adolphe began to pursue her again, it is understandable that she would 

be quick to score her triumph. She promised to take him back only if 

Louisa Aumont would apologize to her in public. 

You would have been able to see the quality in the posture and the 

timing of her dance, a robust assertion of pride punctuating every step. 

And something else less easy to name would have been present, too. 

Something she knew——what she had learned, in a sense, from dancing 

with the many unpredictable events she encountered in her young life. 

The brutality of her mother’s first lover, his attempt to kidnap her, his 

sudden death, her return to Paris, Victor's attempts to rape her, the 

nights she spent homeless in the streets of Paris, the weeks in the prison 

at St.-Lazare, a nearly fatal brush with smallpox. Whether dancing with 

fate or a mortal partner, she had learned well to perceive even the small- 

est alterations in a pattern and respond quickly with a brilliance of her 

own to the most subtle signals. And eventuating from this knowledge 

that life is always in motion, that nothing ever remains the same, there 

must have been an aura, invisible to the eye, but even so a halo of a kind, 

surrounding all her movements; she had witnessed the constant change 

that lies at the heart of the universe. 

The unpredictability of Céleste’s life continued. After the summer 

months, the Bal Mabille would close. Soon she found work performing 

at the Théatre Beaumarchais. But as luck would have it, after acting there 

for a few weeks, it, too, would close. Yet, by another turn of chance, she 

was hired again, this time by one of the Franconi brothers, who had just 

erected the new Hippodrome. Appearing in a horse race with five other 
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girls on Bastille Day, July 14, 1845, at the opening of the circus, her tim- 
ing was superb again. Winning the race with the same exuberance and 
pride with which she had executed the polka, her equestrian feats became 

the toast of Paris. ‘ 

Now Mogador could enter the prestigious world that glittered nightly 
at certain cafés and certain addresses in Paris. She was welcomed and cel- 
ebrated at the Maison Dorée and at the Café Anglais, where newly 
wealthy bourgeois men, aristocrats, and royalty came, amid the flotillas 

of courtesans who hung on their arms, or flitted and flirted about the 

tables, making the atmosphere flutter with their presence. Soon she be- 
came the mistress of the duke of Ossuna, who set her up in a comfort- 
able apartment on the rue de I’Arcade, not far from the Place Venddéme, 

where the extravagant jewelry could be purchased that she wore when she 
visited the cafés on boulevards nearby. She took many lovers, including 
an Italian tenor, before her felicitous career came suddenly to an end. She 
had fallen from her horse, and unfortunately the fall was bad. One leg 
was broken. There would be weeks in bed. It was too dangerous for her 
to ride ever again. 

But the unpredictable nature of events did not fail her. Just around 
the bend of this disaster, only days after she was allowed to go out 
again and had made her return to the high life, as she was leaving the 
Café Anglais, Céleste chanced to meet a young man, Lionel de Chabril- 
lan, descended from one of the most illustrious families in France. 
They fell in love. That first meeting did not, of course, end the whirl- 
wind of events that characterized her life. After several more quick 
turns of fate, during which Lionel showered her with jewels and horses 
and cashmere shawls, exhausting his inheritance, he decided to leave her 
because of scandal. Mourning his loss, she came close to marrying an- 
other man, in the meantime profiting from the scandal when, because 
of her newly aggrandized fame, she was given a role in a production at 
the Théatre des Variétés. Still, when all was said and done, she landed 
well. She married the man she loved, and finally became the comtesse 
de Chabrillan. 
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Her Surprise 

Prince Gortschakoff used to say that .. . he would have tried to steal 

the sun to satisfy one of her whims—Gustave Claudin, prominent 

Boulevardier 

Comic timing, which depends on surprise, is an ineffable skill, difficult 

to teach or even describe. This is an appropriate quality if you remem- 

ber that laughter itself, being made of mere air and fleeting sounds, 

weighs almost nothing, In accordance with its ephemeral nature, there 

are even some who associate mystical experience with laughter. The air 

of laughter 1s, as Barry Saunders writes, “risible,” and according to the 

Greeks, who believed that laughter could make the soul immortal, it rises 

toward heaven. The route, however, was reversed during the Christian 

centuries during which laughter was thought of as 4 sure path to hell. 

No wonder then that it was during the Renaissance, when classical ideas 

were embraced again, that courtesans should come into vogue. Women 

from this profession have always been associated with mirth. 

If, as the Greeks believed, laughter buoys us on toward timelessness, we 

might question why timing should be so critical to humor. But it 1s. 

Whether you are hearing a joke or witnessing a prank, just a fraction of 

a second in the timing can determine whether or not you will laugh. But 

once you are laughing, it is as if you have been transported, instantly lifted 

out of your present circumstances into a larger realm. The experience can 

be intoxicating, as while you laugh, the moment expands until finally both 

the past and the future have, at least for a moment, disappeared. 

This must be why laughter ameliorates suffering. It 1s hardly a coin- 

cidence therefore that courtesans, most of whom began life facing diffi- 

cult circumstances and who thus knew well what it was to fear the future, 

seemed to be so good at inducing laughter. Cora Pearl, courtesan of the 

Second Empire, 1s a case in point. She was known to have a particularly 

earthy humor. Some of the social commentators who wrote about cour- 
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tesans even found her crude. But this opinion did not lessen her popu- 
larity at all. Among her many illustrious lovers was Prince Napoléon. 

One evening during the height of her powers, Pearl played a prank on 

her dinner guests that has become legendary. Like many courtesans, she en- 
tertained frequently, to quote one version of her memoirs, “in the finest 

style.” One night, after all the courses had been served except dessert, she 
excused herself, telling her guests that she wanted to supervise the presen- 

tation of the final dish. She went to the kitchen and, shedding her clothes, 
stepped onto a chair and positioned herself ona huge silver platter she had 
borrowed from the prince d’Orléans. Then, “with that deftness and artistry 
for which he is so famed,” her pastry chef, Salé, began to decorate her 

“naked body with rosettes and swathes of creams and sauces.” After plac- 
ing a single unpeeled grape in the dint of her navel, he surrounded her with 
several meringues and then gave her a generous dusting of powdered sugar 
before lowering a vast silver cover over her. Then two footmen carried her 
down the passage to the dining room and set the platter on the table. 

The hilarity of the prank, of course, depended on good timing. For 
one thing, her guests had already been fed and so they were not dis- 
tracted by hunger. Then, by saying she wanted to supervise the presen- 
tation of the dessert, she had inspired anticipation. And finally, because 
the platter was covered, her presence was discovered suddenly, creating an 
element that is indispensable to comedy: surprise.. 

It may be interesting and more than a diversion here for us to consider 
another story from the annals of humor. This one is about Gracie Allen. 
Indeed, Burns and Allen started in vaudeville, which was once a popular 
venue for courtesans, and thus, though Gracie was by no means a cocotte, it 
is more than possible that the comic timing of courtesans was still part of 
the atmosphere in which she learned her art. So it is significant in more 
than one way that in 1940, when Gracie Allen mounted a comic campaign 
to become the president of the United States, she announced she was run- 
ning as the head of a new political party called, she said, “the Surprise 
Party.” Asked the provenance of the name, she replied that her mother was 
a Democrat and her father a Republican, but she had been born a surprise. 
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Like all humor, the joke reveals a deeper layer of meaning that is not 

immediately evident. Surprise is at the heart of sexuality: not only the 

surprise of conception, but the unpredictable nature of arousal itself. 

And lurking close behind conception, the surprise of mortality is due to 

appear soon, too, because like it or not, the arrival of the next genera- 

tion signals the demise of our own. But laughter, since it whisks us off 

toward immortality, redeems the prediction. 

And there is this, too. If the conversion of mortality into immortality 

is confounding, it might be helpful to know that according to the Greeks, 

comedy returns us to the timeless center of existence, a place of mystic 

nothingness in which all that we habitually believe and practice is reversed. 

Which is important here because in a sense, Cora Pearl’s dessert constitutes 

a reversal of many events and conditions, including the story of how she 

fell from grace, the fall that led her to become a courtesan in the first place. 

Cora was not born to poverty. Still, she claimed that she was forced 

into her profession by what, according to modern standards, would be 

considered a rape. The story she cites in her memoirs as determining her 

fate resembles the cautionary tales told to young girls during the Victo- 

rian age. Though if we are to understand her decision, a few facts from 

her childhood will be necessary, too. It is not insignificant that when she 

was still a child her father abandoned the family. Nor that shortly there- 

after, her mother sent her to a convent in France. The pattern of aban- 

donment continued when, after graduating, she returned to London. 

Instead of taking her daughter back, her mother sent her to live with her 

own mother. Though Cora’s grandmother was kind, she was overprotec- 

tive. Following the years she spent in the French convent, where Cora 

claims to have received a very liberal education from the other girls, this 

atmosphere must have felt stifling. Made to tread books aloud to the old 

woman for hours on end, Cora seldom went out, except to go to church 

on Sunday. But one Sunday, when the maid who always accompanied her 

home did not appear, she set off into the streets of London by herself. 

Soon she discovered she was being followed by an older man named 
Saun- 

ders, who eventually persuaded her to go with him into a “drinking den” 
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where after tasting what he gave her, she lost consciousness, regaining her 

awareness only the next morning when she found herself in a bed upstairs. 

There is no way now to determine the validity of this tale. The mem- 
oirs of courtesans were often embellished with fantasy and fiction. Gen- 
erally, Cora Pearl was known to be very honest. Indeed, during the 

Second Empire, when a certain kind of deception was thought prefer- 

able in women to frankness, she was often described as vulgar. And there 
is also the fact to consider that the practice of spiking a young woman's 
drink, thus rendering her an easy prey to rape, is still in use today. 

Decades later, when she told this story in her memoirs, she said that 
as Saunders helped her to her room, she was aware of his intentions and 

hoped “that at last I might be about to discover the pleasure of lying 
with someone of the opposite sex.” The next morning, however, she re- 
membered nothing, which, in one version of her life story, she claimed 
was her only regret. In another version, she wrote that the incident left 
her with “an instinctive horror of men.” 

Whatever the truth was, on the first morning she woke up in his bed, 
she knew she could never go home again. Though the modern reader 
may simply shrug her shoulders at this slightly sordid initiation to sexu- 
ality, in that period, Cora was ruined. Which is to say, she would never 
be able to make a respectable marriage. 

Whichever version we read, she must have felt at least a moment of fear, 
when waking disoriented in a strange room, she realized what had hap- 
pened to her. Both versions of her memoirs, written to raise money, have 
the exaggerated style of a book written to be salacious. But there must be 
a seed of truth in each description. She was spirited even as a young 
woman. Which is to say that she would not have let the moment grow into 
despair but instead moved within herself, in a timely fashion, to leaven her 
despondency with humor and resolve. If on seeing the five pounds Mr. 
Saunders had left her she felt tempted toward shame, she did not allow the 
mood to take hold, but swiftly calculated instead how much more income 
she had just gained, more than a milliner would earn over several weeks. 

The young courtesan managed the new profession that fate had thrust 
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upon her with a vengeance. Her first lover, Robert Bignell, who was the 

owner of the Argyll Rooms in London, a “notorious pleasure haunt,” 

supported her well. But she was not satisfied. And from the day that 

Bignell suggested she accompany him to France, her life was to take on 

a momentous change. Masquerading as husband and wife, they toured 

Paris and the French countryside, traveling afterward to the spa at Baden- 

Baden in Germany, where she spent 200,000 francs of Bignell’s money. 

Still, at the end of the trip, she sent him back to London alone. She pre- 

ferred life in Paris, where she quickly became a favorite of the most pow- 

erful and wealthy men; soon she was wealthy herself, her private 

collection of jewelry alone worth a fortune. Over time, more than one 

man exhausted his inheritance for the love of her. If once a single man 

had had the power to ruin her, now she was coolly ruining many men. 

That she served herself as dessert could easily be read as an extreme 

form of servility. But this reading of the event would be too simple. As 

she records the incident in her memoirs it is clear that she took enor- 

mous pleasure in her seductive powers. She tells us that even as the prank 

was being prepared, one of her servants was taking great interest in the 

chef’s work, “and the state of his breeches proclaimed that his attitude 

to his employer was one of greater warmth than respect.” She reveled 

even more in the awe she struck when her footman raised the silver lid 

that concealed her body. “I was rewarded,” she wrote later, “by finding 

myself the centre of a ring of round eyes and half open mouths.” Her 

memoirs make the power of her presence evident. “M. Paul,” she tells 

us, “was the first to recover,” after which her dinner guests, in the pos- 

ture of petitioners paying homage to a goddess, kneeled “on their chairs 

or on the table... their tongues busy at every part of me as they lifted 

and licked the sweetness from my body.” The reversal is clear. If once 

she had been abandoned by her father and mother, now she was the 

undisputed center of attention. If she had been seduced by a gentleman, 

now she was the seducer of many; if once she had been fed a drink that 

made her lose her better judgment, now she herself was the libation that 

drove men to a frenzy of desire, while calmly she enjoyed the effect. 
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Her Blue Dress ; 

Nana dazzled him and he rushed over to stand on the step of her 

carriage —Emile Zola, Nana ; 

I was able to start a high fashion shop because two gentlemen were 

outbidding each other over my hot little body—Coco Chanel 

Let us return to the party of 1906 with which our exploration of this 
virtue began. This was a pivotal moment in the life of that woman with 
such good timing, called Gabrielle. Like many courtesans, she was born 
poor. Abandoned by her father, she was raised in an orphanage. And as 
was also true for many cocottes, she began her life as a grisette. But though 
she liked trimming hats, she did not want to live out her days working 
long hours in the cramped quarters of a dimly lit room. So eventually, 
she began to sing in cafés, which is where she met her lover, the very 
wealthy Etienne Balsan. He was in the audience when she performed. 
The simple fact that he kept her would in another time have immedi- 
ately classified her as a courtesan. Indeed, when she lived with him on his 
estate near Compiégne, she shared both his bed and his mansion 
with another woman who was already attracting public attention. Usu- 
ally dressed in raspberry pink, witty, and often outrageous, Emilienne 
d’Alengon was a famous courtesan during the Belle Epoque. Far from 
jealous, the two women admired each other, though more for their dif- 
ferences than what they had in common. 

The difference was clear in the way they dressed. While d’Alencon, 
one of the last grandes horizontales, had a lavish style, Gabrielle wore simple, 
almost boyish, clothing. The choice was less accidental than por- 
tentous. Instead of developing a Career as a courtesan, she went into an- 
other business. Convincing Balsan to lend her his apartment, she set up 
a hat shop in Paris. Emilienne did her friend an inestimable favor when 
she appeared both at Maxim’s and the races in the Bois du Boulogne 
wearing one of Gabrielle’s creations. 



GPiMING 43 

At the turn of the century, Longchamps was well established as a pre- 

miere showplace for new fashions. Zola, who well appreciated the sig- 

nificance of fashion in the lives of courtesans, describes in exacting 

detail what his heroine, Nana, wore to the Grand Prix there. She was 

dressed in blue and white, he wrote. The silk bodice she wore, cut close 

to her body, was blue. And even for an age of enormous skirts, her 

crinoline was exaggerated. Over this she wore a white satin dress. The 

white sash that stretched diagonally across her chest was adorned with 

silverpoint lace that seemed to glitter in the sunlight. And finally her hat, 

a toque, was also blue except for the single white feather she had placed 

on top. 

The outfit, of course, was designed not only to please the eye, but to 

be read for meaning. The colors she chose belonged to the stable owned 

by her benefactor’s family. Her toque resembled a jockey’s cap. The size 

of her crinoline, which was daring, emphasized the size of her hips (or, 

read another way, libido). The sash implied that she was a conqueror 

(which, in a certain sense, she was). Silk and satin served to remind 

everyone who gazed in her direction of her wealth as well as the way she 

had made it. The glitter and shininess of it all reflected the powers she 

possessed to attract and fascinate. And the feather? On the one hand a 

bird, wildness itself, the voluptuousness of nature, and on the other, the 

hunt—the urge to capture, ravish, possess. 

Clothing is not just practical. What we wear on our bodies speaks to 

others, expressing intent and mutual understandings, while acting as a 

public calling card, telling others, even strangers, who we are, or at least 

who we pretend to be. But that is not all dress does. Aside from protec- 

tion and expression, clothing can also be read as a sign that reveals the 

Zeitgeist of a culture, a spirit that is always changing. Indeed, fashion is 

one of the principal signatures of time. What is desirable at one mo- 

ment will not be acceptable at the next. To know what color to choose, 

at what length to measure your hem, which shoes you should wear for 

what occasion, requires an acute awareness of the present moment. 

It should not surprise us then that the word chic came into use in as- 
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sociation with courtesans. For these women, not only was it imperative 

to be a la mode, the successful courtesan had to stand out among fash- 
ionable women. She could never afford to be boring. Her timing had to 
be such that she was always just a.few steps ahead. Perhaps this is why 
the great courtesans were known for having set styles. If in the eigh- 
teenth century, Madame de Pompadour, the mistress of Louis XV, was 
so skillful at making alterations to the designs of her tailors that she en- 
tered the history of couture, the courtesans of the Second Empire fol- 
lowed suit. It was Alice Ozy, for example, who introduced the custom of 
wearing all one color. Collectively courtesans popularized the crinoline. 
Indeed, all through the nineteenth century and two decades into the 
twentieth, grandes horizontales set the style in Paris. Charles Worth, who in- 
augurated the tradition of haute couture, was eager to design dresses for 
women who were courtesans. His clientele included not only the Em- 
press Eugénie and the most prestigious families of France, but Cora 
Pearl, Paiva, and the Countess de Castiglione. The notoriety of these 
clients made his designs even more notable. Since, as with the clothes 
film or rock stars wear today, what the grandes horizontales wore was news; 
columnists who wrote weekly about their exploits included detailed de- 
scriptions of their wardrobes. And there was another treason for their 
popularity among designers. Like movie stars or rock stars, as outsiders 
they could take more risks, a bravado that allowed couturiers to be more 
creative. 

The subject of style is often looked upon as trivial, but it is no less so 
than any art. Clothes announce the changes in society that are yet to 
come. By the time Cora Pearl was having her dresses made by the same 
couturier as the Empress Eugénie, as power moved with a steady pace 
from the hands of the aristocracy to the newly rich bourgeoisie, a great 
shift had already begun. The drama was perhaps at its most intense dur- 
ing Holy Week at the opening of the races when, as a parade of car- 
riages would make its way down the avenue de Limpératrice toward 
Longchamps, the cabs that carried courtesans were indistinguishable 
from those belonging to the ladies of high society. Though, as with all 
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members of the nouveaux riches, courtesans could be revealingly ostenta- 

tious. Cora Pearl, for instance, shocked the sensibilities of the socially 

well positioned when she dressed all her livery men in yellow suits she had 

tailored to copy the style of British jockeys. During the Belle Epoque, 

Cornelia Otis Skinner describes another courtesan who stepped slightly 

over the line of modesty when she festooned all her horses’ bridles, her 

footman, and her driver’s hats with cockades of pink carnations. Still, like 

the cabs of those born to high society, a cocotte’s carriage would usually be 

signed by one of the most sought-after Prussian carriage makers. 

But though they arrived in the highest style, once inside the arena, 

courtesans were constrained by the old class distinctions. It is often the 

case that when a social system 1s waning, the old order will be asserted 

at certain sites with an almost vengeful rigidity. At Longchamps, the bar- 

rier between the terrain of those called the “proud elect” and the “im- 

pure” was, as Amédée Achard wrote in Paris Guide, “insurmountable.” 

Here, the sanctity of bloodlines was asserted not only in the stables but 

in the galleries. Courtesans were not allowed into the enclosure near the 

jockey stand where titled and wealthy families watched the races. 

The courtesans, however, met this defense with a campaign of their 

own. Through weapons as flimsy as silk and cashmere, the old barriers 

were not only challenged, they were seriously compromised. More than 

one competition took place at Longchamps. While thoroug
hbred horses 

were readied to run, the track became a “battleground of dresses.” One 

by one, women with no pedigree, but who were nevertheless kept and 

dressed by the gentlemen sitting in the enclosure that excluded them, en- 

tered the amphitheater in full regalia, dazzling the excited crowds with 

an array of luxurious fabrics, deep and luminous colors, ribbons, lace, 

rich embroidery, feathered hats, and blazing jewelry. Every eye was upon 

them. And though some thought it scandalous that these outcasts 

dressed as well as, if not better than, ladies from high soctety, despite 

their disapproval, wellborn women felt compelled to study the detail of 

the courtesans’ apparel carefully, for what the grandes horizontales wore 

would dictate fashion for the coming season. 
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The triumph was more than sartorial. Mirroring the social revolution 
that already was in the making, through the splendor of her clothing a 
courtesan could attract the kind of attention formerly reserved for roy- 
alty. Thus Zola describes the arrival of Nana to Longchamps, “When 
she had made her appearance at the entrance to the public enclo- 
sures . . . with two footmen standing motionless behind the carriage, 
people had rushed to see her, as if a queen were passing.” 

The crowds were already the new arbiters of taste and power, and they 
belonged to her. It was as if into this arena ruled by speed and the stop- 
watch, time marched in, riding on the hems of flamboyant skirts, feath- 
ers, and glitter, providing evidence of the constant motion into which all 
are eventually swept. 

Change was only to continue in the same direction until finally, when 
Gabrielle arrived on the scene, the style she invented symbolized the new 
independence women were seeking. After the great success of her hat 
shop, a second lover, Boy Capel, bankrolled a dress shop. Nearly a cen- 
tury later, the name of the legendary house she established still has the 
power to evoke the old excitement. It is called, of course, Chanel. 



MARIE DUPLESSIS 

Bbirtation 

(THE Bi Ros tee RO Te STATION ) 

L assisted at the birth of that most significant word, flirtation, 

which dropped from the most beautiful mouth in the world—Earl 

of Chesterfield 

Yf, CAN SEE all the elements of timing, not only rhythm but also a 

talent for both comedy and fashion, at work in flirtation. This is an art 

that relies far more on good timing than one would ordinarily suppose. 

Let us go to still another party, the one held in 1841 at the old opera, la 

Salle Peletier in Paris, on the night that comte Edouard de Perregaux met 

47 



48 Se Book of the Churtesans 

Marie Duplessis (the courtesan on whose short life both La Traviata and 
Camille were based), to illustrate the process. Though Duplessis was born 
to a poor peasant family and, like Chanel, had worked for a short while 
as milliner’s assistant at wages too low to keep anyone alive, she was at 
this moment already a kept woman. She had learned how to dress and 
do her hair, how to speak correct French with a Parisian and not a Nor- 
man accent. She was popular with the Jockey Club, that aristocratic or- 
ganization devoted both to horse races and to chasing women. But she 
was yet to achieve the even greater heights of elegance and luxury which 
for a great courtesan was both the mark of having arrived and her re- 
ward. 

Of course, once again we can only try to imagine the scene between 
Duplessis and the count, the man whom, just five years hence, in 1845, 
she would marry. History has not given as much detail here as the ob- 
servation of the courtesan’s skill requires. But that is why fiction exists— 
so we may see the undocumented moments that would otherwise pass 
out of history, and thus out of our understanding, unwitnessed. 

Yet good fiction also requires much that is accurate surrounding it. 
Thus, it is important to know that a few years before this period in Paris, 
a ball at the Opéra was a very exclusive event, which only members of 
aristocratic or very wealthy families attended. They were dazzling affairs 
at which one looked forward to being seen and to seeing. To remain au 
courant (or as we say now, in the swim), one had to attend. But during the 
reign of Louis Philippe, that ruler who, while trying to be both a 
monarch and a democratic man, was called “the Citizen King,” the balls 
were opened up to every level of society. And now that almost anyone 
could come, this particular party was no longer so prized. Many upper- 
class ladies stayed home. But the courtesans came, along with hopeful 
lorettes looking for a chance to inch their way higher into society or find 
a new protector. There were still plenty of successful entrepreneurs in 
attendance, as well as barons, and, as we have already mentioned, at least 
one count. 

As was usual for such gatherings—and still is—at the sidelines of the 
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ballroom floor the crowds settled into small groups and chatted. During 

the conversation, as also was and is still usual, the eyes of those who con- 

versed would wander the crowd. Ladies would be scrutinizing each 

other's dresses. Everyone would be curious to know who arrived on the 

arm of whom. New faces were being scrutinized. And of course, by 

means of a glance or a stare, whether with subtlety or flourish, countless 

flirtations crossed the elegant rooms, filling the air with excitement. 

It was thus while Marie Duplessis was no doubt chatting with a group 

of friends and acquaintances that she began to feel the heat of attention 

fall across her shoulders like a light cloak or a hand brushed in passing 

against her spine. Just as in the song written almost a century later about 

a similarly enchanted evening, comte Edouard de Perregaux was standing 

across the crowded room, or rather, the crowded Grand Salon (a salon 

which everyone in Paris complained lacked elegance), when his gaze 

chanced to settle on her. 

Here is where her timing transformed chance to good fortune. Aware 

that she was being scrutinized, Marie did not turn quickly, as someone 

too eager might have done. Though of course we are forced to fill in this 

part of the narrative, the story 1s true to the many accounts that we have 

of her character, all of which, with only one fleeting exception, describe 

her as refined and kind, two qualities that together would have prevented 

her from turning abruptly away from the conversation in which she was 

already engaged. 

And of course there was another element that should have slowed 

down her response—the precise quality of her gaiety. She loved to laugh 

and laughed often, but her smile had an intriguing chiaroscuro not un- 

like the mysterious mood of the Mona Lisa’s smile, a trace of a rather sad 

boredom just beneath the surface, as if she were saying, “T’ve seen it all.” 

And this is how the story unfolds further, toward the great complexities 

of timing together with the many histortes that can be sensed at the 

fringes of frivolity. 

First, because she was suffering from tuberculosis, the courtesan be- 

lieved she would die young. On the one hand, this gave her a great and 



50 She Book of the Cunedaus 

unceasing appetite for life. And yet, in the strange way that contradic- 
tory emotions marry in experience, eyery morsel of life she tasted was 
seasoned with the knowledge of death that can give the soul of even one 
so young—she was just seventeen when she met Perregaux—a philo- 
sophical wistfulness. Feeling his eyes upon her, she waited to turn, waited 
attentively while the moment seemed to expand inside her infinitely. 

Second (since there are always many causes for any virtue), she had 
known desperation. And while desperation causes the kind of hysteria 
that can make you fall out of step, it can also give you the blessedly care- 
free attitude that leads to perfect timing. I have seen the worst life has to offer 
and nothing surprises or frightens me, is the mantra. I have nothing left to lose. 

Which brings to mind the single exception to the many descriptions 
we have of Marie Duplessis as refined. We have already told the story. It 
occurred when she was still just a working girl, probably no more than 
fifteen years old. She stood on the Pont-Neuf on her one day off from 
the sweatshop where she worked every other day for at least sixteen 
hours, for starvation wages. That was why she was hungry and that was 
also why she was standing so near a stand that sold fried potatoes and 
why she did not buy what she wanted. But as luck would have It, a gen- 
tleman happened along the bridge at this moment who responded to her 
wish and answered her wish. The man who did this, Nestor Roqueplan, 
would come to know Duplessis later in her life when she had become the 
best-dressed woman in Paris; they traveled in the same circles. But what 
he noticed on this first meeting was that she was unkempt, dressed in 
filthy tagged clothing, and that she grabbed and devoured the frites he 
gave her without any delicacy at all. 

To have experienced extreme deprivation before her ascent to luxury 
would also have given her a covert assurance beneath her refinement, a 
confidence that came from having survived on the streets, which not only 
delayed the advent of her decision to turn toward whoever was staring at 
her but gave the gaze that she did finally return the leisurely air of a 
queen. She did not bat her eyes. She was neither rushing to please him 
nor slipping away from his eyes in modesty. She simply stared back. 

You can see that look today in the many portraits of courtesans that 
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riddle the history of art. Sometimes they are dressed in clothes more 

risqué than proper ladies and sometimes not. But what usually gives each 

woman away is the frank quality of her gaze. Staring directly out of can- 

vas after canvas, the eyes do not flinch or shrink or apologize but instead 

meet you with unremitting candor. 

Now meeting such a gaze, is it not possible that the count lets out an 

almost involuntary laugh as his attention is discovered and returned? He 

has been startled to see that this young woman places herself on an equal 

plane with him. That she is a woman born to a lower rank vanishes in 

the fresh air of her presumption. The count laughs at himself, at the 

rules he has grown up with and at the delightfully casual way that this 

stranger is breaking them all. 

Immediately, and in a pace that is at this instant appropriately quick, 

she grasps the humor, lets him see that she has gotten the joke with a 

brief smile, and then—but this is what will capture his heart forever— 

she turns away. And here it is important to note that although this makes 

him want to follow her, to know more of her, her retreat is not moti- 

vated by the false modesty that society requires of women, but from the 

depths of the character she acquired over a childhood full of loss, in- 

cluding at an early age the disappearance and death of her mother, the 

profundity of experience that in almost every public situation compels 

her to reserve part of herself. 

The example is inspiring, even now. Knowing that the count will in- 

vite her with him to a private party at the Café Anglais and that she will 

accept, that they will become lovers. That (along with many other men) 

he will contribute to her support, that they will eventually enter a brief 

marriage a year before her death, and that he will accompany her body 

to her last resting place on earth. Still following Marie’s exemplary reti- 

cence, let us reserve the rest of her story for a later time. 
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Chapter Iwo 

B cauly 

I look at you and a sense of wonder takes me. 

—Homer, the Odyssey 

HE VIRTUE MOST commonly attributed to courtesans ts 

beauty. We think for instance of Madame de Pompadour, 

that delicately pink blush, reminiscent of certain exquisite 

rose petals, which colors her cheeks in the portraits Boucher painted of 

her. Or one of several women rendered by Titian comes to mind: Flora, 

for instance. No matter that the abundance of her flesh is no longer in 

style. The way her shimmering hair cascades over her corpulent and pre- 

sumably soft shoulder gives pause. 

That beauty would have been a virtue of courtesans is hardly unex- 

pected. It is common knowledge that this attribute excites desire. But 

beauty is more than a prelude to sexual pleasure. It is a pleasure in itself. 

In the presence of a beautiful person, man or woman, the eyes, even at 

times as if unwilled by any thought, but moving instead as if solely of 

their own volition, will wander toward that face, that body, not simply 

to record the fact of beauty but to rest there, absorbing the very sub- 

stance of it. Whether you are moved by the loveliness of luminous eyes 

or the deeply carnal colors of a portrait painted by one of the Venetian 

masters of the Cinquecento, or the calm of an elegantly proportioned 

square framed by eighteenth-century architecture, or a canyon cut 

through red rock that is so immense the dimensions seem to strain the 

capacity to see, you seldom turn away from beauty easily. 

This is true even though beauty is not a simple pleasure. The experi- 
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ence can, in fact, be hazardous. While beholding beautiful eyes, for in- 

stance, you may become suddenly vulnerable to seduction. Encountering 
an old painting, you are forcefully pulled away from the familiar toward 
a sensibility that can be, at times, menacingly foreign; entering the square 

that seems so elegantly balanced, you will feel suddenly off balance, even 

dizzy; and as for the canyon, its grandness will probably push you toward 

the edge of awe, a territory of annihilation, where whoever you thought 

you were momentarily vanishes. 

No wonder then that beauty was once considered sacred. Despite 
whatever danger the desire for beauty involves (the thrill of which may 
sometimes be appealing), the attraction seems almost inevitable. And if 
in pursuit we throw caution to the wind, perhaps this is because beauty 
seems to infuse the whole of existence with a new sense of meaning. 
This is not a significance that belongs to the world of logic. Even lan- 
guage falters at the task of defining what in the end seems inseparable 
from life. Beauty is in itself a quaesitum, the solution that lies at the end 
of a search, the answer to a longing that shapes our lives with a force that 
rivals even the strongest spiritual aspiration. 

Ancient Recipes 

Rarely do we appreciate the creative talents of women who are thought 
to be the great beauties. Beauty is usually described as a passive virtue— 
an attribute bestowed by nature with no effort on the part of the re- 
cipient, who is supposed to be more fortunate than able. The 
contradictions of this thinking become apparent, however, when it is ar- 
gued that beautiful women endanger men. In these arguments, the accu- 
sation is common that beautiful women use artifice to deceive and entrap 
their admirers. The idea that beauty is only “skin-deep” usually accom- 
panies this argument. Though in truth, since “wayward” women were ac- 
cused in such strictures of wearing too much makeup, the beauty in 
question would have been even more superficial. 
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But the morality of constructing beauty is less relevant here than the 

simple fact that the courtesan’s beauty was not just given, it was also 

made. Even what was given, whether it be a beautiful face or body, would 

have needed to be enhanced as well as properly framed. For this reason 

alone, if we are to grasp the true dimensions of the second virtue of 

courtesans, we must understand that legendary beauty is created with 

considerable skill. 

The arts women have employed to create beauty are ancient. The het- 

aerae of Greece, women who were priests and courtesans at the same 

time, were also healers. They were known to use herbal formulas devised 

to nourish skin and hair, as well as sustain the vitality which is so much 

a part of beauty. That during the Renaissance courtesans also used such 

recipes must have contributed to the perception that, like many women 

who were herbalists, they were practicing witchcraft. Among courtesans, 

the recipes were often handed down from mother to daughter. Pietro 

Aretino depicts this transmission in his Dialogues, in which he renders a 

Gictional account of a Renaissance courtesan he calls Nanna. Though he 

wraps his description in misogynistic judgments, he has preserved a por- 

trait for us of an old craft. By his own account, he was well familiar with 

courtesans and their skills. 

Before Nanna makes her debut in Rome, her mother, who had once 

been a courtesan herself, takes great care preparing her daughter for her 

first appearance. Aretino tells us that Nanna and her mother were Tus- 

cans who had recently moved to Rome for the express purpose of launch- 

ing Nannas career, and that in anticipation of this event, Nanna’s mother 

had applied a formula daily to her daughter's face, known to make the 

skin soft. And since Nanna’s hair is described as golden, a color rarely 

natural in this region, most probably in the weeks before their departure, 

her mother would have been employing another procedure, too. After us- 

ing a wash of honey, citrus, and marigold petals on Nanna’s hair, she 

would have given her daughter a hat without a top but with a wide brim 

over which her hair could be spread before she sat in the sun for hours 

until it turned blond, the color preferred in this period. 
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Doubtless the other strategies Aretino describes would have been 
handed down through generations, too, including the way Nanna’s 

mother staged her daughter's first public appearance. Because word had 
traveled about the city that a great beauty had come to Rome, men be- 

gan to congregate outside the house where the mother and daughter were 
staying. But Nanna’s mother would not let her appear in public, nor even 
stand where she was visible in the window. Instead, she let anticipation 

grow until she judged the moment efficacious. Only then did she begin 
to braid her daughter's hair into encircling strands so that it came finally 
to seem like spun gold that had been plaited. 

Choosing what her daughter should wear, the older courtesan knew 
well how to heighten the drama of this effect. Like many artists of the 
petiod who understood the powerful repercussions of placing gold next 
to red, she dressed her daughter in a gown made of crimson satin. From 
this detail alone, her talent is evident. Satin, with a subtle gloss, one that 
did not outshine Nanna’s hair but still had the compelling luminosity of 
a precious stone, would have been the right fabric. 

Here we should remember that recognizing beauty is crucial to en- 
hancing it. [hus, knowing that her daughter's arms were beautiful, 
Nanna’s mother chose a design that was sleeveless. And as with the com- 
pletion of any art, Nanna’s mother also knew when to leave well enough 
alone. Thus, Nanna wore no makeup, which served to accentuate her 
youth. Still, the dramatic impact of her natural coloring was heightened 
by another formula, handed down through generations of women, de- 
signed to make the skin seem very white and fresh, with which her 
mother washed her before she dressed, 

The labor of preparation went on for several hours—and all to cre- 
ate a particularly ephemeral result. Because carefully washed, coiffed, and 
costumed as she was, Nanna stood for just a minute or two in the win- 
dow until she caught the eye of a young man who soon came searching 
for her. The beauty he glimpsed had fired his imagination. Her gold hair 
blazing almost like a vision in the lowering light, the deep luster of red 
following the mysterious curve of her hips, ignited a strange but power- 
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ful alchemy in him. Certain in his heart that he had to have this treasure 

for his own, he hardly had time to realize that he himself was already 

possessed. 

The Pleasure of the Eyes 

What poet would dare, in depicting the pleasure caused by the 

appearance of a great beauty, separate the woman from her dress. 

—Charles Baudelaire, The Painter of Modern Life 

Although conventional wisdom tells us that courtesans made themselves 

beautiful in order to attract wealthy men, the reverse was also true. Many 

sought wealth precisely because they wanted to create and possess beauty. 

Given the profundity of the experience, it is no wonder that regardless 

of circumstance, whether male or female, educatedion not, we all seek 

what is beautiful. No wonder then again that when, as a small child, 

Marie-Ernestine Antigny was summoned by her mother to leave the 

beautiful countryside around Méziéres-sur-Brenne, the little girl hid in 

the attic. At the age of ten, she must have known the subterfuge would 

not work. But a desperate longing to stay in the country propelled her 

to try nevertheless. Ever since she was seven, when her mother departed 

in search of her philandering husband, she had lived with her aunt in this 

region famous for its lushness that is fed by tributaries from the Loire. 

She spent long hours wandering in the fields or riding on horseback 

along a web of trails that wound with slow charm and sudden drama 

through this stunning landscape filled with wide open spaces, punctu- 

ated by lakes, heather, and chestnut forests. 

Paris in the middle of the nineteenth century could be a cold, dark 

place for the poor. But very soon the child found consolation. Her 

mother did housework and sewing for some of the most prominent fam- 

ilies of Paris, including the Gallifets. The marquise de Gallifet, who 

must have been uncommonly kind, helped to send Marie to the very 
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prestigious Couvent des Oiseaux, a convent school where she was ex- 

posed to the wealth and sophistication of het classmates while she 
learned to speak and carry herself like a lady. But what Marie loved best 
about the school were the Catholic services—the organ music, the 

singing, the intense drama of the rituals and the prayers. 

Even today, throughout Paris, the beautiful churches are as great a 
draw for travelers seeking beauty as are the fashion shows. The splendors 
of even the more modest chapels are at least equally if not more sensual. 
The changing hues of daylight streaming through ancient cut-glass win- 
dows alone are stunning. And then there are the paintings in each alcove; 
the soaring buttresses of central naves; the altar of course, dressed loy- 
ingly in lace and velvet; Jesus’ tortured body also beautifully composed 
along the lines of a cross. And here the golden robes of priests, the red- 
robed choristers, the smell of incense, the incantatory poetry of the 
Mass—all would have fused together, as in a countryside, into one ex- 
perience of beauty that was more than the sum of its parts. 

Marie dreamed of becoming a nun. But that was not to be. Still an- 
other disappointment, another loss, was in store for her. When the mar- 
quise died suddenly, Madame Antigny, having no means to continue her 
daughter's education, sent Marie to work as a salesgirl. Just as the fields 
and the chestnut trees had before, the church and its rituals vanished 
from her life. From now on, she would be allowed to immerse herself in 
this beauty for only two hours on Sundays. For the rest of the week, she 
dutifully appeared at a draper’s shop on the rue du Bac, where for twelve 
hours a day she measured and sold bolts of fabric and clothing. 

Yet beauty was not entirely absent from the new life into which she 
had been thrust. These were the first years of the Second Empire in 
France. Though poverty was still evident, certain neighborhoods in Paris 
were newly filled with the evidence of wealth. Luxury shops were open- 
ing everywhere, with sumptuously arranged windows, rivaling the work 
of any artisan. There were windows filled with Kashmir shawls, intri- 
cately woven in India, or with hats piled with the feathers of rare birds, 
windows with embroidered bed linens, with lacy corsets, with beaded 
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evening purses, filigreed fans, with scented candles, dozens of roses and 

bouquets of violets, exquisite perfumes in crystal bottles, pairs of ele- 

gant gloves cut gracefully from brown or red or black or white leather, 

with tiny ivory buttons at the wrist. There were windows displaying hun- 

dreds of varieties of chocolate, moving in precisely calibrated range from 

strong and bitter to milkily sweet. 

And because of its location, the rue du Bac had its own charms. Even 

now, the quarter has the patina of old wealth. Curving from the rue de 

l'Université to the rue de Sévres, it crosses two streets lined with elegant 

old mansions. Built in the eighteenth century, these impenetrably elegant 

white buildings with neoclassical facades seem to loom over you as you 

walk by, as if chastening you into submissive silence with that air of 

unassailable pedigree that only a certain kind of beauty can confer. 

“Tt was a quiet quarter,’ wrote Edith Wharton, who herself lived for 

a period on the rue de Varenne, “in spite of its splendor and its history.” 

The splendor was not lost on Marie, who by now had adopted the name 

her schoolfriends had given her, Blanche, because of her radiantly white 

skin. She knew the power of her own beauty. And day after day, as she 

handled bolts of damask and silk and velvet and tulle, she dreamed of 

how she might augment the effect. 

The story is of course open to interpretation. But here, where con- 

vention would point out how well Blanche began to use her beauty to her 

advantage, we can also see that the lustrous fabrics she handled must have 

captivated her, channeling her dreams in an aesthetic direction. She 

would not have been the first to be so affected by handling beautiful 

cloth. The great designer Charles Frederick Worth, the man considered 

the father of haute couture, began his career as an assistant in a draper's 

shop. 

For different reasons, Blanche was soon to become just as famous. 

Though her elevation was relatively swift, it was more perilous. Like 

many dreamers, she was far from calculating. She was instead almost 

alarmingly naive. One night, she accompanied a young shop assistant to 

the Closerie des Lilas. There, under the flickering light of gas lamps, a 
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new world opened up to her. Laughter was as profuse and scintillating 
as the abundant champagne she was offered while she sat with a table of 
young men, caught up as they were in the music. Perhaps because she lost 
herself in a particularly lusty execution of the cancan, she did not take 
much notice when her companion left. Since the man who eventually se- 
duced her that night was a Romanian, a few weeks later she found her- 

self in Bucharest. 

It was because her Romanian lover brought her to a seedy hotel where 
they lived a somewhat sordid life that she decided to leave this arrange- 
ment to travel and perform with a band of Gypsies. We can easily see 
why the art of Gypsy music and dance appealed to her. But she was 
badly treated, and hence chose to escape this life, too. What followed 
was a short period of despair during which she contemplated joining a 
convent. But instead she became the mistress of an archbishop. From 
there she advanced to a prince, who introduced her to the cream of 
Romanian society, who found her beauty, adorned now with a splendid 
wardrobe and the glittering gems conferred on her by her distinguished 
lovers, irresistible. 

Though she was at the pinnacle of this world, it was not her own. She 
began to feel weary, then ill, and all the while her longing to return to 
Paris grew more intense. It was not just homesickness, the desire to be 
surrounded by the language of her childhood, or to walk under the 
chestnut trees in the gardens of the Luxembourg Palace, or to stand on 
the Pont-Neuf and look back toward the great cathedral of Notre Dame 
which, from that vantage point, seems almost like a majestic ship, float- 
ing in the Seine. Bucharest of course had its own beauty. Even its for- 
eignness would have been exhilarating, at least in the beginning. But just 
before she left Paris, she had begun a new life there, entering for only the 
briefest time the world of sparkling wit, late night champagne, rousing 
dances, glittering gowns and gaslight, which, though it was known as the 
demi-monde, must have seemed mote alive to her than any world she had 
witnessed before. 

Once in Paris, she would have to find a livelihood again. Should it sur- 
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prise us that, not wanting to live with her mother, she moved in with a 

friend who sold used wardrobes? The match was perfect. Ambroisine, 

sharing Blanche’s love of extravagance, urged her on toward what now 

with the advantage of hindsight we can call her destiny. If in the begin- 

ning she may have been somewhat guileless, within the means available 

to her and in her own way Blanche was already composing a life for her- 

self—a life in which her ideas for creating beauty would have little 

restraint. 

Like Mogador two decades before her, she started her journey by 

dancing at the Bal Mabille. She well knew, as did any young woman in 

her position, that this was a good place to be noticed. Her moment came 

when, with the encouragement of a journalist she met that night, she 

broke out into the popular dance called, appropriately, a galop. The sight 

of her flouncing around the ballroom floor caused a minor sensation. In 

just a few days she had signed a contract to appear in a play at the 

Théatre de la Porte Saint-Martin. Since she performed the part of a liv- 

ing statue of Helen of Troy, she neither moved nor spoke. But it hardly 

mattered. The casting was appropriate enough. The beauty of the 

woman she portrayed was said to have launched a thousand ships. 

During a career of many such performances, in which, if and when 

she actually spoke any lines, her acting would be forgiven for other qual- 

ities, what she launched was wave after wave of an almost orgiastic en- 

thusiasm. While Jules Janin once spoke of her harmonious form, others 

were more heated with their praise: “{H]er sensual lips are made to be 

kissed and to empty glasses of champagne.” It was almost as if she had 

the power to evoke fields and grass, rainfall, sunsets, the river Seine it- 

self, together with the good wine and food to be had along its banks. 

“Under the electric lights and the trained opera glasses,” wrote one ad- 

mirer, “she represented the apotheosis of Matter.” 

One can see why, a few years after Blanche’s death, when Zola was 

looking for a life on which to model the character of his heroine, Nana, 

he settled upon this courtesan. The sheer corpulence of her presence 

suited his purpose, which was to cast a cold eye on the corruptions of 
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the Second Empire. But he never knew the real woman, and those who 

did felt his portrait to be nothing like her. Unlike the icily calculating 
Nana, in the early days of her career, Blanche was as naive as she was 

guileless. She would, for instance, fall into such a sound sleep after mak- 

ing love that any man with whom she spent the night could easily slip 
away without leaving her any recompense at all. The solution she finally 
adopted to this problem is symbolic; it points in the direction of the real 
focus of her labors. Before she fell asleep, she would sew her lover's 

nightshirt to her dressing gown. 

She was not unique among courtesans in her love of clothing, A lay- 
ish wardrobe was required for the daily round of events (many of which 
seemed almost as if they were staged like small fashion shows) that 
punctuated a courtesan’s life. Like society ladies, demi-mondaines were ex- 

pected to wear a different dress for each occasion, and this meant that 
they might change their clothing as many as eight times a day. For some 
women, the requirement must have seemed tedious. To return to the 
closet time after time in the course of the day, peeling off layers one af- 
ter the other, first a cloak or coat or shawl, then a dress, and then shoes. 
Perhaps stockings would have to be changed to go with a new dress, and 
all the accessories: different ribbons, bracelets, rings, even requiring at 
times, if the skirt were fuller or the bodice shaped differently, for in- 
stance, a change of lingerie, all with the aid of a maid, and then finally 
the hair restyled to match the whole. The necessity would have prevented 
some women from going out much at all. But to Blanche, this was not 
just a duty. What she wore was a source of pleasure and perhaps, at 
times, the very reason she wanted to go out. To show off her wardrobe. 

There were peignoirs she could put on for receiving at home, dresses 
and shoes suitable for walking in the Tuilerie Gardens, clothes to wear 
at cafés along the Grands Boulevards in midmorning, when, for instance, 
she would meet her first lover of the day, and the dresses she would wear 
for what Joanna Richardson has called “the regulation drive” in the Bois 

‘de Boulogne. She would pethaps want to change into still different 
clothes if she chose to take an apéritif in the early evening, and then 
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change yet again, this time into diamonds and furs, if she wanted to at- 

tend the theatre. But she was glad for the requirement. Every occasion 

gave her one more opportunity to display her talent for dressing. 

The stage provided ,a perfect arena for her extraordinary ability. Not 

only her beauty but her costumes compensated for the talent she lacked 

as an actress. They were usually extravagant and hence monumentally ex- 

pensive. In one production, Le Chateau a Toto, she entered the second act 

to the accompaniment of Offenbach’s music wearing a dress that cost 

15,000 francs (a small fortune in the nineteenth century); this creation 

was followed in the next act by a transparent peignoir trimmed with Bel- 

gian lace valued at 6,000 francs. In another performance she was so 

thickly covered in diamonds that one critic wrote: “This is not an actress 

we see on the stage before us but a jewelry store.” The size of her per- 

sonal wardrobe was legendary, too. The journalist Callias tells us that 

her departure for a tour to Baden caused a traffic jam when the thirty- 

seven coaches required to carry her dresses and hats obstructed the rue 

Ecuries-d’Artots. 

But size and expenditure were only part of the story. The fabrics and 

gems, the colors, cuts, flounces, and feathers that she draped, pinned, 

and arranged around her body touched and moved a nascent spirit in her 

audience. You can sense this in the enthusiasm with which Théodore de 

Banville describes the dress Antigny wore in the brief comedy, On demand 

des ingénues. “Green, the color of waves ...it does not seem to have been 

cut and stitched ... but trimmed and tossed into shape by the delicate 

hands of a fairy.” By his account, the dress excited perception itself to 

action: “[I]n every little corolla of green crepe...a diamond shines and 

glitters and sparkles in sidereal whiteness, and the light audaciously 

comes and kisses it.” Of course, gowns and jewels cannot create such ef- 

fects by themselves. Blanche’s passionate love for beauty was behind it all, 

an insatiable desire that against so many odds was fed again and again in 

increasingly lavish proportions. 

If de Banville was to write after her death that she “wore fiery dia- 

monds and rich clothes like the natural accessories of her triumph,” the 
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triumph was collective. Using the magic of couture and her own elegant 

carriage, she created a beauty made to be shared and shared bountifully. 

Her decorated body offered and gave “all that could be desired,” as de 

Banville wrote, “for the pleasure of the eyes.” A cup overflowing with 

sweet salaciousness, she embodied a fantasy of realization, of wishes im- 

mediately satisfied—one that was cherished by many successful men 
during the prosperous days of the Second Empire. She became, in the 
words of another critic, “the Venus who characterized an age.” 

The character in question, however, was given multiple readings. No 

matter how fervently satisfaction was sought, still the age was ambivalent 

about its pleasures. In a famous painting for which she was the model, 

though Paul Baudry partially revealed her lush body and captured the 
opulent style of her clothing by draping her hips in a swath of shiny 
azure fabric, he fashioned her as a repentant Magdalen, newly awakened 

to the holiness of chastity. Zola went in the other direction. As depicted 
through his heroine, Nana, the courtesan became a femme fatale, lead- 

ing one man after another to financial ruin. 

But Blanche was neither. She did not repent. Nor did she have cold 
blood running in her veins. In the end, she ruined her career for pas- 
sionate love. Which should not be entirely surprising if we consider how 
much erotic love resembles the love of beauty. Like eros, beauty Opens 
the heart, softening not only the gaze but intent itself Under either the 
influence of beauty or love, induced to linger, as we sink into the realm 
of feeling, we forget to calculate our losses. 

When she fell in love with Luce, a tenor who performed at the Folies 
Dramatiques, Blanche dismissed her most wealthy benefactor so that she 
could spend all her time with her new lover. He was a short, round man, 
described by one observer as resembling a small ball. Perhaps it was the 
beauty of his voice that drew her to him. Yet their time together was to 
be brief. Already ill from consumption, he died within two years. 

She was stricken then not only with grief but with poverty. During 
the period when she was faithful to Luce, and therefore without bene- 
factors, Blanche lost her savings, her credit, her extravagant collection of 
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jewelry, and every one of the carriages that had once transported her in 

style along the Champs-Elysées. She tried with some success to regain 

her career in the theatre, until soon after her mother died. She fell seri- 

ously ill and found herself alone in a hotel room while her fever rose 

dangerously. But she was not the only courtesan with a heart. It was 

because of the kindness of another cocotte, Caroline Letessier, who dis- 

patched a carriage to carry her to her own luxurious mezzanine apart- 

ment on the boulevard Haussmann, that Blanche lived out her last days 

in relative comfort. She was still beautiful when she died at the age of 

thirty-four. 

We might be tempted here to make death itself the moral of the 

story, if it were not for the fact that all of us die. This is a peril that 

beauty promises us, even with the first sight of a tree in blossom, a green 

field, an innocently beautiful face; though we may not be fully aware of 

the thought, we consider time, and the effects of age, of death. In the 

contemplation of beauty, no matter how quickly the knowledge of mor- 

tality passes through consciousness, a thread of subtle and almost sweet 

sadness will be embroidered there. 

A Collaboration 

Against a background of hellish light, or if you prefer an aurora 

borealis—red, orange, sulfur yellow, pink (to express an idea. of 

ecstasy and frivolity) ... there arises the protean image of wanton 

beauty—Baudelaire, The Painter of Modern Life 

I have come to recognize that in Baudelaire’s work, Jeanne [Duval] 

is often depicted as a mirror of the Voudou goddess, Ezili.... 

—Randy Conner, Mirror of My Love 

As with everything that is fabled, the famous beauty of courtesans con- 

tinues to haunt us today. Even when no image remains, the words of wit- 

nesses, recorded in memoirs or letters from the times, tempt us with 
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what we can no longer see. In the portraits we have of Marie Duplessis, 

for instance, where her smiles all havevan air of sadness, her mouth re- 

mains closed. Thus, we can only try to imagine the dazzling white teeth 

that were so often mentioned in the descriptions we have of her. 

Yet some of the words which have been written about courtesans far 

outshine any physical likeness. Think for instance of the sculpture of 

Madame Sabatier that can be found on the ground floor of the Musée 

d’Orsay. It is called La Femme piqué par un serpent. From the expression on 

her face, it is easy to guess what kind of snake did the deed. She is in 
a swoon. But as successful as the sculpture may be, Jean-Baptiste 

Clésinger’s stone is no match for the lines Baudelaire wrote about 

Sabatier in Les Fleurs du mal: 

Your head, your mood, the way you move, 

With a beauty like the beauty of the countryside 

As laughter plays across your face 

Like fresh wind in a clear sky. 

If it is in the epistemological nature of all perception to be subjective, 
this is especially so where the perception of beauty is concerned. When 
he wrote those lines, Baudelaire was obsessed with Sabatier. He would 
have a friend leave the poems he addressed to her at the door of her 
apartment. 

Apollonie Sabatier, or Aglaé-Joséphine Savatier, as she was named by 
her mother, was the natural child of a vicomte and a seamstress. It was 
because the vicomte, who was also the prefect of the Ardennes, was able 
to arrange a marriage between her mother and a sergeant in the 47th In- 
fantry, André Savatier, that she was christened with his name. The fam- 
ily lived in Méziéres and Strasbourg, before finally moving to Paris, 
where, since Aglaé showed promise as a singer, she was sent to study with 
a great performer, Madame Cinti. Indeed, she seemed destined for a ca- 
‘Teer as a concert artist or opera singer, until at a charity concert she was 
introduced to a former Belgian diplomat, the industrialist Alfred Mos- 
selman. Captivated by a beauty soon to be legendary and by her light, 

= 
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charming manner, he set Aglaé up as his mistress in an apartment on the 

rue Frochot, in quartier Bréda, on the slopes of the hill that rises up into 

Montmartre, an area thick with artists, writers, and courtesans. (There 

were so many lorettes living there that they were named after the local 

church, Notre Dames des Lorettes.) 

Because Mosselman was married, he used Fernand Broissard as a mes- 

senger between himself and his lover, and it was through this man that 

the young woman met a wider circle of friends. Broissard invited her to 

the monthly dinners he gave at the Hétel Pimodan, where he lived on the 

Ile-Saint-Louis. Soon she was also attending meetings of the Club des 

haschichins, which met at Théophile Gautier’s apartment in the same build- 

ing. Balzac, Gautier, Flaubert and Maxine du Camp, and Baudelaire are 

only a few among those who have become illustrious who attended these 

events. By then, Aglaé had changed her name to the more elegant Apol- 

lonie Sabatier, And because of the electric effect of her presence at these 

gatherings, which seemed to fuse all who were present into a more gen- 

erous body, she was also given another name: la Présidente. Soon she was 

entertaining the same men, together with Delacroix, Berlioz, Gérard de 

Nerval, Henri Murger (whose novel inspired La Bohéme), and Arséne 

Houssaye at her own apartment. 

Sabatier’s presence also contributed a distinct aesthetic pleasure to the 

gatherings. Like Blanche d’Antigny, la Présidente loved fashion. She dressed 

with such a striking originality that the artists she knew began to involve 

themselves with her wardrobe. As well as making creative suggestions re- 

garding her apparel, some of them even designed clothing for her. Both 

dressed and undressed she was sculpted by Jean-Baptiste Clésinger twice; 

Ernest Meissonier did several paintings of her. Ernest Feydeau made 
her 

the central figure in his novel, Sylvie. 

The love affair she had with Baudelaire was notoriously short. In the 

beginning, Sabatier did not return the poet's love. But after Les Fleurs du 

mal was published, she offered herself to him as an homage. They spent 

only one night as lovers, after which she fell in love with him and he fell 

out of love with her. Though she came to love the poet as well as his 

words, Baudelaire, as 1t turns out, loved the ideal he had created of her 
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more than the breathing reality. “A few days ago,” he wrote, “you were a 
deity, which is so convenient, so noble, so inviolable. And then there you 
are, a woman.” Instead of lovers, they became friends. 

There were many bonds between them, but perhaps the strongest was 
that they were both captivated by beauty. Just as Baudelaire, who wrote 
a great deal about the images being created by his friends, collected and 
studied art, la Présidente, who had been a singer and still loved music, also 
surrounded herself with artists and their work, even painting, herself, in 
her later years. They both loved literature. In the beginning it was above 
all Baudelaire’s poetry that had impassioned Sabatier. And in different 
ways they were both creators of beauty. What he described in words, she 
knew how to embody. Sharing the love of beauty as they did, they were 
collaborators in the creation of an aesthetic sensibility, giving shape to 
the astonishingly fecund atmosphere of the nineteenth century. 

Gustave Courbet captured a moment in the process of this creation 
with his celebrated painting L’Atelier du peintre. In the middle of the canvas, 
a half-finished painting sits on an easel. Before the easel stands a model, 
who watches Courbet paint a landscape in which, curiously, no likeness 
of her can be found. Aligned with her and witnessing the process, too, 
Sabatier is prominent in the circle that, surrounding the work, seems al- 
most to generate the painting. She is dressed in black, a Kashmiri shawl 
draped over her shoulder, her back turned to Baudelaire, who, sitting, turns 
his attention to the pages of a book. 

In Courbet’s mind, all those who had contributed to the chemistry of 
his art must have been there, even if only symbolically. Was it a con- 
scious decision on his part to make the shawl Sabatier wore sO promi- 
nent? With this article of clothing he had included much that, though 
absent in one sense, was present in another. Of course the Kashmiri 
shawl, being such a critical part of a lady's wardrobe, would have recalled 
the world of fashion. And since this coveted item of clothing cost more 
than a working woman could earn over a decade, in a subtle way, as with 
the presence of Sabatier herself, the existing difference between classes 
had been conjured. And then there was the provenance of the scarf it- 
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self, made by women paid very little for their labor, in another country, 

India, which signified, as well as the exigencies of the empire Europe 

was building, all the worlds and even world views to be found outside 

Europe. : 

The original painting contained one more figure, the woman who 

more than any other had evoked the exotic realities described by Baude- 

laire in his poetry. Yet for some reason still unknown to us, Baudelaire 

requested that Courbet excise the image of Jeanne Duval from his paint- 

ing. Perhaps she did not like her portrait, or perhaps he feared the jeal- 

ousy of Sabatier, who, after being rejected by Baudelaire, referred to 

Baudelaire’s mistress sarcastically as “his ideal.” 

The remark was laden with an unstated prejudice. Jeanne, whose skin 

was lightly brown, and who was born in Santo Domingo, had been the 

object of disparaging remarks that slyly referred to race more than once. 

Even Baudelaire, who loved her passionately, was not entirely free of the 

attitude which penetrated his culture. Yet in his case there is far more to 

the story. Between the lines of his poems and letters, we can sense a 

struggle between the world view into which he was born and the one that 

drew him to Jeanne. Although she was described by many, including 

Théodore de Banville and Nadar (who was her lover for a period) as very 

beautiful, there is every reason to believe that it was also the way she saw 

the world that Baudelaire found compelling. 

As Randy Cooper suggests, it is. easy to: see the mark of African 

philosophies, particularly Voudou, in the poems Baudelaire wrote to 

Jeanne. Can it be an accident that in La Chevelure in which Baudelaire tells 

us “Africa burns,” Jeanne’s hair is described as blue, the color of the 

Voudou goddess Ezili? Reading “Sed Non Satiata” the influence 1s 

wrapped in a subtle ambivalence: 

Strange deity, obscure as nights 

that smell of musk and smoke from Havana, 

work of some obi, Faust of the Savannah, 

sorceress hemmed by ebony, daughter of every dark midnight. 



70 She Book of Uhe Courtesans 

Yet though his ambivalence is sometimes stronger (when for instance 
he refers to Jeanne as a “demon without pity”), Baudelaire is perpetually 
drawn in the direction of her philosophy. We begin to understand more 
about the nature of this attraction when in “Sed Non Satiata” we read 
the line “the elixir of your lips where love struts,” a phrase which recalls 

the image of a Voudou priestess. 

Perhaps here Zora Neale Hurston’s account of an exchange in 
Voudou ritual will explain the deeper meaning that stands behind the 
metaphor. As Hurston tells us, at the moment when the priestess is 
asked by the celebrants, “What is the truth?” she responds by throwing 
back her veil to reveal her body, A body which, according to the Voudou 

view of the cosmos, is the source of all life and thus also the answer to 
all mystery. 

But whether or not it is Jeanne’s knowledge of the religion of Voudou 
reflected here, Baudelaire makes it clear that the view of the world he has 
received through his mistress enriches his own vision, giving him an ex- 
perience of existence which, even while it feels strange, also seems as if 
it had always belonged to him. “You return to me,” he writes in La 
Chevelure, “the blue sky, immense and round.” Though he was frightened 
and scandalized by her, through her eyes the world could be reborn to 
him each day with new beauty. 

Her Portrait 

When he wanted to draw or paint some Sigure, and had before him a 
real woman or man, that object would so affect his sense of sight and 
his spirit would enter into what he was representing so that he seemed 
conscious of nothing else —Persio, on witnessing Titian at work 

... So it seems to me that in Titian’s colors God placed the paradise of 
our bodies—Tullia @’Aragora, Dialogue on the Infinity of Love 

The model for the painting is unknown to us. It is only because the 
woman portrayed here holds a bouquet of flowers that the work was 
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named Flora a century after it was painted. Flora, the goddess of flowers, 

was a courtesan herself before she became a deity. But that the sitter was 

4 courtesan is clear for other reasons, too. In the sixteenth century, it was 

fashionable to paint the, cortigiana in just this manner, torso and head fill- 

ing the frame, the subject facing the painter, her hair cascading over one 

shoulder. Each of these details would have been read as a sign. A re- 

spectable woman of this period would never have allowed herself to be 

seen in public with her hair down. And certainly she would not have ap- 

peared as this woman does, only half-clothed, wearing a long white un- 

dershirt, the ancestor of our camisoles, called a camicia, a garment that, 

with its light-catching folds, is pulled down on the right by the same 

hand that holds the sumptuous dress the model is no longer wearing. 

The painting is famous for the contrasts rendered, thus, the shiny em- 

broidered surface of her dress placed next to the bare skin of her breast, 

making both textures more intense. You feel almost as if you were glid- 

ing your fingers over the fabric and then her skin. Yet the effect is sub- 

tle. She is not fully revealed. Is that a shadow cast by her hand or just the 

upper edge of her nipple that we can barely see above the resplendent 

fabric? Since we cannot say for certain, after all, whether it is nipple or 

shading, the uncertainty creates a compellingly sensual mystery. An 

opacity which mirrors the atmosphere the courtesan knew how to create 

as part of the practice of seduction. The same subtlety can be seen in 

the expression on her face. Her eyes askance, she appears almost modest 

in the way that she avoids the direct scrutiny of the painter. Though he 

was known for his skill at artifice, the expression must have been one 

Titian observed as well as created. A quality possessed by the sitter. A 

certain honesty. You can see it in the complexity of the presence the 

painter has captured. It 1s authenticity that makes her expression so 

compelling. Though reticent, she does not hide the reticence she feels. 

She lets herself be seen as she is. In this sense, her underdress 1s sym- 

bolic. Unlike those with lesser talents who would conceal or pretend, she 

is accustomed to using her real feelings in her profession. This is how 

she achieves the intimate moments for which she is so esteemed. And yet 

even this presence, like Titian’s painting, 1s not without artifice. Intimacy 
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is her art. And like the painter, she knows well how to create a moving 
composition from elements of truth. , 

No wonder Titian chose to paint her. Kindred souls, they both in- 
habit the space that hovers between reality and artifice, a territory in- 
formed by telling details and evocative glimpses. Is it just the hint of 
makeup with which she adorns herself, the layers of fine clothing so art- 
fully assembled, the rich colors with which she surrounds herself, or is it 
something else, too, that inspires him as he paints? Perhaps complexity 

itself. Her modesty, for instance, is not simple. She turns her gaze away 
in a definitive manner, while at the same time, her strong presence, the 
luster of her hair, her body, which is neither withdrawn nor fearful but 
instead calmly sensate, charges the canvas. 

Her beauty has pushed Titian past the limits of his art. In order to 
reflect the quality that so fascinates him, he has had to augment his craft. 
Like Bellini before him, who turned to oil paints to capture the quality 
of the courtesans he wanted to portray, Titian, using oil, too, paints one 
color on top of another before the first is dry. It is all there in the lay- 
ers—the fusion of seeming opposites, the sense of a history beneath the 
surface, of a knowledge not exactly hidden but nevertheless a carefully 
guarded resource. 

We might propose that Aretino, who was a close friend of Titian, was 
aiming at the same complexity when he wrote of his character, the Ro- 
man courtesan Nanna, as she appeared at the window, trying to arouse 
desire, when he said that she affected the innocence of a nun and yet 
looked down with the assurance of a married woman playing the pros- 
titute. But next to Titian’s canvas, this description seems oddly empty. 
Since Aretino depicts only contrivance, his work seems contrived. 

Titian, on the other hand, gives us density. The innocence he depicts 
seems real. She appears to be young, no more than nineteen, probably 
younger. Since in that period Venetian women married at fourteen, 
the age at which Aretino claims Nanna started her career, her youth 
alone would not have argued innocence. Certainly the stereotypical idea 
adopted by Aretino toward his subject, a concept that is alive even today, 
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is that women who are not virgins have lost their innocence. Yet most 

women know that innocence is not entirely dependent upon sexual 

knowledge. Did Titian know this, too? Or was it simply that he loved 

what he saw and wanted to capture it faithfully? We are moved even un- 

willingly by this image. 

Of course he captures artifice as well, and here, since he makes no 

moralizing comment, the power of it to sway us Is unabated. It is a man- 

nered honesty he presents us with, inextricable from the beauty that wells 

up out of his color, the fine lines rendered by his brush, and the light— 

here dazzling, there somber, here gracefully bright, there burnished but 

penetrating—soaked into the canvas as it is into our eyes. We cannot 

separate ourselves from the sitter. Looking, we are lost wherever she is 

lost, triumphant with her triumph, shaken by her splendor, desirous, cal- 

culating and reticent, imnocent and wise with worldliness. 

And there is this, too. Gazing at her portrait, we are staring into an- 

other time and place. You can almost hear the waters of Venice washing 

against the sides of the canals as, hair streaming, camicia billowing, Flora 

fairly overflows from the canvas. 

For some reason not entirely understood, many painters have been 

able to capture the spirit of an age by depicting the bodies of courte- 

sans. Doubtless there are numerous other reasons why so many painters 

would have chosen to portray them. Some were practical. What other 

women besides courtesans and prostitutes would allow themselves to be 

depicted in such a frankly sensual manner? Certainly, too, the image of 

the courtesan would have conjured the erotic force that gives birth to so- 

cial and artistic movements. That the cortigiana was not only a transgres- 

sor but symbolic of transgression itself would only have increased the 

effect. 

But the paintings themselves, even this painting entitled Flora, speak 

of reasons beyond this reasoning. We need only to think of the desire 

that often can be found sequestered within the wish to make love to a 

courtesan. Notice how, though with one hand Flora offers flowers to her 

beholder and with the other pulls down her shirt, almost revealing a nip- 
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ple, her eyes tell another story. The message is evident. If you seek a 
night with her, or even several nights, most likely you will be given what 
you want. But though you have every success in the world, every means 
of power, including wealth, though you are a doge, for instance, and have 
recently built a grand palazzo along the Grand Canal, something in her 
will still prove elusive, tempting you to try to reach that which seems for- 
ever beyond you, though every effort you make to get closer only unray- 
els the garments of your own composure. Until, if you are wise, you 
learn what the painter already seems to know: what you have found so 
compelling is exactly this, that in a glimpse of the grandeur you cannot 
possess, for a fraction of an instant, you can see that beneath the dense 
patina of appearances, what you have been calling yourself is constantly 
being created, made from a mixture of art and innocence, of what al- 
ready exists and what is now just being imagined. 



LIANE DE POUGY 

Fuggeslion 

(THE SECOND EROTIC STATION) 

Sa 1s 1s How Jean Lorrain described the image that greeted all 

Liane’s visitors: “Taller, slenderer, more refined than ever, with that 

transparent complexion and those bluish circles round her great fright- 

ened doe-eyes.” Liane de Pougy would stretch her willowy frame over the 

white satin chaise-lounge for which she was justly famous. As if pouring 

from the glistening satin and fur trimming, the sumptuous dress she 

wore had wide and flowing sleeves of white brocade, and both the fab- 

ric and the lining of the dress were patterned with lilies. Which was fit- 

ting, because she herself must have seemed like a fragrant flower, her 

UE: 
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long neck, encircled with six strands of pearls, bending forward as she 
received each guest. ‘ 

She had a talent for creating visual effects. Whether you were the li- 
brettist Henri Meilhac, who wrote the lyrics for Offenbach’s operas (and 
who had paid Liane 80 million francs just to contemplate her nude 
body), or the American heiress Natalie Barney, who was for a time 
Liane’s lover, the various settings Liane arranged for herself would have 
been irresistibly enchanting. 

The color white can create a cold, almost sanitized atmosphere, but it 
can also conjure fantasies of another kind entirely. Under its influence, 
worlds of delicacy and grace will arise in your mind, realms peopled 
with diaphanous beings whose arms (or is it wings?) glow as they rush 
past your ears. Your dream becomes almost real as you swear you can 
taste icy strawberries crushed in your mouth, and is it because your eyes 
are brimming with a child’s tears of delight that everything around you 
seems to shimmer? Then, suddenly returned to the present as Pougy 
moves just slightly toward you, the sight of her hands framed by filigrees 
of shining thread suggests a touch so soft and subtle that even in the 
midst of a snowdrift, you will begin to melt. And while she speaks to 
you now, it seems that, like the sweet pistils of the thousand lilies that 
dance over her body, her tongue has begun to flicker in and out of your 
mouth. 
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Chapter Three 

Cheek 

I like restraint, if it doesn’t go too far. 

—Mae West 

HILE TRUE CHEEKINESS contains a mixture 

of bravado and insolence, it suffers from the draw- 

backs of neither. Where bravado hints of fear lying 

just beneath the surface and where insolence can express bitter or even 

rancid resentments, cheek has none of these shadowy resonances. It has, 

rather, a bracing but enlivening effect, which even as it startles charges 

the atmosphere with all the drama of a bolt of lightning. 

Though not every courtesan possessed this virtue in the same mea- 

sure, almost all of them had to have some degree of cheek. A wellborn 

woman who was no longer marriageable because of scandal would have 

to navigate an atmosphere filled with whispered judgments, not simply 

with her head held high but with a kind of sparkling élan, a manner 

whose very force would make what was said against her seem negligible. 

And for those who were not wellborn there was a stronger current to 

face, not just passing reprimands over impropriety but the resistance 

against the implicit challenge their very presence made to society's deep- 

est sense of order. 

Yet, formidable as social disapproval can be, it also serves to develop 

cheek. Partly from desperation, and partly due to solitude, which even if 

forced upon her, nurtures insight, a woman suffering from the pain of 

society's rejection might come to detect a certain hollowness in the ar- 

guments that she should live under a more strict sexual code than'men. 

WS) 
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Moreover, once fallen, the spotlessconduct and the rules by which she 
had been carefully taught to behave would now, ironically, precisely be- 
cause of society's censure, be proven unnecessary. 

The harsher circumstances faced by women who were not born to the 
upper classes only made their perceptions correspondingly more pene- 
trating. It is clear, for instance, that in the seventeenth century, over a 
hundred years before the French Revolution, the celebrated courtesan 
Marion Delorme had already seen through distinctions of rank which 
separated one citizen from another. “Without his biretta and his scarlet 
robes,” she is famous for saying, “a Cardinal is a very little man.” She 
was speaking of Richelieu, a man who virtually ruled France for decades. 
But that she had been intimate with him would have put the dimensions 
of his power in a very different perspective. 

And there is this to consider. Doubtless, such entitlements were less 
imposing to a woman whose existence was not recognized by the social 
order, an order that could easily have seemed a charade to her. Since a 
courtesan who was not wellborn had to learn late all the manners that 
aristocratic children are taught from birth, she understood perhaps bet- 
ter than most how much social position is both expressed and main- 
tained by performance. It was a skill which, in the end, allowed many 
courtesans to surpass all others. When Edwige Feulliére was criticized in 
London for playing the courtesan Marguerite in La Dame aux camélias 
as if she were a grande dame, she responded by saying, “The courtesans 
of France were the only grandes dames.” Indeed, it was the great actress 
Rachel, a courtesan like so many women of her profession, who taught 
the empress Eugénie how to curtsy while scanning an audience with 
her eyes. 

But there was an element Eugénie cannot have learned. Not only were 
the daily performances the great courtesans gave infused with the de- 
lightful humor that can only come from understanding that we are all 
merely players on the stage of life, but their gestures were fired by the 
considerable bravura required to pull off the whole charade. Thus we 
can easily see why, in the heat of such victories, these particular players 
were found so irresistible. 
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Wellington’s Surrender 

When people talk to me about the weather, I always feel they mean 

something else—Oscar Wilde 

Imagine, then, how it would have felt at the very beginning of the nine- 

teenth century to the fledgling courtesan Harriet Wilson, the daughter 

of a Swiss watchmaker in Mayfair, when she made her first entrance into 

high society. Her family was respectable enough, but tradesmen and their 

children were not welcomed into the circles she had entered. Yet even if 

she were greeted bya chill, we would find no trembling in her demeanor. 

Cheek, which she had in great abundance, carried her through as surely 

as a blazing fire on a very cold night. 

In a few short years Wilson became the most popular woman 

among those who were called “the fashionable impure” of the Re- 

gency. Her success cannot be credited to beauty, for which she was not 

known. Rather, it was cheek itself, which only deepened over time, that 

made her so attractive. She had, in the words of Sir Walter Scott, “the 

manner of a wild schoolboy.” She was in the fullness of her powers 

when she met the celebrated Duke of Wellington. And in a sense, so 

was he. Since defeating Napoléon at the battle of Waterloo, all of 

England sat at his feet. 

However, at least in the account she recorded in her memorrs, 

Wellington was no match for her. According to Wilson, she sensed the 

weakness of her suitor immediately. Having paid Mrs. Porter, who was 

a procurer, 100 guineas to arrange an introduction with Harriet, and 

promised the same amount to her for a short meeting, he arrived punc- 

tually, and bowing, thanked her for agreeing to see him. But as he tried 

to take her hand, she withdrew hers, chiding him. “Really, for such a 

renowned hero you have very little to say for yourself.” 

Elaborately polite himself, cosseted by the rules of polite society, like 

many great soldiers, the duke was oddly inept socially. But he must have 

been especially flustered on first meeting Harrtet, because after uttering 
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the phrase “beautiful creature,” he immediately asked after her current 
lover, who was also a friend of his. “Where is Lorne?” the duke said. 

Reacting to the inappropriateness of his question, which made her 
feel, in her words, “out of all patience with his stupidity,” she asked him 
directly, “Good gracious, what come you here for, Duke?” 

‘To which, apparently still transfixed and somewhat at a loss for words, 
the duke blurted out, “Beautiful eyes, yours!” 

The compliment did not soften her attitude. 

“Aye man!” she answered him quickly. “They are greater conquerors 
than ever Wellington shall be.” To which she added, even more impu- 
dently, “But, to be serious, I understood you came here to try to make 

yourself agreeable.” 

If then the duke finally lost his temper, demanding, “What, child, do 
you think I have nothing better to do than to make speeches to please 
ladies?,” still he stayed. Offended as he may have seemed, Wellington 
was to become one of Harriet’s lovers. The affair between them lasted 
many years, during which time he resolved her debts and contributed 
generously to her support. Perhaps he was charmed by her apparently ef- 
fortless ability to insult him, which is illustrated by a brief excerpt from 
a later dialogue. Trying no doubt to be romantic, the duke told her, “I 
was thinking of you last night after I got into bed.” To which, without 
missing a beat, Harriet responded, “How very polite to the Duchess.” 

If the appeal of such rudeness is mysterious, an engraving found in 
the first edition of her memoirs illustrating her account of their first 
meeting reveals another side to the story. Here the great soldier is de- 
picted hat in hand, in a lackluster posture, less a bow than an odd ges- 
ture of hesitancy and defeat. In sympathy for his plight, he was not 
known to be handsome. Wilson commented that he looked to her like a 
rat, and though she was impressed by his accomplishments, she found 
him essentially boring. He was decidedly not a ladies’ man, and this must 
have made him uncertain of himself, even in the role of a paying suitor. 
‘Yet the engraver has captured another quality, less shyness than a curi- 
ous kind of collapse. His arms hang beside him like dead weights. 

Sitting in a straightback chair, Harriet’s demeanor is altogether different. 

Leal 



@uerek 83 

Her arms, one curled in her lap, the other slung over the back of the chair, 

are relaxed comfortably in an almost modern way. There is a blush to her 

cheeks. Her breasts seem to fill the room less with size than with the exu- 

berant implication of sexuality. One foot edges forward, not nervously, but 

instead aware and ready. Though her head, covered with dangling curls, is 

tilted to one side, this is clearly not, as is often the case with so many 

women, a gesture of obedience, but rather a teasing pose. In striking con- 

trast to the duke, the consummate effect of her presence is of vitality. 

One can only imagine the causes of the duke’s relative deflation. Per- 

haps battle has tired him. And then again, perhaps off the battlefield, 

without such clear demarcations of danger and victory, life has lost its 

meaning for him. Confused by domestic intrigue, he only vaguely grasps 

this terrain, which is why he clings so tenaciously to the manners he per- 

forms with rote dullness. And since he is usually surrounded by so many 

admirers, some of them even sycophants, none of whom will ever risk 

saying anything disagreeable to him, he is probably used to being bored. 

No wonder then that the young woman sitting across the drawing room 

captivates him so. She does not indulge in small talk. With an easy wit, she 

cuts through the stuffy air of politeness and the wooden manner of his 

entrance to tell him exactly what is transpiring between them, even spelling 

out his own desires. She is, he suddenly realizes, breaking the soporific pat- 

tern that has become familiar to him. Far from sycophantic, her words, 

though amusing, seem more like an assault. Finding himself on the bat- 

tlefield once more, his nerves begin to quicken and he feels alive again. 

We must note here that to be truly effective, cheek must be accom- 

panied by an educated intelligence. It is not just that Harriet is ignorant 

of manners but rather that she understands the purpose of them very 

well. And for this reason she never allows herself to be treated without 

the respect of proper protocol. (She was known to have banished a 

prince from her presence because he failed to remove his hat.) 

Far from ignorant of manners, Harriet is particularly adept at reveal- 

ing the meanings of protocol. In the world to which the duke was born, 

where raw power 1s veiled by title, tradition, and pomp, public events, 

meetings, and conversations have a strangely empty quality, as if reality 
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had been banished. But Harriet allows nothing to be veiled. It is not only 

that her gown is cut low across her breasts, nor that she sees the em- 

peror’s proverbial nakedness; the empire, too, with every euphemism, and 

all its secret dealings, seems to shed its clothing in her presence. 

Perhaps this is why it is not just Wellington who is drawn to her. In- 

deed, it seems as if all the great men of the British Empire come even- 

tually to sit at her feet. Along with the Marquess of Lorne, heir of the 

Duke of Argyll, she has enlisted the attention of the Marquess of 

Worcester, heir of the Duke of Beaufort; Lord Frederick Bentinck, son 

of the Duke of Portland; the Duke of Leinster; Lord Craven, Lord Al- 

vanley, and Henry Brougham, a member of Parliament. The poet Byron 

is her good friend. And along with the most powerful ladies and gentle- 
men in London, she is invited to all the fashionable parties. 

Certainly, such a guest presents a formidable risk. Though polite silence 

can be fatally dull, even without trying, almost any courtesan supplies a 

vivid reminder of what everyone knows but cannot mention. Stories of lust 
and desire, of gain and loss and accumulation, the source of so much sig- 
nificance so carefully hidden now perched at the edge of her tongue. She is 
like a jack-in-the-box, a flying fish, a roman candle about to burst into 

sparkling plumes of light. You can never tell what she will say or do next. 
But you can certainly count on her to deliver you from boredom. 

“A Masterpiece of Impertinence” 

Shut your mouths, I’m opening mine. 

—the singer Fréhel to her 

audience at a cabaret in Paris 

There is more to say about brazenness itself. The audacity that fuels 
cheek reveals a spirit not merely willing but very eager to tell the truth. 
A good example is afforded us by the brief dialogue that took place 
when the courtesan Esther Guimond, traveling through Naples, was 
stopped for a routine examination of her Passport. 

bai 
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“What is your profession?” the official in charge asked her. 

“A woman of independent means,” she answered discreetly. 

But when she saw that the official, who looked bewildered, did not 

seem to understand her, she cried out impatiently, “Courtesan—take 

care you remember it.” 

To which, probably fired by the energy of her own speech, she added, 

widening her audacity. “And go and tell that Englishman over there.” 

We do not know precisely how she came to be so brazen. The history 

has been lost. But it is clear that once she crossed the barrier against us- 

ing the word “courtesan,” she accelerated her transgression with a kind 

of glee. In this she was part of a larger insurrection against propriety in 

language, the same joyous revolution that can be felt in Rimbaud’s 

“Chant de Guerre Parisian” where he writes “Oh May, What delirious 

bare asses.” 

Like Rimbaud, Guimond’s verbal rebellions were not only defiant but 

talented. The sharpness of her tongue was remarkable enough that, in a 

Paris full of famous wits, she was famous for her repartee. A lover of the 

journalist Emile de Girardin for many years, she was known to have con- 

tributed more than once to his work. And when, after the popular revolts 

of 1848, Girardin was on the verge of being executed for conspiracy, she 

saved his life with her sharp wit. Approaching Cavaignac, the chief exec- 

utive officer in charge of Girardin’s case, a man who was also a friend, 

she ridiculed the accusation. “Conspiracy?” she cried. “What nonsense! 

He can't conspire. No one ever shares his opinions.” 

Her talent for piercing through illusion had a less happy side. Gut- 

mond was cynically practical. Early in her career, she made a small for- 

tune by blackmailing other courtesans with letters she had teased from 

their former lovers. This perfidy, however, shares a certain ground with 

the brazenness of her speech. She was determined to survive at all costs. 

Willpower often comes from an early experience of destitution. Of Es- 

ther’s life before she became a courtesan very little is known. It is almost 

as if, before her appearance on the boulevards of nineteenth-century 

Paris, she did not exist. Still, we do know that she was a grisette. Like 

Duplessis, she would have worked twelve to sixteen hours a day in a 
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sweatshop for wages too meager to keep life and limb together. “Dress- 

making,” she once said dryly, “didn’t suit me.” 

That one’s spirit can be crushed by such a life need hardly be said. 

The process may be invisible and slow. Faced with such conditions, and 

little or no alternative, many seem resigned. Given the prospect of being 

worked to death, one can imagine giving up and at the same time re- 

treating from all that is vivid in oneself. But there are always some who 

will try to escape this kind of fate no matter how desperate the odds. It 

is an attempt that requires the summoning of an extraordinary will, 

strengthened in turn by the exceptional clarity that can arise in response 

to the many large and small insults, humiliations, and indignities that 

quickly accumulate in such a life but are so often unnamed or even de- 

nied by society. 

If, over time, Guimond entered another class, becoming one of the 

more esteemed women in Paris, the host of a salon that included not 

only Girardin but Dumas fils, Nestor Roqueplan, Saint-Beuve, Guizot, 

and Prince Napoléon, her past may not have been immediately apparent 

during her ascension, except that she was quick to perceive an injustice— 

and even quicker to respond accordingly. In his Confessions, the boulevardier 

Aréne Houssaye recalls an episode that has become famous. It took place 
at Longchamps. Breaching protocol, several grandes cocottes, Guimond 

among them, were escorted bya group of fashionable playboys into the 

grandstand usually reserved for the best families. Outraged, a cabal of 

society matrons, including the comtesse de Courval, sent the master of 

ceremonies to tell the courtesans to leave. But true to her character, Gui- 

mond stood her ground. She was there by the will of the gentlemen who 
had accompanied her, she said, and nothing short of bayonets would 
make her withdraw. 

But the story does not end there. Returning to Paris after the races, her 
behavior became far more incendiary. Paying her driver a louis to race 
neck-and-neck with the coach of the comtesse de Courval, as they drove 

: along side by side, she tossed the countess flowers and sang her a ribald 
song that she improvised in thirty-six couplets. It was Houssaye who re- 
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ferred to it as “a masterpiece of impertinence.” Soon, all Paris was singing 

the same song. “That,” Esther Guimond used to say, “is how I made my 

entrance into society.” 

An Outrageous Proposal 

It was in 1906 that the beautiful actress and demi-mondaine known as Lan- 

thélme received Misia Sert into her drawing room. Among the many 

ironies of this meeting, Sert knew that only recently the elegant home 

on the rue Fortuny, so close to the fashionable Parc Monceau, as well as 

the eighteenth-century furniture that filled it, had been given to Lan- 

thélme by Alfred Sert, her husband. Misia, a theatrical producer and 

powerful presence herself, studied Alfted’s lover closely. Copying her 

style of dress, she had rehearsed a dramatic appeal. “You have a woman's 

heart,” she planned to say, before she demanded, “Give him back!” But 

she was never able to deliver her lines. 

That she failed to grasp entirely the worldly ways of her rival is un- 

derstandable. Born as Mathilde Fossey, Lanthélme, the daughter of a 

prostitute, was raised in her mother’s brothel, where she was put to work 

at fourteen. All her life she had shown an extraordinary and fierce inde- 

pendence. Rejecting the profession that fate had chosen for her, she ap- 

plied to study acting at the Conservatoire. When, after a few years, her 

great talent became evident and she was offered a position at the 

Comédie-Frangaise, she rejected this, too, choosing instead to perform 

at the more popular theatres on the boulevards of Paris. She quickly be- 

came a sensation, followed by an avid audience especially interested in 

the fact that she was known to take both men and women as lovers. 

Admitted to the salon only after being searched for weapons by Lan- 

thélme’s maid, and after waiting in the drawing room under a chic por- 

trait of the stunningly beautiful actress painted by Boldini, Misia was 

disarmed once again by her rival’s entrance. Immediately, Lanthélme 

showered her lover’s wife with compliments, and after brightly discussing 
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the theatre season, asked if she could help Misia in any way. Flustered, 

Mista simply said she had come to speak about her husband. 
“There is nothing at all to worry about,” Lanthélme began; “he 

hardly interests me.” ’ 

But then she changed her approach. 

“My dear, you can really have him—on three conditions: I want the 

pearl necklace youre wearing, one million francs—and you.” 

Shocked, Misia removed her necklace immediately and, ignoring the 

last request, promised that Lanthélme would receive a million francs 

from her in a few days. But moments after she returned to her hotel, she 

received a package containing the necklace. Inside was a note written on 
cyclamen-colored paper, in which Lanthélme proposed, “I have decided 

to forget the money and return the necklace. I am holding you only to 
the third condition.” 

Her Garter Belt 

The spirit of lingerie is fashion and this phenomenon becomes even 

more interesting when along with dress codes it reverses received 

ideas—Marie Simon, Les Dessous 

Th clothing tells one story, lingerie provides the tale with another layer of 
meaning. When a woman strips away her outer clothing, lingerie is what 
remains. Providing an architectural foundation for every erotic facade, 
the practical structures that hold up breasts, mold hips and bellies, and 
smooth legs are also signs in themselves. Beneath more muted, somber, 
modest shades and fabrics, suddenly we find red or black or purple, 
framing all the forbidden sights with silk and lace. As a woman un- 
dresses, a froth of sensuousness suddenly appears close to the skin, 
steamy with sweat and secretions. 

No wonder then that lingerie is not meant to be displayed in public. 
But at the end of the Second Empire, that is exactly what La Belle Otero 
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did. The photograph is sepia-toned yet clear. With both hands she pulls 

each side of a split skirt apart to reveal her garter belt for the camera. 

Her expression goes beyond brazenness. As her chin tilts up in the smile 

of a trickster, Otero has all the dan of a pilot in the early days of fly- 

ing—dashing, daring, impressively insouciant, ready to ascend. 

But as if her expression were not enough, what distinguishes her from 

just another tart showing her wares 1s the nature of the garter belt itself. 

Made of precious stones, it was designed by the celebrated house of 

Boucheron, where throughout the Second Empire and Belle Epoque the 

titled and the rich came for their jewelry, everyone from Empress Eu- 

génie and Queen Isabella II of Spain to the Vanderbilts. Born illegiti- 

mate and poor in a small village in Spain, were it not for her cheekiness, 

Otero would never have set foot in Boucheron. Thus, the image of her 

garter belt is doubly insolent, a sparkling effrontery, audacity mingling 

luxuriantly with seduction. 



LA PAIVA 

Arousal 

(THE THIRD EROTIC STATION ) 

...as the years went by without bringing her either position or 

fortune, she firmly resolved that she would win them both. 

—comte Horace de Viel-Castel, Mémoires sur le Régne de 

Napoléon III 

Ten QUESTION BEING, what made her so desirable to all the 

men from whom she got finally what she wanted? Especially since, 

though Paiva was known as “the Queen of Paris,” what she inspired in 

some was only indignant anger. Jules and Edmond de Goncourt, 
habitués and historians of literary and artistic Paris, wrote of her 

90 
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often, almost always in a disapproving tone. The house she built on the 

Champs-Elysées, which she promised would be the most beautiful in 

Paris, was ridiculously ostentatious; the parties she hosted there were 

overshadowed by her immense pride; and furthermore she was not a 

great beauty herself, the brothers said. Still, anger, even when elegantly 

phrased and placed at a neat critical distance, 1s a strong response. Ger 

tainly, in their own way, the brothers were aroused. 

Dining at her table one night, both men were especially offended when 

she described her own climb to wealth and status. “Circumstance means 

nothing,” she said. “One creates the circumstances of one’s life through 

pure will.” The magnitude of her willpower is clear in her history. Like 

so many of her contemporaries who ascended from rags to riches, though 

she was born poor and untitled, she became a marquise with a great for- 

tune. Her father, who was a refugee from pogroms in Poland, had settled 

along with his family in Moscow. As the daughter of a weaver, the future 

Paiva was raised with very modest expectations. Following in the foot- 

steps of her mother, she married a tailor when she was just seventeen 

years old, giving birth to a son soon after. But while working long hours, 

cutting and stitching in the small basement apartment the three of them 

shared, she found herself dreaming of escape, until one day, abandoning 

her spouse and her young son, she fled. 

Though we may find it hard to forgive the coldness of her resolve, 

the force of will evident in this story is breathtaking. Few options 

would have been open to her. Not educated enough to become a gov- 

erness, had she become a working woman she would have had to en- 

dure a poverty far more severe than the one she had endured with her 

husband and son. But she did have some resources. Despite the dis- 

paraging description of the Goncourt brothers, her figure was thought 

beautiful and she had what was called a Grecian neck, thick reddish 

hair, and intensely appealing eyes. But there is also her formidable en- 

ergy to consider, too—a force that could sustain her while, alone and 

without protection and penniless, she waited to be chosen at the pub- 

lic balls and cafés she frequented. 

Imagining this energy, we can perhaps begin to perceive what must 
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have been almost a kind of tropism that certain men felt in their bod- 

ies, as they moved toward the heat of her extraordinary vitality. Let us 

think for example of the first days that she spent with Henri Herz, the 

prosperous pianist and composer who was to introduce her to the 

Parisian world of arts and letters. After searching many great cities— 

Constantinople, Berlin, Vienna—for the man she needed, she met Herz 

at the German resort known as Ems. Thirteen years her senior, Herz was 

perhaps hoping that the country air would act as a kind of tonic, re- 

newing his appetite for life. 

In such a mood, her presence would have seemed all the more re- 

markable. She was not there to rest. Instead of a tired animal put out 

to pasture, she had more the air of a military horse, all muscle, the air 

nearly visible with each breath, ready to charge. Cooped up for hours 

in a small, dark space, she was hungry for life, and no one, nothing 

would stop her again. Herz would have been able to see this in the way 

she walked across a room. Through the finished veneer of the gait 

more fitting to a lady that she had observed and learned to imitate, he 

must have sensed the blistering pace of which she was well capable, a 

pace all the more compelling when glimpsed through the veil of her 

transitory restraint. 

Now, as she stands in front of him, he can read the whole story in her 

posture, the lusty greed she has for everything in life, the indomitable en- 

ergy, even the inflated estimation she has of herself that moves toward 

the edge of derangement. Is it at this moment that he begins to see the 

future? He is perhaps startled for an instant at her directness, when she 

takes him by the hand, leading him toward his bed. But just as he is star- 

tled, his body responds in another way too. He is, after all, used to cre- 

ating his own circumstances. A musician and composer who established 

his own piano factory, he is also a successful entrepreneur. Since most 

often he is the one in command, MOuone would have guessed, himself 

least of all, how appealing the thought of this momentary relinquish- 

ment would be. As he feels himself yield to the idea, another part of his 

body grows hard with anticipation. 
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Graphene ons 

CH riMMANCE 

The bodily eye can scarcely bear the splendor of her brow, 

—Veronica Franco, “By an unknown author in Praise of Verona, 

where Franco is staying” 

ENEATH A THIN veneer of intellectual associations, “bril- 

liance” is fundamentally a sensual word. Whether applied to 

the taste of vintage wine, a musical performance, a scientific 

theorem, a witty remark, or a quality of intelligence, the metaphor 

evokes a particular kind of light—a light that not-only reveals whatever 

lies in its path but is also pleasing, even thrilling, in itself. We think, for 

instance, of a garden in the late afternoon, when rays of light, alternat- 

ing with shadow, have a remarkable intensity, one that makes leaves and 

flowers and vines all seem as if they have been newly blessed. 

In this sense, it can be said of almost any successful courtesan that 

she was remarkably brilliant. Whether entering a grand ballroom or her 

private box at the opera, she had to shine. Many of the images that have 

been drawn of her preserve this radiance. Paintings by Titian as well as 

Veronese and Giorgione, or two centuries later by Boucher and Frago- 

nard, and still later by Manet, have all captured this characteristic lumi- 

nescence. Not only does the courtesan’s hair shine; her eyes are shining, 

too, and wherever flesh is revealed, whether her breasts, her arms, or legs 

(or as in Boucher’s L’Odalisque, her buttocks), her body seems to give off 

light. 

Where her body is not revealed, she is covered with reflective surfaces, 

adorned with shiny silks and glowing velvet, glittering sequins and beads 

sewn into the bodice or hem of her dress, a sparkling gem gleaming on 

9) 
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her hand or suspended above the intriguingly dark line of her cleavage, 

lustrous pearls dangling from her ears, a diamond tiara settled on the top 

of her head, a gold chain circling her ankle. In Nadar’s early photographs 

of Sarah Bernhardt, who, when she was still young and following her 

mother’s plans for her, performed as a courtesan as well as an actress, 

light ripples over the cloth draped around her bare shoulders. And in al- 

most all the photographic records we have of La Belle Otero, she is drip- 

ping in sparkling jewelry. 

The courtesan’s shine was so bright it appeared to fall on everything 

around her. The effect was stunningly simulated in the courtesan’s draw- 

ing room that appears in La Traviata, as filmed by Franco Zefferelli; it is 

suffused with a shimmering light that, reflected off crystal, silver, and as 

well a seemingly infinite number of mirrored surfaces, bathes the eyes in 

a warm and exciting brilliance. A similar gleam can be found in the decor 

of Maxim’s, the restaurant made famous by the continual presence of 

courtesans and their benefactors, where each room is wrapped in neck- 

laces of vibrant mirrors that serve to intensify the incandescence of its 

patrons. 

If the effect of shimmering light is known to inspire desire, perhaps 

this is because the experience of love often feels filled with light. Ac- 

cordingly, those who have newly fallen in love are said to glow. Likening 

this state of mind to the process of crystallization, Stendhal describes a 

practice in Salzburg in which a tree branch would be thrown into a salt 

mine and retrieved two or three months later so “covered with sparkling 

crystallizations” that the original branch was no longer recognizable. In 

this sense the beloved is not only a source of light; she is also a mirror 

reflecting back not just her lover’s desire but the resplendent beauty of 

eros altogether. 

Eros and Aphrodite came back into fashion during the Renaissance, 

which was, not coincidentally, the same period during which courtesans 
rose to prominence. Countless images were painted in this period of 
Venus, the goddess of love, accompanied by éclats—dramatic, rosy bursts 

of light—surrounding her like aureoles of dawn or musty haloes diffus- 



iC ROIPVLSEaT PAZ N GPE 97 

ing into the atmosphere. The men who made these images were the same 

great masters who had begun to paint courtesans. Indeed, the likeness of 

a courtesan is often preserved in an image of Venus; a figure of Danaé; 

as one of the Three’Graces; or as Diana or Galatea, for whom she would 

have served as a model. 

We have pointed out earlier the pragmatic nature of this choice. Un- 

like a proper lady, a courtesan would have been free to pose without her 

clothing, and afterward to let this image of her nude body be publicly 

displayed. But the conflation of courtesan and goddess was more than 

practical. In this time of transformation, it was through pagan mythol- 

ogy that bodily desire was being reclaimed in all its glory. 

In the Sala del Maggior Consiglio of the Palazzo Ducale in Venice, 

two seemingly contradictory allegories, pagan and Christian, reside side 

by side in harmony. On the high ceiling, Veronese has painted Venus as 

she assumes her powers, casting and encircled by blazing light. And un- 

derneath this image, against the vast wall where the doges sat as they re- 

ceived foreign dignitaries, Tintoretto has painted a flock of saints and 

godly Venetian souls floating upward into the soft and luminous light of 

heaven. The painters were not from opposing camps. Veronese por- 

trayed his fair share of religious subjects, and though Tintoretto’s best 

work is religious, he was a friend of Veronica Franco and painted her 

portrait as well as his own versions of Venus. 

Even so, the reclamation of eros was fraught with conflict. If on the 

one hand the Borgia pope, Alexander VI, kept his own courtesan, the fa- 

mous Vanozza dei Cattaneis (who in turn owned a series of brothels 

surrounding the Campo di Fiort in Rome), the painter Raphael rejected 

his mistress and model, La Fornarina, on his deathbed and repented the 

sin of loving her. In a sense, the courtesan’s profession was born of this 

ambivalence. Unchaste by definition, she became the unofficial represen- 

tative of the pagan world. Yet this did not prevent the representatives of 

Christian morality and civic order from chastising her. Forbidden at 

times to dress as a lady would dress, she was barred from attending 

church during particular hours and even kept from some secular events. 
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Still, whether seen as divine or luciferous, the light she cast was not 

dimmed by this ambivalence. It was althost as if she possessed a power- 

ful source of light within her, a light that emanated not from her beauty 

alone but also from what she knew.” 

If brilliance is always colored by the metaphorical evocation of light, 

light in turn is itself a metaphor for knowledge. To shed light on a sub- 

ject is not only to see it but to understand. It is divine light that brings 

revelation, a shining light that guides us through dark times, a brilliant 

mind that can illuminate dark corners of the universe, the light of rea- 

son that orders thought. 

Certainly, most courtesans had that indefinable light we see in the eyes 

of many intelligent people. As a group, they were remarkably accom- 

plished. Mogador was both a successful performer and a novelist. Tullia 

D’Aragona wrote philosophy. Veronica Franco was a poet, Pompadour a 

respected patron of the arts, Paiva an extraordinary businesswoman, Ni- 

non de Lenclos a famous wit. But a courtesan had to have another kind 

of intelligence, too: an active awareness of what transpires between one 

person and another during any given moment. She would then be able to 

read not only French and Italian (and perhaps English, too) but the move- 

ments of hands, the slight blush of a cheek, lines around the eyes, a sigh. 

We know, of course, that many other women had and still have this 

skill. But what once made the courtesan exceptional in this regard was 

that her brilliance was neither concealed nor limited. Rather, she ex- 

tended her perceptions freely into realms of which proper ladies were 

supposed to remain ignorant. Imagine the effect then: A man feels a sud- 
den burst of desire, which goes unspoken as if unseen, a source of em- 

barrassment in his own drawing room. But in the presence of the woman 
he keeps, he is a book which she reads openly and with satisfaction, the 

knowing look in her eyes filling him with delight. 

More and more, we are understanding how critical the need for re- 

flection is to the human psyche. No experience seems complete unless it 
is witnessed. To have desire as well as feeling recognized and mirrored is 
itself a desire. This is perhaps one reason why there are so often mirrors 
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in paintings of courtesans. Of course, the mirror was supposed to stand 

for vanity. But the haunting luminescence of these images suggests far 

more than the temptations of a minor vice. In one of Titian's greatest 

paintings, the subject, a beautiful woman, has turned away from the mir- 

ror. One senses her lover has surprised her at her toilette, though he is 

not present in the mirror either. What is reflected back is simply a frag- 

ment of light, implying vision itself and the capacity for perception. To 

be seen by another, especially a lover, is literally enlightening. 

The power of the experience ts evident in another painting by Titian, 

too, in which he depicts Venus turned toward a mirror but startled, her 

hand at her breast, not in modesty but touching her heart, as if she were 

temporarily shaken by her own image. But of course we are all shaken by 

what she sees in the mirror, which is after all, since she is the goddess of 

love, the knowledge of sexual passion. 

Carnal Knowledge 

... if Socrates was so wise and virtuous why don’t you make a prac- 

tice of imitating him? For as you know be discussed everything with 

his friend Diatoma and learned all manner of wonderful things, 

especially concerning the mysteries of love—Tullia D’Aragona, 

Dialogue on the Infinity of Love 

Although it is clear that the courtesan would need to have carnal knowl- 

edge, what has not always been so evident is the profound nature of what 

she knew. The realm of sexual pleasure is also the realm of the psyche. 

To love or be loved, to touch, be touched, feel pleasure, passion, ecstasy, 

to surrender and release engages every human faculty, not sensual adroit- 

ness alone but intelligence of every kind. As well as being willing to give 

pleasure, a good lover must be sensitive and aware, registering what kind 

of touch, for instance, on which part of the body arouses desire, know- 

ing which mood calls for a robust approach, which moment requires gen- 
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tleness, able to laugh or tease while at the same time probing both the 

mind and body of the loved one for' gateways to greater feeling. 

The desire to give pleasure is, however, not the only motive. The 

deepest ardor of the lover is the desire to know the beloved: to test, feel, 

see, taste, smell, witness every response, every shade of sensation. In this 

sense, it is right that Venus as well as courtesans should so often be de- 

picted with mirrors. In recognizing even the subtlest desires of the 

beloved or in answering these desires with a delicate precision, the lover 

is providing a mirror for what the beloved feels. The beloved feels 
known, even ravished, by this intense reflection. And, in turn, the one 

who is loved feels an echoing need to know, because being a lover as well 

as the beloved, the desire is to please by knowledge, even know all that 

can be known at once. 

The urge to consume knowledge can be consuming 1n itself. Though 

in an afternoon of lovemaking desire may arc and come to fruition, the 
desire to know is inexhaustible. The wish is for an impossible thor- 
oughness, a complete union between the knower and the known. Yet as 

Tullia D’Aragona, an Italian courtesan born at the beginning of the six- 
teenth century, has written, “... Because it is not possible for human 
bodies to be physically merged into one another, the lover can never 

achieve this longing.” 

Respected as an exceptional woman, in 1547 Aragona was cleared of a 
charge of breaking the sumptuary laws of Florence where, in the mid- 
sixteenth century, courtesans were required to wear yellow cloaks. It was 
because she was a poet that the charges were dismissed. As if to prove 
that her acquittal was just, her Dialogue on the Infinity of Love was published 
later that year, though the substance of her philosophy argues that eros 
makes everyone exceptional. “Lovers,” she says, “entertain both hope 
and fear. Simultaneously they feel both great heat and excessive cold. 
They want and reject in equal measure, constantly grasping at things but 
retaining nothing in their grip. They can see without eyes. They have no 
ears but can hear. They shout without a tongue. They fly without mov- 
ing. They are alive while dying.” 
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Erotic desire and pleasure both have the effect of unshackling (or, 

from another point of view, unhinging) the mind. Received ideas of re- 

ality, prejudices, caution, even the restraints of reason, seem to wither, if 

not vanish, in the presence of the mysteries of love. That a courtesan 

such as Tullia D’Aragona, who was well trained by her mother, also once 

a courtesan herself, used beauty, timing, and many other skills to inspire 

love was thus used by her enemies as a criticism. Thomas Coryat warned 

British men who traveled to Italy in the sixteenth century that under the 

influence of a courtesan, they would be liable to temporary insanity. 

Coryat’s warning had little effect. Perhaps this is because, though the 

desire would not have been entirely conscious, madness of this kind was 

exactly what certain men wanted. They were seeing not just physical 

thrills but mental thrills as well, to go underneath conventional wisdom 

and reverse the established order of their days, an order which, though 

comfortable, could also be suffocating. ; 

A certain shine in the eyes of a courtesan would offer a reprieve. That 

her business was the realm of unreason, folly, foible, indulgence, wild de- 

sire, delirium, and disorder was apparent in her expression. Yet the same 

gaze promised that she would be a trustworthy guide. She was not igno- 

rant of convention. Her knowledge of the deeper order of flesh was 

mixed with a canny comprehension of the social order. She knew how 

to read both matter and form; she mixed the understanding of many 

complex histories artfully with wantonness; those seductive eyes were 

educated, her misbehavior cultivated. 

In this light, it 1s not surprising that by the mid-sixteenth century, 

Venice, a city which made its fortune from sophisticated indulgences, 

should become renowned for its courtesans. These brilliant women were 

part of a shining panoply of goods, splendid silks, rich velvets, vibrant 

gems, sharp and intriguing spices shipped from the East, which together 

with the translucent beauty of the glass blown on the Venetian island of 

Murano, and the gold leaf in abundant supply that adorned not only St. 

Mark’s but so many private palazzos (covering the entire facade of the 

Cx’ d’Oro, for instance), dazzled the senses. After the visitor gliding in 
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a gondola down the Grand Canal caught sight of the faintly flirtatious 

image of a palazzo gleaming like buried treasure in the water as he trav- 

eled toward St. Mark’s Square, the beauty meeting his eyes would seem 

to multiply beyond any proportions his mind could hold. The cascade 
of luxurious sights, smells, and sensations that greeted the senses every- 

where was almost overwhelming. Strangers encountering Venice, accord- 
ing to one early English writer, would often be “striken with so great an 

admiration and amazement, that they woulde, and that with open 

mouthe, confesse, never any thing which before time they had seene, to 

be thereunto comparable.” 

But to gauge the entire effect of a visit to Venice during the Renais- 
sance, two other essential ingredients should be included. Mixed inextri- 

cably with the luxury of the Ducal Palace, the glorious churches, and all 
the private palazzos belonging to the great families of Venice was the 
great art being produced then. Extraordinary figures newly rendered in 
thread, laid in mosaic and tile, or painted as frescoes by Carpaccio, Gior- 

gione, Palma Vecchio, Veronese, Titian, and Tintoretto embellished ceil- 
ings and staircases, entryways and the walls of great rooms. No less 
impressive to most visitors in that period were the illustrious courtesans 
of Venice, some so splendid that they must have seemed, like the god- 
dess who looked after the city, as if they had just risen from the sea that 

shone so seductively at every edge. 

It has been said more than once that Venice itself was like a courte- 
san. Whenever anyone came to the city with whom the Venetians wanted 
to gain favor, they would supply him with every possible luxury. The 
visit of the French king, Henri III, provided a chance for exceptional 
largesse. Isolated by an estrangement from Spain, the doges hoped for 
the friendship of France. Hence, Henri was wooed with the best of 
everything the city had to offer. He was brought to the city in a ship 
rowed by four hundred oarsmen and escorted by fourteen galleys. Then, 
as his ship crossed the lagoon, it was met by a raft on which, using a fur- 
nace shaped like a marine monster whose jaws and nostrils belched 
flame, glassblowers blew objects that they felt would amuse the king. 
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Soon another armada joined his ship, decorated in opulent tapestries, 

adorned with figures of dolphins and gods of the sea. Entering the city, 

he passed through an arch designed especially for the occasion by Palla- 

dio, which Titian and Veronese had embellished with painted figures. 

The Ca’ Foscari on the Grand Canal had been prepared lavishly, his bed 

sheets embroidered in crimson silk. For the banquet held in the Great 

Council Chamber inside the Doges’ Palace, the sumptuary laws, which 

ordinarily pressed restraint on the city’s ladies and courtesans, were tem- 

porarily suspended, so that the women present wore their most extraor- 

dinary jewels and pearls, not only around their necks but in their hair 

and beaded over their cloaks. The meal, served on silver plates, consisted 

of twelve hundred items, including a serving of bonbons from which 

there were three hundred different varieties to choose. After viewing the 

opera written for his visit, Henri was asked to witness the launching of 

a galley constructed for his benefit during the time that dinner had been 

consumed. And all this was followed by several other days of splendid 

sights and pleasures. He visited the aging Titian, posed for a portrait by 

Tintoretto. And finally he was presented with a heavy book: the Catalogue 

of the Chief and Most Renowned Courtesans of Venice, featuring 210 miniature 

portraits from which he was asked to choose whom he would like to 

visit. According to those who witnessed the process, he perused the cat- 

alogue intently. After some time, he decided on the courtesan who was 

at that time the most favored in Venice: Veronica Franco. 

We know little of what transpired on the night of their meeting, ex- 

cept that the king must have been pleased. He took a miniature of 

Franco away with him. And he offered to help her with the coming pub- 

lication of one of her books. In response, as well as dedicating the book 

to him and writing sonnets about him, she expressed her gratitude ina 

letter that overflows with praise for the monarch’s “serene splendor.” 

She was well familiar with splendor; her own was legendary. Her ex- 

ceptional intelligence alone must have been dazzling. Not only was she 

bright but she was also educated, an accomplishment rare among the 

women of her time, when out of any given hundred women in the city, 
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fewer than ten knew how to read, and of these, less than four had re- 

ceived any public schooling. Franco was born to a family of cittadini orig- 

inari, a respected, usually professional class of native-born citizens. In 

such a family, only the sons would’ have received an education. But as a 

gitl, Veronica had been allowed to attend the lessons given to her three 

brothers by their private tutors. Why an exception was made in her case 

is not known. Perhaps her mother, Paola, who, not unusually among cit- 

tadini families that experienced financial distress, was a courtesan, be- 

lieved that her daughter should be properly prepared for this role. 

Veronica would have no great inheritance to sustain her should the need 

arise. But if she were to become an honored courtesan instead of a pros- 

titute, she would have to be cultivated. 

In hindsight, however, it is easy to see that Franco valued education 

for other reasons, too. The sheer joy of learning, the love of poetry, the 

desire to understand, delineate, see beneath the surface were passions 

which drove her throughout her life. When she reached her sixteenth 
year, she entered into a marriage that her mother had arranged for her 

with a doctor named Paolo Panizza. This is virtually all we know about 
the man, except that since one of several wills she executed over the years 
requests that her beneficiaries retrieve her dowry from him, we can the- 
orize that he might have been unusually abusive in some way. 

Much of what we do know about her life comes either from these 
wills or from her letters. Elegant, by turns philosophical and decorous, 
not only do the letters she wrote reveal a shining intelligence but they 
also make clear how much she took part in the intellectual life of the 
city. A world closed to most women had opened to Franco when she be- 
came a courtesan. 

For a short period after her marriage, both mother and daughter were 
registered with the city. The record shows that they lived together in the 
parish of Santa Maria Formosa. Neither charged very much for her ser- 
vices. Paola was aging and Veronica was inexperienced. But all that was 
to change rapidly. Veronica quickly became one of the most sought- 
after women in her trade. It was in this role, as companion to scholars, 
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artists, and writers, that she was able to enlarge her education even fur- 

ther. She became a favorite of Domenico Venier, once a protector of 

Tullia D’Aragona, and a member of a great Venetian family who sup- 

plied more than one’doge to Venice. Domenico, who himself had been 

a senator, encouraged Veronica, read her poetry, and, equally important, 

included her among his regular guests at the salon which was held in his 

private palazzo, the Ca’ Venier. It must have been through this circle that 

she was afforded a brief meeting with the brilliant French essayist Mon- 

taigne while he was visiting Venice. 

Montaigne knew well that intelligence flourishes from intellectual in- 

tercourse. In a famous essay he tells the reader: “To my taste, the most 

fruitful and most natural exercise of our mind is conversation.” Not 

only does discussion provide validation, it also supplies a mirror with 

which ideas can be clarified. Even from disagreement, which Mon- 

taigne claimed to value, the mind will be illuminated, as sharper edges 

are drawn. 

And in between accord and discord, there is another space, inhabited 

by friends and colleagues, a territory filled with sparks and resonances, 

which support and augment any process of creation. As gradually dur- 

ing her mid-twenties Franco became known for her poetry and for the 

many anthologies that she compiled, she became a valued participant in 

the literary and artistic world of Venice. From her letters, we know that 

in this period she was also hosting gatherings of intellectuals and artists 

in her own home. 

Tintoretto was most probably among the artists who attended these 

gatherings. Some scholars of the period believe that the painter and the 

courtesan were friends. The thought itself ignites the imagination. Mov- 

ing back and forth from her poetry to his paintings, one finds an un- 

predictable but compelling affinity. Besides Franco, Tintoretto painted a 

few other courtesans. In one of these, the subject is rendered with beau- 

tifully soft degrees of brown. The color, steadfast in her eye, blushes tn 

the background, rises toward red on her lips, gathers in a filmy tan in the 

translucent shawl around her shoulders, shines with a pink luster in the 
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pearls around her neck, glows with creamy whiteness, rounded by chest- 

nut shadows on her breasts, which she exposes. But though Tintoretto 

had a talent for such portraits, clearly he spent his greatest ardor on re- 

ligious paintings. Indeed, La Lavande-dei Pieti hangs today in San Moise, 

where Franco worshipped later in her life. Certainly the worlds they in- 
habited converged in casual ways. But where then would the deeper con- 
cordance between a religious painter and this poet courtesan be found? 

The answer, of course, is in the shine. In every sense of the word, 

light is the real subject of Tintoretto’s Paradise, the great fresco where en- 

lightened bodies, free of gravity, rise toward an enveloping incandes- 

cence. His painting The Last Supper, in the chancel of San Giorgio 

Maggiore, presents a drama of light, radiating from the head of Jesus 

with such a forceful intensity that it appears to have captured all the 
apostles in its path as it splinters the atmosphere of the room. That the 
painter was interested in the physical properties of light is undeniable. 
The subtlety with which he depicts the phenomenon in all its variations 
is impressive. But for Tintoretto, light is both real and symbolic. He has 
added a second source of light to the scene, an oil lamp, which, less in- 
tense, still burns with a fascinating ferocity of its own, and this light is 
surrounded by a choir of angels, as if swimming in the element but also 
made visible and even conjured by it. 

Though Tintoretto is the true conjuror, simulating light to make vis- 
ible what, by lesser hands, is seldom depicted—the mystical states that 
are experienced by those struck with religious awe. It is this emotion that 
seems to fascinate him most and he shows it by showing what the devout 
see—a world energized by luminosity. 

We find a similar bedazzlement in the poetry of Veronica Franco. 
Her subject was, of course, more worldly. But though in some circles 
even today sacred and profane love are opposed, the Renaissance was 
waking to a certain rapport between the two. What is portrayed in Ti- 
tians famous painting Sacred and Profane Love is not conflict but harmony. 
Together, the writers and artists from this period were reclaiming the 
conjoined mysteries of eros. 
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This was Veronica Franco's subject, what she calls, in one poem, “the 

supernatural miracles of love.” Like Tintoretto, she was drawn to inner 

states. She explores the awe which lovers feel, an emotion not dissimilar 

to religious awe. Indeed, she compares Henrt II to a god: 

As from heaven down to a humble roof 

Beneficent Jove descends to us here below 

Since this king had ascended both the thrones of Poland and France by 

divine right, the comparison seems especially appropriate. But the prac- 

tice of depicting lovers as gods was common to an age eager to explore 

the divinity not only of love but of erotic pleasure. The amorous descent 

of Jove was often chosen as a subject by painters, among them Correg- 

gio and Titian. In these paintings, following the ancient myth, Jove en- 

ters the chamber of Danaé as a cloud that empties,a golden shower on 

her. Thus are both semen and sexual pleasure shown as sacramental, the 

gold here, no less than in the Basilica of St. Mark’s, a sign of spiritual 

illumination. 

Franco portrays the king’s amatory prowess similarly, but with a more 

diplomatic delicacy. “He shone such a ray of divine virtue,’ she writes, 

coupling luminosity with potency, “that my innate strength completely 

failed me.” Light ts everywhere in her poetry. Here, another lover is like 

a burning sun, there a light more beautiful than the sun. Her own pas- 

sion is a spark ignited. She herself shines: in fact, the “bodily eye can 

scarcely bear the splendor of her brow.” And also like Tintoretto, the 

real source of illumination in her work is inward. When she writes that 

“like snow in the sun you vanished in tears,” it is the inner experience of 

love she is tracking, what we would call today the psychology of eros. 

Yet inward as her landscape is, she does not diminish the visceral re- 

ality of love. It 1s her lover's “golden shaft” that penetrates her heart. A 

viscerality not foreign to the painter, who no matter how mystical his 

theme, was stunningly accurate as he rendered the turn of a shoulder, the 

lowering of ahead, the raising of eyes, hands frozen in a gesture of won- 
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der. The same devotion to material existence can be seen in the portrait 

he painted of Franco, her lips redolent with feeling, the lace around her 

shoulders exquisitely detailed, her reddish hair capturing bits of glisten- 

ing light in delicate curls, even hér beautiful eyelids, brows, finely ren- 

dered, her eyes casting an intelligent gaze that, like the painting itself, 

seems to regard both inner and outer worlds at the same time. 

But she herself says this best in the letter she wrote thanking Tin- 

toretto for his portrait: “You concentrate entirely on methods of imi- 

tating—no, rather of outdoing—nature, not only in what can be 

imitated by modeling the human figure, nude or clothed, adding color, 

shading, contour, features, muscles movements, actions, postures... but 

by expressing emotional states as well.” 

And this, too, should be added to the background of their friendship. 

They had both risen to prominence by the same path. A century earlier, 
when the shared imagination was still turned away from the material 
world, painters, whose works were often anonymous, were considered no 
better than craftsmen, and courtesans were hidden. But now that the 
tenor of the times had changed, the brilliance that each brought to 
earthly existence made both of them famous. The qualities Franco 
shared with the artist, a careful attention to the fine points of carnality, 
a sensitivity to emotional life, the intelligence with which she probed 
feeling, an attraction to mystical experience, explain why she was not 
only an honored courtesan but the most honored of her time in a city 
renowned for this profession. Certainly, mere mechanical pleasures could 
be found for far less money. [he desire she met was instead for the larger 
dimensionality of pleasure, the spirit within experience. Like Tintoretto, 
she rendered both the moment and a mirror of the moment. 

Imagine, then, the quality of a caress as profound in its own way as 
any great work of art. It is not just the effect of her touch but of her 
eyes, too. All your responses, including the ones you are used to hiding 
from others and at times even from yourself, would be reflected in this 
regard. Perhaps she notices a slight movement as desire moves into your 
hand. Thus, knowing that she is your witness, your body quickens as she 
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strokes your fingers. And when, smiling, she sees this, too, the feeling 1s 

suddenly so intense that you have the sensation of swimming in the 

candlelight that shimmers over her body. And now, beyond whatever she 

knows of you, revelation itself charges the atmosphere. As you take her, 

you are taken into a mythic realm, as if you yourself had become a god, 

your body a source of insight now, more alive than you thought possi- 

ble, though this was all along what you desired. It was what you wanted 

to know. 

Wit 

Her contradictions preserve urbanity—Louis XI V speaking of 

Ninon de Lenclos 

In the realm of intelligence, wit occupies a narrow but nonetheless very 

effective position. Sometimes kind, it is at other times malicious. At 

once sly and straightforward, subtle and pointed, polite and rude, sensi- 

tive and brazen, it exists on a razor's edge between heretical insight and 

what is acknowledged to be true. No wonder then that Oscar Wilde, fa- 

mous for residing between one sex and the other, was a master of an art 

which, if only temporarily, allows manners and boundaries of all kinds 

to be transgressed with grace, and while tevealing the hypocrisies of the 

established order, makes those who might otherwise be shocked laugh. 

Like the laughter it causes, wit rises; it lightens the mood. Yet it is also 

true that in order to be witty, one must already have risen, at least to a 

point sufficiently above the fray to see the humor in the human foibles 

that lie beneath. As Cupid does, when the witty inflict small wounds to 

every form of complacency, exciting levity along with love, they send 

their arrows from aloft. The perspective was indispensable to courtesans, 

who, living just outside propriety, were at the same time intimate with 

the most respected members of society. 

Ninon de Lenclos was famous for having wit in a witty time. One of 
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the greatest courtesans of any period, she was born in 1620 to a family 

which belonged to the often impoverished and usually obscure lesser no- 
bility of France. When she was fifteen years old, her father, forced into 

exile, abandoned Ninon and her mother. Hence, after the death of her 

mother a few years later, Ninon was left nearly penniless. There were no 
prospects for marriage, and in any case, from her father she had inher- 
ited a distinct lack of enthusiasm for the institution. Thus it was that 
she decided to take up one of the few professions open to her. She was 
well equipped for the work. Though she was beautiful, it was her intel- 

ligence that made her exceptionally attractive. Not only was she bright, 

she was unusually well educated for a woman of her time. Her father had 
given her lessons in philosophy, mathematics, Italian, and Spanish. As a 

gitl, she loved books and read widely, including the work of Descartes. 

She had even managed to attend one play by Corneille. Highly percep- 
tive even as a child, by the time she reached maturity she had developed 
a sophisticated sense of humor. All of which, in the eatly days of the 
period known as the Enlightenment, made her very popular. As the play- 
wright Paul Scarron was to write of her: 

Oh beautiful, charming Ninon, 

whose wishes no one can decline 

so great being the power of one 

with both beauty and wit. 

She soon found herself at the center of Parisian society, where she re- 
mained throughout her long life. She was admired by the young Voltaire; 
hosted a famous salon at which Moliére first read the manuscript of his 
new play, Tartuffe; and became the lover of countless illustrious men, in- 
cluding two members of the royal family, the duc d’Enghien, eldest son 
of the Condé branch of the Bourbons, and the duc de Venddéme, natu- 
ral son of Henri IV, also a prince of the blood. 

Some examples of her extraordinary wit are still with us today. It was 
she, for instance, who said, “We should never speak ill of our enemies. 
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They are the only people who do not deceive us.” She is also famous for 

having said, “My mother was a good woman with no sensory feeling. She 

procreated three children, scarcely noticing it.” As amusing as these com- 

ments are, they give us some insight into the painful circumstances of 

her childhood, which no doubt contributed, as trials and tribulations of- 

ten do, to the development of her gentus. 

Her mother and father’s marriage was not made in heaven. It was 

rather a marriage of convenience made between a man and woman who 

were, as it turned out, incompatible. Henri, her father, was a free- 

thinker—skeptical, irreligious, worldly; a man of lusty appetites, who 

loved learning, bawdy talk, music, carousing, all of which his wife, 

Marie-Barbe de la Marche, timid, devout, and unworldly, disapproved. 

Ninon, the last child of this unfortunate union, was caught in the mid- 

dle, the manner of her upbringing a battleground between two parents, 

both of whom she loved deeply. While her father brought her to the 

Palais d’Orléans to see a painting by Rubens, introduced her to works by 

authors such as the skeptical priest Charon, and taught her to play the 

lute, an instrument considered too licentious for a proper young lady, 

her mother, taking the opposite tack, made her read sacred books, or- 

dered her to cover her beautiful hair in a scarf, and forced her into 

dresses made from muted, dark fabrics, the bodices cut so that they 

would flatten her breasts. 

Though she preferred her father's way of life, ultimately choosing to 

live in a world more like his, when she learned of her father’s infidelity, 

she felt fiercely protective of her mother. Moreover, Henri’s affair with a 

woman who was also married finally led to a violent episode for which, 

because he had murdered a man, he was forced to leave Paris. Ninon re- 

mained by her mother’s side, attempting to fill her father’s shoes. 

Though she continued on her own to pursue the liberal education her 

father had introduced, she did not defy her mother’s attempts to raise 

her as a pious woman, but instead dutifully attended Mass with her (al- 

beit diverting her attention to the beautiful and sumptuous gowns that 

so many women who lived in the fashionable neighborhood of the Place 
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Royale wore to services). Somehow, throughout all the tortuous turns of 

the ill-conceived marriage between het parents, Ninon managed to re- 

main a loving and loyal daughter to both of them. This was a great ac- 

complishment in itself, and more significantly to this history, one that 

would have required that she be able to extricate herself constantly from 

battle. 

‘To survive in the atmosphere of hostility that existed for such a pro- 

longed period between the two people she loved most in the world, she 
would have had to cultivate a certain distance from the passionate re- 

criminations they aimed at each other, as well as from the extremities of 

passion itself. From this perspective, it is easy to understand how the 

daughter of a woman betrayed by her husband, a man so in love with his 
mistress that he risked his own life and took the life of another, would 
have a jaundiced perspective on the delirium of love. And we can easily 
see, too, why, given her mother’s blind devotion, she would have tre- 

mained aloof from religious passion. Even the heated political contro- 
versies of the period left her unshaken; though sharply discerning, she 

stayed calmly outside the fires. The fruit of this distance, of course, was 
the illuminating accuracy of her celebrated wit. 

In an age that valued wit highly, the gift was especially advantageous. 
Not only were the men and women who possessed it considered more 
attractive, they were also more esteemed, even rising in rank because of 
it. Louis XIV, called the Sun King, who was born when Ninon was 
eighteen years of age, was known to favor wit. “You know,” he confided 
to his brother's wife, “I like clever, amusing people.” Were he not des- 
tined to rule, he probably would have married the niece of the man who 
had been his regent, the late Cardinal Mazarin. Marie Mancini was 
known to be very intelligent. But using marriage to consolidate the 
power of his kingdom, he chose Marie-Thérése, the not very attractive 
and somewhat dull Spanish infanta, instead. 

Pleased with her submissiveness, he made up for her shortcomings 
with his mistresses. The beautiful Louise de la Valligre was a lady-in- 
waiting to his sister-in-law, Henriette, with whom he carried on a scan- 

ah 
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dalous flirtation. He got to know her only after Henriette suggested 

that, to cover their affair, he pretend to be courting Louise. The pretense 

soon became reality. He had her declared the royal titular mistress, a cus- 

tom started by an earlier king, Charles VII, who in the fifteenth century 

had declared Agnés Sorel his maitresse en titre. But after a while the dewy- 

eyed and rather elusive ways that once enchanted him lost their charm. 

Bored again, he turned to Louise’s best friend, a woman who often 

accompanied her at court, the marquise de Montespan. Franc¢oise- 

Athénais, daughter of the marquis de Mortemart, was one of four sib- 

lings treasured for their social brilliance. They were fond of laughing 

and had the gift of inspiring mirth in others. As Nancy Mitford writes, 

“Their lazy, languishing, wailing voices would bring up an episode, pil- 

ing unexpected exaggerations upon comic images until the listeners were 

helpless with laughter.” Montespan was, in short, very entertaining. 

Amusement was just what the king needed. Though Louis ruled ab- 

solutely, his reign was filled with trouble. The conditions of the period 

in France were not unlike those that Ninon faced in her discordant 

family life. The realm was divided not only between Protestants and 

Catholics but also between Jansenists and Jesuits, the Church jostling 

with the state for power, the rise of secular philosophies that implicitly 

questioned an order based on divine right; even the royal desire for 

pleasure was daily pitted against religious values. The only respite was 

laughter. 

In the end, religious drama could not be kept from Louis’ court. 

Though witty and intelligent herself, his last mistress did her best to save 

him from sin. Following the pattern of his earlier conquests, Louis had 

met Francoise de Scarron through the marquise de Montespan. To- 

gether, both mistresses were prized as being among the liveliest members 

of court society. Before she became Louis’ mistress, Madame Scarron 

was married to a freethinking and very secular playwright, Paul Scarron, 

a close friend of Ninon. Often together at the gatherings of writers and 

philosophers that took place at Scarron’s apartment, the two women be- 

came good friends. When Francoise was left penniless after Scarron’s 
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death, Ninon provided shelter for her in her own apartment. Indeed, be- 

cause they shared a bed for several months, the rumor was that they had 

become lovers. But Ninon continued her profession, and in time, saying 

that she wanted to distance herself from such licentious behavior, 

Madame Scarron left Ninon’s lodgings. 

Indeed, in later years Scarron liked to describe her own behavior as 

above reproach. Her piety only became more exaggerated with time. As 

she grew closer to the monarch, gradually replacing Montespan, she did 

her best to convince the king that since Montespan was married, his af- 

fair with her was doubly adulterous and hence doubly immoral. Soon 

Scarron was made the marquise de Maintenon with her own estate, and 

after a scandal involving poison, Montespan retreated. Then, the queen 

died. And finally the marquise was free to tell the king that she did not 

want to live in a state of sin herself. Thus eventually, as most scholars 

agree, devotion won the day. In a marriage that took place covertly in the 

alcove of his bedroom, the king’s last favorite became his secret wife. 

From the distance of time, one might be led to believe that Main- 

tenon’s religious scruples were suspiciously self-serving. But even if this 

were so, it could not have been the whole story. After she married Louis, 

her zeal only increased. If her growing fanaticism troubled many, none 
were more affected by this conversion than the hapless students of Saint- 
Cyr, the school for girls that she had started with Louis’ help. In the be- 
ginning, this academy was meant to give the daughters of the lesser 

nobility an education. They were to be prepared with the skills necessary 
to enter society—cultivation in the arts, including literature and needle- 
point—the manners expected at court. The marquise even commis- 
sioned Racine to write a play for the girls to perform. 

It was the memory of her own circumstances that led her to establish 
the school. When, as a young woman, Francoise was brought, badly 
dressed and hardly tutored, to a soirée at Scarron’s apartments, she was 
so aware of her deficiencies that she was reduced to tears by the embar- 
tassment. But Scarron, who was a kind man, took a liking to her. And 
when he learned that having no means she was to be sent to a nunnery 
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and thus was in despair, he offered to marry her. He was neither physi- 

cally attractive nor capable of consummating a marriage. Afflicted by ill- 

ness, unable to walk unaided, he was described by everyone including 

himself as being shaped like the letter “Z.” Yet he fed and clothed her, 

and just as important, gave her an informal education and an entrance 

into Parisian society. A scintillating presence, she proved a gracious host- 

ess at Scarron’s gatherings and was soon sought and admired by Parisian 

society in her own right. 

Though she never regretted her marriage to Scarron, it was her 

painful awareness of the terrible choices women were forced to make 

that had inspired her to establish the school at Saint-Cyr. Yet, reflecting 

the temper of the times, the conflict shadowed everything she did. 

Though the school had been established so that girls would not be 

forced into nunneries, when Francoise saw her students becoming 

worldly, attracting the attention of the young mgn of the court, she 

made the school into a convent. If they wished to stay, the students, 

most of whom had spent many years at Saint-Cyr and therefore had no 

other place to go, were forced to take perpetual vows. 

It is not hard to imagine what they must have felt. They were by now 

sophisticated, well read, au courant with the latest trends; they had learned 

to converse eloquently, to argue reasonably. They were habituated to an 

elegantly sensual life, and through a constant stream of celebrated visi- 

tors, for years they had been at the center of a very worldly society. Now 

all that was to vanish, replaced with the harsh deprivations of their new 

vows of poverty and the dead silence of the cloister. 

Though they were both engaged in the struggle between secular and 

religious ARES the marquise de Maintenon and Ninon de Lenclos even- 

tually landed on different sides of the conflict. Yet they remained 

friends. It was through her friendship with the former Madame Scarron 

that Ninon had her only meeting with the king. Hoping Maintenons in- 

fluence could win an appointment for a friend, Ninon wrote asking for 

help. When Francoise brought the matter up to Louis, he said that he 

had always wanted to meet Ninon and suggested that Francoise arrange 
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a meeting at Versailles. He had heard stories of the famous courtesan 

since he was a child, and now as her fame had grown, her witticisms and 

opinions were repeated all over Paris. It is said that whenever the king 

could not reach a decision about ai important matter, he would ask his 

ministers, many of whom were familiar with the courtesan, “What does 

Ninon think?” 

According to Athénais Montespan’s journals, Louis hid in a closet in 

Maintenon's rooms while the two women met. After expressing her dis- 

like of the strictness of court manners, Ninon tried to persuade her old 

friend to return to Paris, where she promised she would be surrounded 

“by those delicate and sinuous minds that used to applaud your agree- 

able stories, your brilliant conversation.” When Louis finally came out 

of his hiding place, he bantered with Lenclos, accusing her in jest of try- 

ing to deprive him of his lover. Knowing Maintenon would not be 

tempted to leave him, he was hardly threatened. Later he said that he 

liked Ninon’s intelligent frankness. 

She was telling the truth. Though many prominent women envied 

Maintenon’s position at court, for Ninon the sacrifice of “brilliant con- 

versation” would have been too great. From her childhood, Ninon loved 

learning, books, discourse. Nor would she have been happy to be at the 

beck and call of the king, Early on, she rejected the passive role women 

were more often than not required to play. When she was eleven years 

old, she wrote her father a letter which announced: “I inform you now 

that I have decided to be a gitl no longer, but to become a boy.” Thus 

she requested that he give her “the education needed for my new sex.” 

Her father, who was clearly charmed by the note, had his tailor make 

her a doublet and breeches of pale blue velvet, a short riding coat of bur- 

gundy velvet, and commissioned a cordonnier to make her a pair of riding 

boots as well as a chappellerie, on the Place Royale, to fashion her a beaver 

hat with one red plume. Dressed appropriately, she learned to ride and 

fence. Soon becoming the darling of the guardsmen, she quickly picked 

up the rough slang spoken in the stables, the mastery of which, given the 

mysterious power language has over the mind, doubtless made her feel as 

entitled as any of her other accomplishments. 
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When, many years later, she decided to meet one of her lovers on the 

battlefield, it must have felt familiar to her to travel dressed as a man, a 

sword at her side. She was to repeat her vow not to be fettered by the 

limitations society placed on the members of her sex many times in her 

life. To one of her lovers, Boisrobert, she wrote: “Men enjoy a thousand 

privileges which women never have. From this moment, I have become a 

man.” True to her vow, she was reputed by many, including Voltaire, to 

pray each morning: “God please make me an honest man but never an 

honest woman.” 

By the account of “Madame,” the wife of the king’s brother, who 

wrote extensive letters (deemed now almost as interesting as the letters of 

Madame de Sévigné), those who knew Ninon generally agreed that there 

was “no more honest man to be found than she.” And though in one way 

the achievement is extraordinary for one who has not been born a man, 

in another sense the integrity and authority of her behavior, including 

what she said and the brilliant way she said it, would have been fostered 

by the very fact that she straddled the boundaries between the two sexes. 

Wit is an androgynous art. A certain humorous distance from the 

protocol is required and nurtured by the refusal to obey it. Cross- 

dressing reveals the absurdity of strict dress codes. Behaving outside the 

proscriptions of gender makes the comedy of such manners apparent. 

Moreover, to exist on the edge of disapproval hones the sharpness of 

observation essential for wit. And that also requires a delicate sense of 

balance, part of the diplomacy that is the soul of wit—a form of hu- 

mor that, to be practiced safely, is close to but not beyond the point of 

outrage. The witty can say exactly what is forbidden and get away 

with it. 

And there is this, too. No less a brilliant conversationalist than La 

Rochefoucauld, famous for his Maxims, said that he preferred the con- 

versation of intelligent women over that of men. “There ts a certain 

suavity in their talk which is lacking in our sex,” he said. Putting together 

the finesse that many women are encouraged to develop with the intelli- 

gence fostered in men, we would have an excellent recipe for wit. 

In essence all courtesans, no matter how rouged and bejeweled they 
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were, had to have the virtues of both men and women. By turns inde- 

pendent, tough, assertive, courageous, and bold, they were also sensuous. 

They were not only emotionally aware, but also privy to many intimate 

secrets, sophisticated in the ways of the heart; and though not always so, 

at certain crucial moments they could be patient, nurturing, and sensi- 

tive. Rather than labor to fit themselves into the constricted roles played 

by either sex, they censored none of their abilities, developing qualities 

called masculine or feminine in a complex mix that had to be especially 

attractive to those bound by social convention. 

Yet we should be careful not to deceive ourselves in this regard. Cour- 

tesans were by no means entirely free of the strictures that define sexu- 

ality. If the terrain at the fringe of acceptability was exciting, it could 

also be dangerous. As admired, for instance, as Ninon de Lenclos was by 

many powerful men, even she had her enemies. At the height of her pop- 

ularity, the Compagnie Générale du Saint-Sacrament petitioned the 

queen, Anne of Austria, to punish her for ridiculing marriage, as well as 

for suggesting that women should have the same rights as men. Ninon 

was confined to a convent in Paris. And when it looked as if Ninon’s 

champions might try to rescue her, she was sent to another convent fur- 

ther off in the countryside. Nevertheless, even outside the city walls, she 

had a steady stream of visitors. And she was not to be confined for long. 

After visiting her there, Queen Christina of Sweden obtained her release 

by writing to Mazarin that by Ninon’s absence, “the court lacked its 

greatest ornament.” 

This brief imprisonment was the exception in a life that was, for this 

period, exceptionally unbounded. During the greater part of her exis- 

tence, Ninon negotiated her freedom with extraordinary success, and in 

this wit was one of her best instruments. Her diplomatic triumphs in the 

battle of distinctions between men and women are illustrated by two re- 

marks that have survived their creator by over three centuries. When her 

friend Boisrobert protested that the talk among a group of men visiting 

Ninon had become inappropriate for the presence of a lady, she replied 

that she was too much of a gentleman to mind. She made another fa- 
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mous remark when a lover, called Tambonneau, wished to have his wife 

hear Ninon play the lute, which he felt she did beautifully. Afraid of ex- 

posing his wife to a courtesan, he proposed a solution to the dilemma. 

Why not hang a tapestry in front of his wife, behind which Ninon, con- 

cealed from view, would play, he suggested. On hearing this idea Ninon 

responded, “Which do you think will give her greater immunity, a Flem- 

ish or a Gobelins tapestry?” 

Of course, the veil of laughter that protected Ninon was in the end 

a far less foolish device. Depending on the angle of your vision, it could 

be considered opaque, translucent, or reflective, but it was always bril- 

liant. 

Housekeeping 

I am a marvelous housekeeper. Every time I leave a man I keep his 

house —Zsa Zsa Gabor 

This catalogue would be remiss and certainly unrealistic if still another 

aspect of the brilliance of courtesans were not mentioned here, and that 

is the way they handled money. As 1s true of all the virtues, some were 

better endowed with this skill than others. But most enjoyed a financial 

independence that had eluded women of every class until well into the 

twentieth century. The wealth they acquired did not come to them au- 

tomatically. Like any successful businessman or -woman, a courtesan had 

to be able to understand the value of what she offered, to read the cli- 

mate of the market, to be self-reliant, trusting her own sense of how to 

proceed; and as with talented investors, have the courage to take certain 

educated risks in order to realize a larger gain. 

The extraordinary story of La Belle Otero affords an example of a 

brilliant rise from rags to riches. Brutally raped at the age of eleven, af- 

ter surgery and several months in the hospital, she said good-bye to her 

mother and left the small village of Valga in Spain at the age of twelve 



120 She Book of the CGrurtedand 

with only a few pesetas in her possession. For two years she wandered in 

search of handouts, from one man to another, exchanging sex for a place 

to sleep and something to eat. Eventually, she met a Catalan called Paco 

who taught her to dance and sing. Acting as her manager and partner, he 

performed with her in a string of small, sometimes sleazy nightclubs. 

Like many women who worked in the theatre, she supplemented their 

small earnings by sleeping with men from the audience who would ap- 

pear at the stage door after their performances. The possibility of end- 

ing this way of life presented itself when Paco, already her lover, wanted 

her to quit every other liaison and marry him. But she refused. No doubt 

she did not want to repeat the destitution of her childhood. And from 

the occasional generosity of the men who followed her off the stage, she 

had a growing sense of what was possible. She recognized the arrival of 

this possibility when an American impresario saw her in Marseille and, 

falling in love with her, asked her to perform at the prominent club he 

managed in New York. 

Just a few years later, having made a fortune from a series of eminent 

protectors, she owned a beautiful home designed for her by the architect 

Adolphe Vieil, in the fashionable neighborhood of the Pare Monceau in 

Paris. Her rooms were filled with luxurious possessions, fine furniture, a 

wardrobe the envy of royalty, and a collection of jewelry that at the turn 

of the century was worth 2 to 3 million francs. 

She was not as good, however, at keeping her money as she was at ac- 

quiring it. A serious vice occluded her financial genius, one that we 

might describe as the shadow side of her talent at making money: She 

loved to gamble. Over the many years of her professional life, she made 

regular and frequent trips to Monte Carlo. When she was young, if she 

lost more than she won, her income could absorb the deficit. But as she 

aged and her income began to wane, this vice took its inevitable toll. Per- 

haps it was a mistake for Otero to retire to Nice, so close to the gaming 

tables at Monte Carlo. In a short time, she had lost her comfortable villa. 

But her ending was not as miserable as it might have been. The legend is 

that when once again, in the last years of her life, having pawned all her 

jewelry, she was destitute, the casinos where she had gambled and lost 

= 
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most of her money gave her a modest pension, which kept her housed 

and fed until she died. 

Despite Otero’s example, many courtesans were very good at financial 

planning. More than a few were able to end their days on this earth in 

the style to which they had become accustomed. Some, like Marguerite 

Bellanger, once the lover of Napoléon III, saved and invested their earn- 

ings carefully; some such as the comtesse de Loynes, married well. Oth- 

ers, like Paiva, did both. Some were set up in millinery shops by their 

protectors. Still others relied on the generosity of younger courtesans, 

for whom they arranged liaisons. And from the fifteenth century through 

the twentieth, another way existed for a courtesan to face old age with 

dignity. Like any profession, the art was handed down. If she were for- 

tunate enough to have a daughter, a courtesan could train her in all the 

necessary skills and thus ensure a means of support in her old age. 

If in respect of motherly love this tradition seems wanting, one must 

remember that, under the weight of the restricted and difficult circum- 

stances that women endured in this period, much of what any mother 

bequeathed to her daughter was of mixed value. Nevertheless, even if 

being a courtesan was considered by some as preferable to marriage, 

there were mothers who did try to avoid passing on their profession. 

In fifteenth-century Rome, the famous courtesan named Imperia took 

care that neither of her daughters would be forced to take up the pro- 

fession at which she excelled so brilliantly. She had been trained in the 

art by her mother. Diana Cognati was not notable among courtesans, 

and probably for this reason Imperia began to supplement her mother’s 

income when she was very young. She gave birth to her own first daugh- 

ter, Lucrezia, when she was barely seventeen years old. (Who the father 

of this child was is lost to history now.) Then in the year that Imperta 

turned eighteen, her mother’s undistinguished career came to an end 

when she married Paolo Trotti, a member of the Sistine Choir. After 

this union was sanctified, while Imperia’s reputation and income grew, 

Trotti managed her business affairs, investing in property whose owner- 

ship was in his name. 

But soon Imperia grew to distrust her mother and stepfather. Having 
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gained worldly wisdom of more than one kind, by the time she was 

twenty-nine, she was shrewd enough td sever her finances from them. 

Soon after, in a brilliant financial move, she sold a lease of land she had 

recently acquired to the nephew of Pope Pius IV, Piccolomini. Because 

the deal was so advantageous to her, he is thought to have been one of 

her lovers. In exchange for the lease, Piccolomini was to build Imperia a 

house on the property in which she could live until her death. Further- 

more, the terms of the lease required that should she die before her 

daughter, if Piccolomini asked Lucrezia to leave the house, he would 

have to pay her 300 ducats, the average price of a home in Rome. Thus, 

at an early age Imperia ensured that not only herself but her daughter 

would always have a roof over their head. 

Her second daughter, Margherita, born several years later, was the 

child of Agostino Chigi. Banker to kings, noblemen, and the Vatican, 

because of his great success in the world of finance, the Sultan of 

Turkey called him “the greatest merchant of Christianity.” Julius II gave 

him the right to call himself “Chigi Della Rovere,” but many called him 

by the popular title “Il Magnifico.” Like Imperia, whom he loved and 

supported, he possessed the traits of shrewdness and daring, which he 

employed in a winning combination. Two sites still exist today in Rome 

that testify to the greatness of his former powers. One is the family 

chapel designed for him by Raphael in the Church of Santa Maria del 

Popolo on the Piazza del Popolo. The second is the Villa Farnesina, 

once the Villa Chigi, the elegant estate that the banker commissioned 

Baldassare Peruzzi to build. 

There is no evidence of the intimacy between Chigi and Imperia in 

the family chapel; but the villa tells another story. Raphael contributed 

to the design of the loggia and he painted what is now a famous fresco 

in the Grand Salon, which depicts Galatea as she rises out of the sea— 

a version of the goddess said to resemble Imperia. A few still believe it 

is a portrait of her, but the consensus now among most scholars is that 

since Raphael wanted his Galatea to possess the characteristics of the 

Renaissance ideal of beauty, he would have been influenced and guided 
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by Imperia, who was thought to be the best living example of that ideal. 

In the scenes from the myth of Psyche and Eros which Raphael also painted 

on the ceiling and in the friezes that border the beautiful loggia opening 

from the Grand Salon, in the personae of Psyche and the Three Graces, 

a similar face and figure appear: light hair, refined and harmonious fea- 

tures, a body just slightly more corpulent than is fashionable today, sen- 

sual, even strong, yet vaguely ethereal and gracefully rounded, as if the 

painter's brush had glided almost effortlessly over the plaster. 

Imperia’s presence can be felt throughout the villa, which 1s as it 

should be because she was often there. This was not Chigi’s principal 

residence; he used it for entertaining. Thus, though the marriage of Psy- 

che and Cupid floating above the gatherings was meant to celebrate 

Chigi’s marriage, in this villa it was Imperia who presided at the parties 

attended by business associates, writers, philosophers, painters, digni- 

taries from the Vatican, and of course courtesans,-events which, due to 

the nature of the evenings, would not have been proper for Chigi's wife 

to attend. 

These occasions must have had an air of excitement. It would have 

felt as if a pantheon of new pleasures, insights, riches, images, beliefs 

were rising out of a sea of creation, tumultuous with activity. Even the 

architecture was daring, the loggia itself opening so that the garden 

seemed to enter the house in an unprecedented way. These were the first 

salons—indeed, the French word salon would be borrowed from the Ital- 

ian salone in the following century—the ancient antecedents of café 

society. 

That Chigi was a great patron of the arts only partly explains the ex- 

citing mixture of guests who frequented the Villa Chigi. His patronage 

would have sprung naturally from an affinity between those who, in the 

process of rising to prominence, were inventing a new world with dif- 

ferent lines of power, a new vision and its own distinctions. And from a 

practical perspective, because with the rise of a new bourgeois class there 

were simply more walls to decorate, along with more men able to pay for 

the decoration, artists were not-only prospering but, as so often happens 
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with monetary gain, rising in esteem. No longer thought of as crafts- 

men, they were becoming famous. They were not alone in this process. 

Financiers and courtesans were being similarly transformed. 

The resulting alliance was more than practical. Economic change al- 

most always carries with it, for better or worse, a vision. The locus of 

meaning shifts. New avenues of thought as well as transaction suddenly 

appear. In the best of these changes, life seems revitalized. And wherever 

there is new life, there is also eros. The energy between Imperia and 

Chigi, two giants of pleasure and profit, would have been as palpable as 

was the precise and detailed reflection they found in each other. 

Business is as much about relationship as it is mathematics. They both 

knew how intimately conviviality and dividend are related. They under- 

stood that trust and pleasure engender largesse, that creating a mood of 

abundance encourages abundance. Chigi was famous for the night that 

he served his guests dinner on gold and silver plates. Arranging the fes- 

tivities in a loggia that faced the Tiber, after the dinner was completed, 

the banker threw his own plate into the water and encouraged his guests 

to do the same. This was not only a theatrical gesture, it was in itself a 

drama, symbolic of the liberation from old orders that Chigi and his 

guests were enjoying. 

Nevertheless, both Chigi and Imperia knew that certain earthly laws 

must still be obeyed. The priceless plates were retrieved the next day 

from a net Chigi had hidden in the river earlier. Like her protector, 

though she gave off an air of careless extravagance, Imperia thought of 

the future, too. It was no doubt at her insistence that Chigi acknowl- 

edged Margherita as his daughter, and most probably because of Chigi's 

influence at the Vatican, Pope Leo X legitimized her birth. Eventually 

she married into the ducal family of Carafa. 

Near the end of Imperia’s life, once again with Chigi’s help, she was 

able to ensure that her first daughter, Lucrezia, was also married. Despite 

_ the unwritten law that whenever a courtesan falls in love, it is at her own 

peril, Imperia had fallen in love with a man named Angelo del Bufalo. 

Her admiration was understandable. He was sophisticated, handsome, 
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socially graceful, with an attractively wild streak that did not prevent him 

from being well respected. But the liaison would prove her downfall. Bu- 

falo, who was married, began to favor another mistress. Imperia felt him 

pull away from her by degrees, before finally, after telling her that he had 

fallen out of love with her, he ended the affair. She drank poison. 

Her death would be agonizing. But over the several days that she was 

still alive, she wrote the will that left her property to her first daughter, 

Lucrezia. Appointing Chigi her executor, as her dying wish she extracted 

from him the promise that he find a husband for Lucrezia. Thus, ten 

months after Imperia’s death, her first daughter was wedded to a spice 

merchant from Chigi’s native Siena. In the light of the miraculous nature 

of Imperia’s last accomplishment, the salvation of her daughter, the 

name of the groom, Archangelo Colonna, was suitable. And even more 

miraculously for this period of history so unfavorable to women, the 

arrangement proved more than practical. Apparently this newly married 

couple fell in love with each other. 

Her Pink Rabbits 

Still one more aspect of the courtesans’ brilliance must be mentioned 

here. They were natural mimics. Though their ability to act did not al- 

ways translate well to the theatre, off the stage, in what is called real life, 

they were talented performers. Usually born to either poor or middle- 

class families, not only did they have to have cheek to travel in 

upper-class circles, they also had to be able to imitate the manners of 

upper-class ladies. A performance, we might add, which since 1n some 

circumstances they were required to pretend they were not courtesans, 

while in others they were expected to make it clear that they were, they 

had to turn off and on at will. 

As we have already noted, Emilienne d’Alencon was one of the most 

celebrated among grandes cocottes of the Belle Epoque. Along with-Liane 

de Pougy and La Belle Otero, she was part of a popular trio known in 
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Paris as le Grand Trois. Before her rise to fame she had actually studied act- 

ing at the Conservatoire. But probably because classical French drama 

hardly suited her, she only lasted for one year. The circus was more her 

metier. And it was this career that established her. Eventually, she could 

count the sons of more than one aristocratic family among her lovers. In 

turn, she was among the many lovers of King Leopold II of Belgium. In 

this company there were times when she had to appear well bred even if 

part of her attraction was that she was not. For her brief visit to Britain, 

she created an entirely fictitious role for herself as the comtesse de Beau- 

manoir (translated as the “Countess House Beautiful”). She made a 

great impression as this personage, temporarily adopting what Cornelia 

Otis Skinner called “crooked little-finger refinement.” That she spoke 

no English doubtless made her even more admirable. 

But by far her greatest performance debuted at the Cirque d’Eté, be- 

fore eventually she brought it to the Folies-Bergére, in which ostensibly 

she simply played herself. The popular act was built around a troupe of 

rabbits, which she had dyed shocking pink and outfitted with paper ruf- 

fles. Dressed in this way, the rabbits were almost like accessories to their 

mistress. Blond, with a rosy, dimpled complexion, she was fond of wear- 

ing pink taffeta with lace trimming. The writer Jean Lorrain describes 

her as resembling raspberry ice. What she did with the rabbits is unclear 

from this distance, though one can easily imagine that they were made to 

jump through hoops at her bidding. The whole color-coordinated effect 

must have been hilarious. 

The humor was not only intended but the result of several comedic 

abilities, which, along with the all-important virtue or timing, included 

mimicry. In this case, though, what d’Alengon mirrored so brilliantly was 

an idea instead of a reality. Molding herself to a classic type in the reper- 

toire of feminine roles, she played the dumb blonde with clever dexter- 

ity. Paradoxically, it takes more than average intelligence to play the part 

of a bimbo. Imitating life is one thing, but giving lifeblood to a fantasy 

is quite another. 

Though on one level the act must have been charmingly silly, that 
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there would have been a more complex side becomes evident when one 

observes any modern comedienne adept at playing this type. Whenever 

Gracie Allen, Marilyn Monroe, Elaine May, or Goldie Hawn has played 

an empty-headed w6man, as with the invisible wires that hold up a mar- 

ionette, a quality of intelligence can be felt beneath the masquerade, 

which gives the performance a subversive meaning, almost opposite to 

the picture officially presented. That at times, considering the unequal 

power women have been given, they cannily pretend to be stupid in or- 

der to manipulate men is the double entendre of such performances at 

which everyone, men and women alike, are invited to laugh. 

Along the lines of this double meaning, clearly d’Alencon’s act was 

making a comic allusion to the power that courtesans had to comman- 

deer favors from their wealthy lovers. That the rabbits, belonging as they 

do to a species known for reproductive prowess, seemed eager to please 

their mistress was part of the appeal. Emerging ftom the stereotype of 

a naive young woman, foolish enough to play with rabbits, an entirely 

different story was told by these obedient animals, tamed and collared 

by their mistress. 



NINON DE LENCLOS 

pa //, 

Seduction 

(THE EOL HE ROC STATION) 

A THE sToRy is told, the young man could not fathom why every- 

one raved about Ninon de Lenclos. Her fabled powers of seduction 

would have no effect on him, he boasted to a friend. 

“What appeal can a woman of her age possibly have?” he asked. 

So it was that his friend, who had been a lover of Ninon, proposed a 

wager, betting that his friend would not be able to resist her charms. 

Ninon, who was delighted to accept the challenge, agreed to a meet- 

ing. And of course despite his confidence, once ushered into the courte- 

san'’s presence, the young man was disarmed. What was it that she did? 

128 aus 



Lp 
QGRILLIANCE 129 

Of course we can only surmise what took place between them, but there 

is good reason to believe that she began by taking an interest in him. 

Where were you raised? she probably asked. What beautiful boots you 

are wearing! she mfght have said. Or, have you seen the latest perfor- 

mance at the Comédie-Frangaise; what did you think of it? To all his re- 

sponses, giving him the feeling that she is fascinated. 

But if we are to understand the secret of this process, we must take 

another look. If the interest she focuses on him has an immediate effect, 

it is because she is not feigning fascination. She is rather, from long 

habit, studying him closely, with the same intense intelligence she has al- 

ways turned toward life. And though he has not fallen yet, it is easy to 

believe that this attention makes him puff his feathers. Why not, per- 

haps he says to himself, tell his friends one day that the famous Ninon 

found him very interesting, even though she left him cold. 

He begins then to regale her with his accomplishments, trying to re- 

veal everything he believes to be wonderful about himself. She does not 

stop him. Though there may be a slightly indulgent smile on her face, 

she listens quietly to everything he says, interrupting only to ask more 

questions, until finally his bragging begins to slow down of its own ac- 

cord. There must be something profoundly unnerving to him in the 

serenity of her composure. In the wake of it he starts, if only slightly, 

to experience a moment of self-awareness. Perhaps he has gone on about 

himself a bit too much. ; 

It is with this brief self-reflection, then, that the most subtle expres- 

sion of embarrassment passes quickly over his face. And though most 

people would never have seen it, Ninon does. Her smile grows just a bit 

more indulgent, and seeing that, he feels his embarrassment even more 

acutely, which in turn causes her to emit a very discreet laugh. The 

process continues, as with Heisenberg’s principle of uncertainty, per- 

ception affecting events, in this case intensifying the young man’s feel- 

ings. 

Even if he does not know it, he is already caught. She does not 

ridicule him. Rather, her interest grows. She ts intrigued by what she sees 
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now—not simply an arrogant young man but one in whom intelligence, 

arrogance, and humility, even a tender vulnerability, are freely mixed. Her 

response is neither unkind nor maternal. Instead, she allows herself to 

be touched as well as intrigued. It must have been very early in her life 

that she realized the way to charm a man is to find him charming. Yet it 

is not his braggadocio she responds to, but the part of himself he has 

always tried to hide. 

Now, since she makes no effort to conceal the fact that she finds him 

charming, and since no one else has cared to see what he concealed, 

much less responded so well, he begins to feel the full force of her fa- 

bled seductiveness. 

The end of the story, repeated now for over three hundred years, is 

that the young man lost his bet. Ninon was several years older when the 

young Abbe Gedolyn began to pursue her with an unmistakable ardor. 

She put him off for a while and when finally she agreed to be his lover 

she said he would have to wait for one month and a day. He agreed ea- 

gerly, counting the hours until the appointed time. When the day ar- 

rived, she was good for her word. Happy in her arms at last, he asked her 

why she had made him wait for exactly a month and a day. 

“Because today is my birthday,” she answered, “and I wanted to prove 

to myself that at the age of seventy, I am still capable of entertaining a 

lover.” 
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FGuiely (oy fore de Vure) 

Kiss the joy as it flies. 

—WILLIAM BLAKE 

HE CApAciIty To take pleasure in life is no less a 

virtue than any other. Joy is not as simple as it appears. 

There are those who, whether out of fear or judgment, so 

habitually resist the feeling that after a while they lose the knack of be- 

ing pleased altogether. Others, mistaking mastery for pleasure, prefer 

conquest to delight and never really taste the spoils of their efforts. 

There is an art to enjoying life, to feeling desire and receiving what 

comes, to savoring every detail, down to the finest points, of each taste, 

sensation, or moment that happens by will or by chance to appear. 

The experience requires a subtle courage. Delight, jubilance, elation can 

throw you off balance, upsetting the established order of the day (or, as 

is more often the case, the night). And because almost all forms of joy 

are fleeting, pleasure must eventually lead to loss, no matter how small— 

a loss that brings with it the certain knowledge that everything passes. 

Abstinence and greed alike provide the means to avoid this knowl- 

edge. By shunning pleasure, the loss of it can be avoided. Aesop’s fable 

of the Ant and the Cricket is one of the more abiding stories regarding 

abstinence we have been given. It is a cautionary tale that warns us 

against the fate of the hungry cricket, who sang and danced all summer 

rather than gathering food as the ant did. Yet, read closely, the story con- 

ceals another warning, too. The abstemious ant lacks generosity. When 

the cricket asks for food from his industrious neighbor, the ant sardon- 

1 3 3 
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ically suggests that he just keep dancing. There is more than a little jeal- 

ousy in this response, though in retrospect we can feel some sympathy 

for him. All summer his attention has been on the winter. But the sight 

of the cricket must have reminded ‘the poor ant how little he enjoyed the 

summer. 

Aesop himself was not immune to enjoyment. Centuries ago, he sup- 

ported the courtesan Rhodopsis. And La Fontaine, the man who, in the 

seventeenth century, transformed Aesop’s tales into French poetry, was 

present more than once when Ninon entertained her guests by playing 

the lute. He must have been transfixed like everyone else. Despite the 
moral of the tale, his appreciation of music is evident in the beautiful 

thymes and rhythms of his telling. 

Of course, the story is correct in one sense. The existence of greed 

alone tells us that the indulgence of pleasure does not always lead to a 
pleasing end. Yet, though greed seems to be going in the opposite direc- 
tion to abstinence, it springs from a similar motive. The accumulation 
of whatever is pleasurable in far greater quantities than can actually be 
enjoyed creates the illusion that one has escaped the transitory nature of 
pleasure. The rub is that, as with a gluttony so exaggerated it causes ill- 
ness, pleasure itself will be sacrificed in the bargain. What is crucial is 
the intent. 

When pleasure itself is the primary motive, excess has a far different 
effect. In My Apprenticeships, Colette describes the experience of taking a 

meal at Caroline Otero’s house on the rue Fortuny. “I have always en- 
joyed food,” she wrote of her taste for hearty meals, “but what was my 
appetite compared with Lina’s.” It makes a certain sense that Otero 
would have a famous appetite. She had been close to starvation many 
times in her childhood. There is perhaps a certain egalitarian justice 
in the fact that the women most famous for enjoying pleasure often 
came from miserable circumstances. Suffering can sharpen appreciation. 
Knowing that it was useless to worry about how she might be able to eat 
in the future, even as a child Otero learned to focus her undivided at- 
tention on the pleasures of each meal. 
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A robust dinner of sausages and beef and chicken was served, which 

both women consumed with gusto. But that Otero was by far the better 

eater was made abundantly clear. She emptied her plate four or five times. 

Still, Colette tells us that Otero enjoyed every bite, emanating a mood of 

“gentle bliss, an air of happy innocence,” as she ate, “her teeth, her eyes, 

her glossy lips” shining “like a girl’s.” She had not overeaten. After fin- 

ishing with a strawberry ice, she immediately jumped up from the table, 

and grasping a pair of castanets, began to dance with a full and intense 

energy, another pleasure, one that, as Colette writes, “was born of a true 

passion for rhythm and music.” It is fitting that such an evening should 

end in dance. That pleasure requires an intimate self-knowledge and a re- 

fined perception of desire, in turn necessitates that we be present to each 

moment, bringing to it the full awareness that life is continually moving. 

As Colette tells us, it was a joy to see Otero dance. Whenever great 

pleasure ts had, a secondary pleasure arises from being in the presence of 

the banquet. Pleasure begets pleasure. Of its very nature, joy radiates 

outward, touching everyone who happens to be in the vicinity where tt is 

had. Accordingly, the capacity to receive pleasure has a magnetic appeal. 

Wherever a particularly joyous person goes, conviviality is born, excite- 

ment is generated, creativity flourishes, and crowds assemble. 

There was a reason why Paiva was called “the Queen of Paris” or why 

later Liane de Pougy was known in France as “our national courtesan.” 

The great courtesans were like queen bees around whom countless social 

worlds developed like so many intricate honeycombs. Whether during 

the Renaissance or the period of the Enlightenment; the Second Empire, 

the Regency, the Gay Nineties, the Belle Epoque, the Roaring Twenties; 

in Paris or Rome, Venice, London, New York, or Hollywood; at balls 

and parties, salons and cafés, the opera and the theatre, remarkable 

worlds were woven of wealthy men and aristocrats, artists and writers, 

around the presence of a few women, who provided an essential and cat- 

alytic ingredient to the mysterious alchemy: their gaiety. 
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Sunset Boulevard : 

It was a big gay party, every bit of it—Marion Davies, 

The Times We Had 

In the midst of the Roaring Twenties, among the most popular parties 

in Hollywood were those thrown by Marion Davies at a house just above 

Sunset Boulevard, at 1700 Lexington Road. The white stucco mansion 

with a large and elegant swimming pool was bought for her by William 

Randolph Hearst. Davies had been his mistress for several years. Hearst, 

who was married at the time to another showgirl, met her when she was 

performing in the Ziegfeld Follies. 

In the history of courtesans, the promotion from showgirl to kept 
woman was a common event. Yet, as with Coco Chanel, Marion was not 

considered a courtesan. By the Roaring Twenties—the age of the flap- 
per—the institution was fading. The liberties that courtesans had en- 
joyed exclusively were being disseminated. Hence a tradition once built 
on the premise that proper women’s lives were more restricted slowly 
came to an end. But the lineage of the great courtesans had clearly 
passed on to the next generation. The art of pleasure was continued with 

virtuosity by the good-time girl. 

In her own telling, Marion was born with a great aptitude for frivol- 
ity, an important quality in a good hostess. Though this talent is rarely 
encouraged in children (at times it is even punished), it is as fruitful a 
calling as any other, beneficial not only to those who have the ability but 
to the larger society as well. We have only to imagine an atmosphere 
dominated by dutiful work, dour expressions, or strict manners to see 
the necessity. 

For parents at the beginning of the twentieth century, Marion's 
mother and father seemed exceptionally lenient. They were not especially 
punitive when, on Halloween, she was arrested for throwing a sack of 
vegetables at the butler who answered the door of a posh mansion. Her 
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mother and father must have felt partly culpable for her actions. While 

they were out of town they had left her in the care of a maid who, too 

busy to look after a child, sent Marion by herself to the locked park in 

the neighborhood below. Very quickly she decided that, as she describes 

them in her autobiography, “the raggedy looking” children outside the 

gate were having a better time than those inside. Soon she found herself 

joining them in a plot to steal vegetables from a grocer on Lexington Av- 

enue in order to throw them at the first person who answered the door 

of a fancy house in the neighborhood. 

Even as a child, the worlds that existed outside the comfortable one 

in which she was raised seemed more attractive to her. Her father was a 

moderately successful lawyer in Brooklyn. Yet, in the tape-recorded in- 

terviews that document her autobiography, though her grammar is cor- 

rect, her speech is full of the slang and cadences of a rougher life. On 

film, Davies seems to be at one moment delicate, and at the next tough 

and charmingly streetwise. The notion that street life was supposed to 

be adventurous and romantic was characteristic of a generation that had 

begun to find the protocols of privilege suffocating. Once, when she was 

the guest of the socialite Jim Deering, at his villa on Biscayne Bay, after 

complaining to her mother, “I’m very bored here, what a lot of grumpy 

people,” she escaped over the estate walls and ran off to Palm Beach. Yet 

again like many in her generation, she was also drawn in the direction of 

glamour and glitter. If years later she learned that the mansion she and 

her friends had attacked on Halloween belonged to the man whose mis- 

tress she eventually became, the choice was metaphorical as well as acci- 

dental. The place she occupied in society would always be equivocal. 

Lover of a powerful man but not his wife, enjoying a luxury that was not 

always her own, respected and yet the center of a scandal that lasted for 

years, Marion Davies eluded definition. 

To be free of strict demarcation, uncircumscribed by ordinary expec- 

tations, indeterminate and yet determined in another way, loose, spir- 

ited, seeking only the definitions of each moment was what she chose. 

She had little tolerance for anything she found tedious. Since she would 
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not submit herself to the rigors of boredom in school, she was often 

consigned to the corner. Seldom is the significance of such resistance 

properly credited. If the wrong path is not refused, the right one may 

never appear. Though Marion wanted to dance, even ballet school 

seemed too dull. What she really wanted was to become a showgirl. This 
tested her parents’ patience. But finally, despite her mother’s horrified 
objections, they sent her to Kosloff’s, the best among New York’s 

schools that prepared girls to go on the stage. At the age of thirteen she 
joined the pony ballet, and not much later she became a Ziegfeld girl— 
a role in which she was able to use her extraordinary gift, a vivid and 

compelling love for the fleeting joys of life. 

Hearst, who sat in the front row of the Ziegfeld Follies night after night 
as she performed, found her irresistibly charming. He pursued her for a 

period of a year, sending her small offerings, candy, silver, boxes, or 

gloves. More than thirty years older than Davies, he was not a conven- 
tionally attractive man. Pear-shaped and balding, in photographs of the 

couple he appears like a bloated ghost smiling beside her. But she fell in 
love with him nonetheless. No doubt the fact that he was so wealthy or 
that he could help her career with pages of free publicity in his newspa- 
pers added to his appeal. But these were incidental details within what 
was a far more complex attraction. They were both large figures—phys- 
ically tall, vital, intense, intelligent, forceful in different ways. Like her, 
though again in different ways, he could be unorthodox. When they did 
not serve his purposes, he could push conventions aside with ease. Some 
of the differences between them would have attracted her, too. He was 
more worldly and better educated than she. That he was focused on fa- 
ture profit as well as present pleasures meant she could be free to dwell 
in the present without worry. And since he could match her move for 
move, where he was conventional, he provided her with a measure of 
safety, a seawall against her own outrageous impulses. \ 

A story she tells from their early courtship evokes the many shades of 
meaning in the word once used for a courtesan’s paying lover, her “pro- 
tector.” One night when Marion was about to go to a party being given 
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by General Vanderbilt for the Prince of Wales, Hearst ducked quickly 

into Cartier’s, bought a diamond and pearl bracelet and ring, and used 

these to bribe her to stay home. He was afraid he might lose her to the 

prince, who shared Hearst’s enthusiasin for showgirls. Though after she 

accepted his deal, she planned to climb out her window and go to the 

party anyway, she found that he had hired detectives to wait outside her 

house. 

But if Hearst could be an almost parental figure, he was also fre- 

quently absent. Remembering the parties at 1700 Lexington Road, Char- 

lie Chaplin recalled that the best of them took place when Hearst was 

elsewhere. Several times a week a group that included Chaplin, Rudolph 

Valentino, John Barrymore, Mary Pickford and Douglas Fairbanks, 

Alma Rubens, Harry Crocker, and Tom Ince would gather to swim or 

play charades, join in masquerades or dance in the incongruously grand 

ballroom Hearst had added on to the house. There were small dinner 

parties and larger soirées to which at times over a hundred people were 

invited, not only actors and actresses but also polo players and senators, 

chorus boys and foreign heads of state, anyone who interested Marion. 

Throwing a good party requires a particular genius. We can get a taste 

of the quality by watching Davies in her films. In the mid-twenties she had 

become a popular actress, earning close to half a million dollars a year for 

her work. She was neither especially good nor bad at acting, but she had 

an astonishing charisma. In one film she made with Bing Crosby, during 

a duet they perform together, whenever he sings, it is she who commands 

attention simply through her smile. When she sings or dances, the tone 

of her voice and the way she moves have a surprisingly hypnotic effect. 

Through a her seemingly casual gestures, she radiates an intimate sexu- 

ality—loose, authentic, riveting. 

It is fascinating to ponder that, though Davies seemed so authentic, 

she did not always tell the truth about her life. Many of those who are 

known to have charisma embellish and rearrange their own histories, al- 

most as if they are creating a new past to express the mood of each mo- 

ment. Any good hostess must have a fierce loyalty to the present. The 
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significance of every other element—elegant food, furnishings, candle- 

light, atmosphere—pales when compared to her ability to awaken to 

each guest, every event or remark, thus multiplying everyone's pleasure 

through her own delighted awareness. 

Everywhere She Went 

A city, yet a woman.— William Blake, “Jerusalem” 

Here is the burning heart of Paris, the high road to mundane 
triumphs, the great theatre of ambitions and of the famous 
dissoluteness, which draws to itself the gold vice, and folly of the four 
quarters of the globe—Edmondo De Amicis, Studies of Paris 

We are accustomed to thinking of pleasure as simple. Yet as much as 
pleasure belongs to the present, it also belongs to the past. Even the most 

sensual desires have a complexity redolent with history and tradition. 
Whether it is a glass of wine or a can of beer, rich coffee and milk taken 

in the morning with a croissant or perhaps Earl Grey tea with porridge, 
an embroidered coat designed by Yves St. Laurent, or a pair of blue 
jeans, a ride down Fifth Avenue in a Jaguar convertible, a ride over the 
waves on a surfboard, or the glimpse of a certain part of the body that 
we find attractive, no desire is entirely free of the past. Io a great extent, 

we learn to want what we want. 

Like any great tradition, the history of pleasure includes classic forms 
and revolutionary innovations, influential figures, celebrated movements 
and times that were especially creative. These famous periods were often 
centered in particular places, cities that have gradually taken on the aura 
of sacred sites, During the second half of the nineteenth century, Paris 
became a mecca of pleasure, as pilgrims from around the world arrived 
to pay homage and bring back some of the city’s wisdom. Florenz 
Ziegteld, Jr., who not only founded the Ziegfeld Follies but shaped Ameri- 
can musical theatre for years to come, was deeply influenced by the music 
halls he saw in Paris. Indeed, he imported the idea of presenting a spec- 
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tacular tableau of beautiful women dressed in elegantly revealing cos- 

tumes from the Folies-Bergére. He was not the only one to be persuaded. 

Whether it was the Prince of Wales or the king of Prussia, Edith Whar- 

ton or Henry James, Stanford White or Eugene O’Neill, everyone fell 

under the spell of “Gay Paree.” 

The name is revealing. Long before it was a cypher for homosexual 

life, the word “gay” had another meaning. Perhaps because its ancestry 

in Old French includes a word which denoted “licentiousness,” the use 

of the term “gay” during the nineteenth century implied the presence of 

courtesans. And in truth, it was the grandes horizontales who made the city 

gay. If Paris was a perpetual celebration, the courtesan was the life of the 

party. Everywhere she went came to life. 

Of course, given the mysterious nature of pleasure, this vitality was 

not spread evenly. Some places were livelier than others. In the center of 

Paris, the courtesan’s paces inscribed an especially legendary geography 

over an area extending less than two square miles known as the Grands 

Boulevards. Here the profoundly social nature of pleasure was palpable. 

The Italian traveler and writer Edmondo De Amicis describes the effect 

of entering this glittering domain, which began at the boulevard Mont- 

martre and ended at the Place Madeleine. “The horses pass in troops, 

and the crowd in torrents. Windows, shops, advertisements, doors, fa- 

cades, all rise, widen and become silvered, gilded and illumined. It is ri- 

valry of magnificence... which borders on madness.” 

That the extremity of this awe-inspiring abundance borders on reli- 

gious experience does not escape him. Describing the signs on which the 

names of illustrious fashion houses, shops, and restaurants were spelled 

out, he writes that “Great inscriptions in gold run along the facades like 

verses from the Koran along the walls of mosques.” But this had to be ei- 

ther a very new or a very old religion, one that worships the fecundity of 

material life. “The eye,” he adds, “finds no place upon which to rest” in 

this excessive landscape, “full of coquetry and pride, which dazzles and 

confuses like blinding scintillations,” as it expresses perfectly “the nature 

of a great, opulent and sensual city, living only for pleasure and glory.” 

Though the last phrase may seem somewhat exaggerated, De Amicis 
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did not invent the hyperbole. The idea belonged to the phenomenon he 

was observing. It was a momentary illusion, created through an unspo- 

ken accord, the crowds not only assenting but each among them doing 

his or her best to keep alive the glorious feeling that only pleasure lay in 

every direction. And for a period of several hours, the common consent 

of the thousands who arrived by carriage or on foot, who strolled past 

the cafés, entered, drank, dined, danced, flirted, listened to music, 

laughed at the raucous or ribald words of a song, succeeded in creating 

a miracle. The pleasure they imagined was conjured into existence. 

This extraordinary feat was more than made possible by the fact that 
it was repeated every night. That certain revelers came again and again, 

the men called boulevardiers, the women known as demi-~mondaines, was es- 

sential. From noon until the early hours of the morning, the region be- 

longed to them. Thus, a courtesan reaching this territory just after rising 
at noon might head directly to the café at number 22 boulevard des Ital- 
iens called Tortoni. Entering by the private door reserved for regular 
patrons in the back, she would take lunch with a friend or a lover, after- 
wards most likely indulging in one of the ices for which the café was 
famous. 

After this, she might drop down to the shade of the Tuileries Gar- 
dens for a brief stroll before wandering into the passages leading off the 
boulevard Montmartre, small arcades filled with shops, to look at and 
perhaps purchase the sumptuous fabrics, the flowers arranged like offer- 
ings to the gods, sparkling gems wrested from all over the world, per- 
fumes made from fields of lavender, rose petals, leaves of lemon verbena, 
and thousands of enchanting objects designed to titillate the eye dis- 
played in the countless windows that lined her path. 

Tired then from this brief but richly sensuous tour, she would return 
to the boulevard des Italiens, stopping now at the Café de Paris across 
the street from the café where she took her lunch, or instead at the Mai- 
son Dorée, next door to Tortoni’s, knowing that at this hour, the late af- 
ternoon, she will be certain to encounter friends. Perhaps while sitting 
with a table of boulevardiers, journalists, artists, other cocottes, she might 
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meet a new protector; then again, if by chance she already has an ap- 

pointment for the night, she may simply be there to relax. 

If it is early fall, when the Paris season is already in full swing yet still 

not tired of itself, the air that was hot in midday will have a pleasant 

edge of coolness at this hour, and it 1s pleasant to sit outdoors as witty 

remarks fly by, laughter rising and ebbing, and abandon herself to the 

tide of conversation. Moreover, the relative ease of the hour is needed to 

revive herself for the larger waves to come. 

Soon, she will rise to prepare for the evening. When she returns, she 

will be dressed far more elegantly and, no matter how nearby she lives, 

she will arrive in a coach. De Amicis describes the moment “when all the 

gay life of Paris pours itself out from all the neighboring street,” when 

the odor of musk and flowers and Havana cigars and absinthe mixes 

heavily in the aur, and the carriages stop while “the cocottes, with their 

long trains descend...and disappear, with the, rapidity of arrows 

through the doors of the restaurants.” 

Whether she is dining at the Maison Dorée, the Café de Foy, the Café 

Anglais, Maxim’s, the Prévost, Marguery, Viel, Le Cardinal, Ledoyen, or 

Le Grand Vefour, the meal will be sumptuous, with eight or nine 

courses, beginning with small, nameless bite-size treats, followed by 

soup made velvety on the tongue by cream, continuing with fish and then 

meat, if not game, too, all accompanied by a good champagne, Bordeaux, 

or Burgundy, a chardonnay, and then pethaps a Charlotte or Croustade 

d’ananas Pompadour, and finally ices, without of course skipping at the 

very end a digestif—Armagnac, Cognac, or Chartreuse. She may be din- 

ing in a private room upstairs called a salon particuliére, with just her lover 

or a small party, or she may be seated in the grand salon, the decor of both 

rooms adorned with velvet and silk brocade, frescoes, gold gilding, lit by 

dazzling chandeliers in the public room, and quieter, more flattering 

lamps in the private one. If she is in a salon alone with her lover, they 

may take another course of pleasure on the couch provided for each pri- 

yate room before descending together at midnight once again into the 

streets, which are lit now with gas lamps and the thousand lights of every 
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café and restaurant, all of which give the boulevards, against the night 

sky, a startlingly brilliant illumination.'\ 

By contrast to the restaurant in which the air of jubilance is subdued, 
the streets host a celebration of ° gigantic proportions: the festivity 
stretches as far as the eye can see in every direction. Here a perpetual 
party pulls the couple into a powerful stream heading perhaps toward yet 
another café, open late at night, the Café de Foy or Paris, or toward the 

more verdant Champs-Elysées, where singers can be found performing at 

the cafés chantants, their sparkling lights strung like diamonds under the 

trees; or in the other direction, to the Palais Royale and its gaming ta- 

bles, which inspire an excitement that makes up for the sordid sur- 
roundings, the walls cracking and stained with oil but the spinning wheel 

seductive. 

Yet perhaps they have not dined so early, choosing instead to attend 
the opera or the theatre first. Before the end of the Second Empire, they 
will attend the opera on the rue le Pelletier, which is connected to the 
boulevard des Italiens by a covered passage. Closer to the turn of the 
century, they will attend the extravagantly decorous Opéra Garnier at 
the epicenter of the Grands Boulevards where the rue de la Paix, the 
boulevards des Italiens and Capucines meet. No doubt they will arrive 
separately, she by coach at the main entrance, mingling for a while with 
friends in the lower foyer before walking slowly up the grand staircase 
made of rare marble and onyx so that, appropriately set in this opulent 
architecture, her own beauty can be admired. 

The streets immediately around the Opéra will have prepared them 
both for this night. Her dress would have been made by a designer head- 
quartered on the rue de la Paix, perhaps the fashionable Paul Poiret or 
his mentor, Charles Worth (or, in an earlier time, Mlle. Sauvinet on the 
boulevard des Italiens), And a few steps further west, in the Place 
Vendéme, her protector would have found the diamond bracelet which 
he plans to present to her when he visits her private box during the in- 
termission. 

Leaving the Opéra, which at this hour would be illuminated by so 
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many lights it appeared almost phosphorescent, they would cross the 

square to the Café de la Paix, with its pale green and gold gilt interior, 

designed (as the Opéra had been) by Charles Garnier to be elegant but 

more intimate, for a late supper together, followed perhaps by a few yet 

more intimate hours in a room next door at the Grand Hétel. 

Then again, they may have gone to the theatre. The abundance is stag- 

gering to contemplate. There were spectacles everywhere. The names 

are legendary now: L’Ambigu-Comique, featuring the great Frédéric 

Lemaitre, who could milk a laugh from any line; the Théatre Historique, 

where Dumas’s La Reine Margot opened; the Théatre des Variétés, where 

Hortense Schneider sang Offenbach’s bawdy roles, often portraying a 

courtesan; the Vaudeville, the Gymnase, the Théatre de la Porte Saint- 

Martin—each nightly presenting macabre murders, romance, history, 

mime, or variety acts filled with gymnasts, clowns, dancers, and singers. 

There were circuses, too: the Cirque d’Hiver, the Cirque Olympique, and 

the Hippodrome, established by the Franconi brothers, where Mogador 

rode bareback and the Frascati brothers clowned. 

They might have climbed the hill up to Montmartre, where not far 

away at the Moulin Rouge the cancan was being performed until the 

early hours of morning, or gone east on the boulevards to the Folies- 

Bergére, where one could watch the stage while drinking or eating as 

tableaux and parades of extravagantly costumed women appeared, some 

of them legendary. It was here that Colette performed half nude; Liane 

de Pougy, Cleo de Mérode, and La Belle Otero danced, and Emilienne 

d’Alengon presented the talents of her famous pink rabbits
, all to be fol- 

lowed at the end of the era by performers still fabled in modern mem- 

ory—Mistinguett, Josephine Baker, Maurice Chevalier, and Charlie 

Chaplin. 

But the performance would be only a prelude to what must have 

seemed an infinite spectacle. Leaving the theatre, they would rejoin the 

crowds heading toward the Café Turc, the Café Anglais, the Café des 

Mauresques, the Café Riche, or Le Napolitain, to drink and dine and 

continue the party. And of course, they could easily have chosen instead 
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the established center of gaiety, that golden place known as Maxim’s, to 

dine under the glass roof designed by Lalique, drink the best champagne 

to be had in Paris, and then dance through the early hours of the morn- 

ing to the music of the house orchestra. 

In the Belle Epoque, Maxim's was synonymous with the high life of 

the fin-de-siécle, It was here in a room that held the bar called “The Om- 

nibus,” that demi-mondaines, actresses, dandies, flaneurs, and boulevardiers 

regularly assembled. Courtesans could always be found here. Maxim’s 

was the place for everyone to be seen and where anyone could be seen. 

Emilienne d’Alengon would come when she finished performing at the 

Folies-Bergére, leaving her rabbits with Ursula, the caretaker of the 

ladies’ room. Mata Hari and La Belle Otero came, too, and Liane de 

Pougy along with Cléo de Mérode, both pursued by Leopold of Bel- 

gium. His would not be the only royal presence; the Prince of Wales 

entertained here often. And of course the presiding royalty of the arts 
could be found here, too, including the playwright Feydeau, Marcel 

Proust, and Sarah Bernhardt. 

More than once, the frivolity reached fevered pitch, as when, for in- 

stance, Maurice Bertrand ushered in four pall bearers who were carrying 

a casket that, when opened, revealed a case of champagne. And whenever 
in the natural course of a night anyone’s capacity for folly began to ebb, 

the celebrant had only to look in the sinuously beautiful Art Nouveau 
mirrors that wrapped each room in luminescence to be inspired once 
more by the sight of someone else laughing, flirtatious, seduced, or all 

three, and in the process producing delicious gossip. 

But there was another kind of reflection which captured the same 
rooms with ghostly doubles to all the festivities that were produced by 
artists and writers who took their inspiration from the restaurant. The 
reputation of Maxim’s was so forceful that it migrated into the imagi- 
nation of an Austrian man who had never been to Paris at all: Franz 
Lehar set the entire act of an opera in the restaurant he had never seen. 
Nevertheless, he caught the spirit. “T go off to Maxim’s,” Prince Danilo 
sings, “Where fun and frolic beams. With all the girls I chatter, I laugh 
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and kiss and flatter.” Thousands of curious visitors, intrigued by The 

Merry Widow, would follow the hero there. 

Everywhere along the boulevards the festivities were enlarged and in- 

tensified by glittering’ images and thrilling legends, which danced and 

sang along with the crowds, calling out like sirens inviting pilgrims from 

far and wide to join the party. If you strolled in the Passage des Panora- 

mas, Zola’s heroine Nana, who loved to look at the fake jewelry in the 

shop windows there, would be walking beside you. Listening to a con- 

cert in the Tuileries, you would be haunted by the painting Manet made 

of a group of famous boulevardiers, sitting where you are sitting, Your ex- 

pectations of a ball at the Opéra would be heightened by his painting 

of a masked ball held there; and certainly approaching the bar at the 

Folies-Bergére, you would be accompanied by another of his luminous 

paintings. 

In the first foyer of the Opéra, the gathering would remind you of the 

opening scene of Balzac’s The Splendor and Misery of the Courtesan. In the cor- 

ridors of any theatre you would remember Flaubert’s description of 

students parading their mistresses during intermissions. Inside the audi- 

toriums, the images continue in intricate layers, as you recall several 

paintings of ladies and gentlemen in their boxes, as well as Daumier’s 

rendering of the section called Paradise in the upper balcony where the 

poorer members of the audience are packed. 

Entering the street again, your impression would be shaped by 

Béraud’s painting of the boulevard Montmartre in front of the theatre 

you have just left. Strolling over to a café, the men in silk hats you en- 

counter might have stepped from paintings by Caillebotte, just as so 

many women you see resemble Manet’s La Parisienne. And as the next cen- 

tury begins, you would think to yourself that it is here on the boulevard 

that Colette’s character, Chéri, mourning for the loss of the courtesan he 

loved, spent night after night in drunken dissolution. As when reaching 

Tortoni’s, you would know that Proust’s hero, Swann, searched desper- 

ately and in vain for the courtesan Odette here. 

And all about you while you watch or dine or drink or dance, stories 
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and images are being newly coined. The boulevardiers, fond of witty re- 

marks, publish and repeat them. One way or the other, sooner rather than 

later, everyone has heard Feydeau’s famous quip at Maxim's. (After being 

served a lobster with only one claw, he answered the waiter’s explanation, 

that lobsters often fight and injure each other in the tank, by demanding 

“Well, then, take this one away and bring me the victor.”) And everyone 

repeats the story of when Caroline Otero, forced to give up her seat at 

the Comédie-Frangaise to make room for the tsar of Russia and his ret- 

inue, threatened: “All right, I’ll leave. But I'll never eat caviar again!” 

Just as all the stories are being repeated, Nadar is photographing 

Sarah Bernhardt, Labiche, Dumas and Dumas fils, the Goncourt broth- 

ers—all principal players in this gaiety. And if now, looking back, the 

effect of these portraits seems somewhat elegaic, it is perhaps because al- 

though the pleasure is multiplied in both space and time, each event 

mirrored in succeeding reflections yielding the sense of an infinite pro- 

gression, this moment of eternity will come to an end like any other. It 

is an inevitability folded into every joy. As is the eventual comprehen- 

sion, if you glance for more than a moment in the mirror, that what you 

see there is not just happiness. Each night innumerable catastrophes ad- 

vance toward the region. 

The abundance so evident on the boulevards has a hidden cost. Lives 

cut short, impoverished, bodies maimed, tortured in Africa and Asia. 

The violence spent in the colonies will soon come home. The First 

World War is in the making. Soon French soldiers will be marching 
along the boulevards on their way to battle. The Dreyfus case, with its 

thinly veiled anti-Semitism, augurs the terrors of the second war that will 
follow. The unceasing abundance displayed on the boulevards is matched 
by a terrible poverty just a few streets away, in the recent memory of 

many of those who take part in the golden prosperity. And even as the 
party continues, there are among the celebrants men and women who are 

dying of the contagious diseases that, fed by poverty, also prosper. 

Many, of course, come here only to escape. Drinking or gambling too 

much, they use pleasure as a path toward oblivion. But pleasure is not by 
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its nature ignorant. During any given moment of delight, the mind starts 

to expand the circumference of its attention, here taking in the colored 

glass paperweights in a shop window, there the chestnut tree that has just 

come into bloom, then the frayed collar and pale face of the young man 

walking listlessly on the opposite side of the street, together with the 

look of desperation that clouds the face of a young prostitute as she 

leaves the notorious bar next door. Among the revelers, there are those 

who are watching closely, and they leave nothing out. 

For gentlemen fleeing the boredom of high society, that this is the 

meeting place of those who dare to broach forbidden subjects is one of 

the attractions. It is at the Café Durand that Zola will write /’Accusel, 

calling the French government's prosecution of Alfred Dreyfus unjust. In 

these cafés, one can talk openly about subjects banned from polite draw- 

ing rooms, not just politics and disease but the ever-fascinating sex and 

money. “What if instead of these indecent rags,”, Baudelaire writes of 

a beautiful girl he observes begging on the street, “the splendid train of 

a brocade gown rustled at your heels.” The air is brisk with forbidden 

realities. 

The perspective can have a prejudicial slant, as when Zola or the 

Goncourt brothers create a moral distance between their own pleasures 

and the pleasures of women. Still, as with an ancient carnival, this is a 

party where the old distinctions dissolve temporarily. Everyone changes 

roles. Poor women become powerful as rich men beg for favors. And de- 

spite every separation, the mood on the Grands Boulevards, shared as it 

is by multitudes, will inevitably sweep its inhabitants toward union, when 

for the duration of the vast ritual every fate seems to converge. Hence in 

the second half of the century, a gentleman and his mistress could pass 

by the Church of the Madeleine which anchors one end of the Grands 

Boulevards, where the memory of the large funeral held there for Marte 

Duplessis still lingers. 

And since death anchors every life, subtle signs of this destiny can be 

found everywhere on the boulevards. Even the most earnest attempts at 

undiluted frivolity include signs that evoke a vast underworld of mean- 
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ing. If, between the two world wars, for instance, a man were to take his 

mistress, one of the last courtesans, to the Folies-Bergére, they may see 

a fan of feathers crowning the head of Gaby Deslys as she parades the 

length of the stage, or five diamond-studded fans framing Josephine 

Baker's face, matching the large diamond spirals hanging from her ears, 

or a mane of furlike feathers trailing from a golden helmet worn by Ed- 

mond Guy, or a python wrapped around Mademoiselle Floriane’s arms. 

Thus, however subtly, on this night of pleasure, Inanna, Isis, and Venus 

will be evoked, not only inspiring thoughts of love but also revealing the 

larger mysteries for which pleasure is just one of the stations. 

Yet this station is formidable. If, on any given night, the pleasures of 

Paris have not already, as De Amicis says, “conquered” its visitors, here 

in the territory of the courtesan they will finally be possessed. Drown- 

ing in the strange sensation that past, present, and future have fused, now 

in this time out of time, while every sensible thought they have is dis- 

armed by a wave of intense tastes, odors, scents, sounds, visions, the pil- 

grims worshipping here will be subsumed and carried toward abandon 

by a common stream, rich with the history of desire. 

Her Swing 

For this and that way swing 

The flux of mortal things—Matthew Arnold, 

“Westminster Abbey” 

When, at the Folies-Bergére or the Ziegfeld Follies, a star such as Josephine 

Baker descended toward the stage perched on a swing, to some the vision 

would have evoked an earlier image. The original model for this setting 

can be found in a painting from the eighteenth century commissioned 

by Monsieur de Saint-Julien as a portrait of his mistress. It was his idea 

that she be suspended from a swing, and he who asked that his own like- 

ness be placed beneath her where he could admire her legs. At first Saint- 
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Julien requested that the painter Gabriel-Frangois Doyen to accept his 

commission; but Doyen, feeling the project too frivolous, passed it on to 

a younger, more obscure man who, as it turned out, had a strong feeling 

for the subject matter. When the painting, called Les Hasards Heureux 

de L’Ecarpolette—The Happy Risks of the Swing—appeared, it caused a sen- 

sation that made its creator, Jean-Honoré Fragonard, famous. 

In the painting, both gentleman and mistress are surrounded by a ver- 

dant landscape. It 1s a pastoral scene, the tree from which the swing 1s 

suspended almost mythically beautiful, the gentleman below literally 

wreathed in a bower of leaves and flowers. Though this background has 

a unique character, it also partakes of an even earlier tradition—the 

habit of painting amorous scenes, sometimes with courtesans, some- 

times with goddesses (who were usually unclothed), set in the country- 

side. The féte galante, as the form is known, can perhaps most easily be 

recognized by today’s audiences in Manet’s Dejeuner sur V’Herbe, which 

when it was painted shocked society by replacing ‘nude goddesses with 

modern women who sit sharing a picnic lunch with men who are fully 

dressed. Later, though the version she painted is less famous, Suzanne 

Valadon took the image into a far more radical dimension when she de- 

picted both men and women at the picnic unclothed. 

Next to these examples, The Swing, in which both lovers are fully 

clothed, may appear to be tame. Fragonard can seem foolishly sentimen- 

tal, except when you understand that his best subject was ecstasy. The 

vibrant motion of the young woman on the swing, echoed in the bil- 

lowing pink silk of her dress, which is caught in the light dancing over 

her, her face, her breasts, and which falls across his face, too, turned 

toward her, the adoring expression, the joyful ardor of his hand stretched 

toward her feet, his feeling extended into the tree which also reaches, less 

with effort than the pure effect of delight, toward a misty, blushing res- 

olution in the deeper landscape—are all expressions of bliss, the frivo- 

lous yet nevertheless powerful feeling that merges countryside and lovers 

together into one buoyant vision. 

Of course, the painting captures only one moment in the arc of plea- 
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sure. The pendulum will of necessity swing back and away; though the 

pink shoe that is suspended in midair above him will soon be his, the 

lover will never seize his mistress’s stockinged foot. And yet the feeling 

of the painting is not one of frustration but rather of a joy that is at 

that moment being realized. It is as if swing, skirt, trees, blushing sky, 

taken together were tropes for the nature of sexual passion, which will 

move through your body like a wave, dissolving your reserve, bringing 

you to union with forces of life beyond your comprehension, before it 

recedes, as all things must inevitably do. Though while you are immersed 

in this motion, you will be too happy to care. 



ALICE, OZY 

Dp : 
hapture 

( THE FIFTH EROTIC STATION ) 

The real merit of these eyes, their only originality, lay in something 

naive and constantly astonished. . . . —Fdmond About, Madelon 

Cie ce Ozy was known for combining the wide-eyed innocence in 

her character with a fair measure of cleverness and guile. The resulting 

mix must have been surprisingly delightful. The duc d’Aumale, son of 

the citizen king, Louis Philippe, was devoted to her. The toast of Paris 

for decades, she was depicted in novels and poetry by Edmond About 

and Théophile Gautier, painted and sculpted by Chassériau and Doré. 
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Her naiveté could be startling. Once, when she was told in jest that a 

Gruyére cheese mine had been discoyered in Montmorency which would 

provide employment for the poor, she responded by clapping her hands 

in joy. But her famous gullibility could not have come from any defi- 

ciency of mind. Instead of diamonds, she habitually asked that her 

lovers give her shares in the railway company. She became a wealthy 

woman rather early in her life. 

As is true for all of us, the source of some of her qualities can be 

found in her childhood. Her father was not poverty-stricken; he was a 

jeweler. But both her mother and father had other lovers and, disinter- 

ested in each other, they soon became disinterested in her, too. After 

leaving her with a foster mother for several years, when she reached the 

age of ten, they decided Alice should earn her own living. Thus, she 

spent three years of her childhood in the dark backroom of a fabric 

shop bent over a needle and thread as she executed intricate patterns of 

embroidery. 

Those who have been deprived of a childhood sometimes lack the 

ability either to be playful or to take pleasure in life. Yet just as often, 

those who have had their childhoods stolen from them retain an al- 

most childlike joy in life. It is as if at every moment they experience re- 

lease from a dim prison and are astonished and elated by everything and 

everyone they encounter. ; 

Ozy’s career as a courtesan began in a way that was conventional for 

the nineteenth century. At age thirteen, she was reprieved from her back- 

room indenture when her manager, estimating the effect of her beauty, 

thought she would be better suited to working behind the counter. But 

considering her innocence, this new position left her vulnerable to a sec- 

ond calamity. Very soon after her promotion, she was seduced by the 

shop's owner. Now the marriage proposal from a country doctor which 

seemed imminent could not be accepted. 

Her dilemma did not last long. Falling in love with the gifted actor 

Paul-Louis Brindeau, she eloped with him. And like so many compro- 

mised women before her, she entered the theatre, too. At the age of 
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twenty, having made her first appearance in the Théatre des Variétés, 

she was already earning 1,200 francs a year. But she was not to stay with 

Brindeau long. By turn of fate the Variété had been commanded to pre- 

sent the play in which she was performing, Le Chevalier du Guet, at the 

royal palace in the Tuileries. The performance was arranged to honor the 

return of Louis Philippe’s son, the duc d’Aumale, who fell in love with 

Alice at first sight. Doubtless understanding the fortunate nature of such 

a connection, and perhaps from a certain restlessness that also must have 

been engendered by her childhood, she left Brindeau easily. Just as easily 

as, after a period, she would leave the duke, who since he did not have 

control of his own money yet, could give her far less than her next lover, 

the comte de Perregaux. 

It is a testament to both the duke and the courtesan that Aumale was 

not resentful when she left. Still her friend when both of them were ag- 

ing, he visited her at the chateau she owned on Lake Enghien in Switzer- 

land, where, it is said, she would take the petals of the roses she grew 

and scatter them throughout the rooms. Did the scent remind the duke 

of all the nights he spent with her in her apartment above the Maison 

Dorée? Many men dreamed of joining her in the rosewood bed en- 

crusted with Sevre Medallions depicting Cupid, and draped in lace. The 

great womanizer Victor Hugo was very disappointed that he was merely 

shown her bedroom but not invited to stay. In his novel Madelon, Edmond 

About hints obliquely at what the experience of staying might have been 

like. “When you saw her,” he says, “it was like smelling a bunch of he- 

liotrope or tasting some delicious fruit; you felt something complete and 

superabundant, which made your heart overflow.” 

And as if this were not tantalizing enough, he adds a comment that 

is even more revealing: “She took possession of a man if she touched 

him with the tips of her fingers.” But this, of course, would lead to rap- 

ture—the tips of her fingers, fully sensate and fully aware, taking you in 

and touching you as if her fingers had never touched before, so that you 

yourself begin to experience touch as something entirely new. 

One can imagine the duke being seduced this way, her hand perhaps 
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grazing the side of his leg as they walk side by side down the boulevard 

des Italiens. By the time they reach her apartment, he has forgotten every 

worty, every responsibility; even his own expectations and plans for 

pleasure begin to vanish when her mouth opens into his mouth as she 

discovers all over again what it is to kiss him. 

As he glides his hand around the arc of her hips, over her belly, up 

the curve of her breasts, she takes her pleasure fully and with a cry of 

surprise, too, as if this particular stroke were unpredictably pleasurable, 

fresh. In her intense presence, he feels himself dissolving until, entering 

her mood entirely, he abandons himself to each ensuing moment of 

bliss. 
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GY, PHUCE 

I learned then that there are no minor roles. They are all major roles 

r 

and it’s what the dancer does that makes it major. 

—JupitH Jamison, Dancing Spirit 

LMOST ANY Activity will be transformed into 

something extraordinary when it 1s done with grace. The 

virtue is especially evident in movement. Imagine, for in- 

stance, the way that the actress and famous demi-mondaine Lanthélme en- 

tered a room. The languidly slouching manner of her walk was imitated 

by women all over Paris. Or think of Taglioni, the first ballerina to dance 

on her toes, spinning across the stage of the Opéra in Paris as if for a 

few breathless moments she were more spirit than flesh. Or envision Ni- 

jinsky, leaping and then pausing in midair before he descended, only to 

bend toward the earth slowly like a serpent. 

But if the essence of all grace is movement, the forms of the motion 

are manifold. The same virtue, for instance, describes the symbolic ges- 

tures we call graciousness, a quality that includes generosity, as well as 

the grace of the hostess who puts you at ease. A feeling which can ex- 

tend into her surroundings, when if they are pleasantly decorated, the 

rooms where she receives you will be described as gracious, too. 

And then there is also the divine grace, which moves from the myste- 

rious will of gods and goddesses who occasionally favor us with their 

blessings. One need not be religious to experience it. Even an atheist feels 

touched by a state of grace when, for instance, an astonishing insight 

seems to come out of nowhere. 

Given the complexity of this virtue, it makes sense that the Greeks 
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would have represented grace with three figures instead of one. The 

Three Graces are young women, handmaidens of Venus, who share 

many of her attributes, including beauty, joy, the ability to inspire de- 

sire, and an inclination toward games of chance. As well as having the 

habit of appearing either nude or in transparent clothing, along with the 

Hours, they helped Aphrodite to change her garments whenever the sea- 

sons changed. And there is this, too. Apropos of our subject, they are 

abidingly associated with love in every aspect, including fulfillment. A 

fullness which in an earlier aspect of Venus, as a goddess of fertility, was 

linked to the cycles of earthly life. 

Thus it should not surprise us that no matter how weightless the effect 

may be, this virtue requires a certain earthiness. While grace greases the 

wheels of almost any endeavor, it is by nature erotic. The way Lanthélme 

walked, for instance, has been called insinuating, What was insinuated, 

of course, as she proceeded—limbs loose, movements slow, shoulders 

curved forward, chest concave (as if she were pausing in a seductive un- 

dulation), hips forward—was desire. The thought of a continuing wave, 

her body softening against yours, would have entered your mind, just as 

you found your soul caught in the sway of the motion you would have 

been following so closely with your eyes. For it is difficult to ignore grace. 

“The Call of the Wild” 

The call of adventure, the call of the wild, was in most of them, no 

matter what they were doing—Maud Parrish, dance hall girl 

I was never a gold digger. The men threw their gold at my feet when 

my dances pleased them.—Klondike Kate 

Her dance was famous. She would begin in the center of the stage, stat- 

uesque and still, with over two hundred yards of gauze wound tightly 

around her, as if she were wrapped in a cocoon. The audience was made 

up mostly of miners who came in to Dawson to stake their claims or re- 
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fill supplies, hopefully taking a night of luxury and leisure before they 

would return to rough camps in the muddy fields and hills where they 

worked themselves to exhaustion every day looking for gold. Though 

with a successful claim a man might become a millionaire, this miracle 

more often than not eluded him. But here at the Palace Grand Theater, 

he could be transported to what seemed like heaven for the small price 

of admission and a few drinks, as somehow with uncommon grace Kate 

would unwrap herself nightly, suspending two hundred yards of di- 

aphanous fabric in the air while she danced. 

“She was forgetfulness of hardship and homesickness,” one man said 

later. Of course, the light, airy image she produced would have erased 

the memory of dark mine shafts and bodies aching with fatigue for a few 

hours. It was not just a strip show she offered. Though along with her 

audiences he found her very appealing, the owner of the theater hired 

her because she was a good choreographer. And she also had, he said, a 

“French flair.” : 

She was talented at evoking fantasy. Perhaps the roots of this ability lay 

in her childhood. Despite the modest means of her parents, her mother a 

waitress, her father a railroad telegraph operator, she was raised with an 

air of refinement as well as dreams of a better life. The atmosphere of her 

first years was permeated by her mother’s desire for something more. A 

larger, more glittering life seemed to beckon her perennially. Already mar- 

ried once earlier, after five years of marriage with Kate’s father, she di- 

vorced him, too, only to marry her lawyer, a former legislator. When this 

man became a successful judge and the family moved from Oswego, 

Kansas, to Spokane, Washington, Kate was swept into a different life, 

filled with every possible luxury. But the dream did not last long. Soon her 

stepfather lost all of his money; he died less than a year later, leaving Kate 

and her mother impoverished once again. 

She did not enter her trade by choice. It was to prevent her mother 

from working in a shirtwaist factory that Kate began to look for em- 

ployment herself. But at sixteen the only job she could find was in the 

chorus line at a Coney Island honky-tonk. In the beginning, her mother 
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kept a close watch on her, especially after shows. But when Kate moved 

back to Spokane, Washington, and, began work in a club there, she was 

taught to induce the customers to buy her drinks after each performance. 

It was here that, just after she moved her mother west to be closer to her, 

she heard the first news of the Klondike rush. After sixty-eight miners 

arrived in San Francisco carrying gold worth $1.5 million and the Seattle 

Post Intelligencer sent over 200,000 copies of a special Klondike edition 

with the headline “A Ton of Gold!” to newspapers all over the country, 

thousands of people—including the woman who would soon be known 

as “Klondike Kate’”—began to pour into the Yukon territories. 

At first she avoided the saloons where women were expected to take 

customers to the upstairs bedrooms. But once she became famous and 

had a private room of her own upstairs, she did not hesitate to accumu- 

late her own fortune this way. And like all the showgirls in northwestern 

saloons, she would sit and drink with miners after the shows. She ex- 

celled here, too. Almost as famous for her sympathetic ear as for her 

magnetic performances, she was gracious as well as graceful. According 

to one of her biographers, “she spent many sleepless nights wrestling 

with the problems of some raw-boned sourdough” down on his luck. 

On occasion she would even grubstake a miner to a claim. 

Here it would serve us to recall that the Three Graces also symbolize 

the eternal movement of the gift—a movement that, like all of life, is 

circular. What gifts she gave came back to her. As is evident in the story 

that a young miner named Ed Lucas has left us, something in Kate’s gen- 

erous nature inspired generosity. After he reached into his pocket to 

show her the cache of gold nuggets he had worked so hard to obtain, he 

said that with no forethought he found himself offering one of them to 

her. She chose the largest. During her first year in Dawson alone, she ac- 

cumulated $30,000, a small fortune then. 

One reason for her popularity must have been that she shared a great 

deal with the miners. Like them, she had known hard times, and like them, 

too, she loved the exhilarating mood of the Klondike. Since she arrived 

before the railway had a line into Dawson, she had come by boat up the 

five rapids. But because the river was thought to be dangerous for ladies, 
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there was a law against women taking this ride. Thus to avoid the Moun- 

ties, she dressed in boy’s clothes and jumped just as the boat pulled out, 

hitting the water before she was pulled aboard. Still, she found the jour- 

ney, she said later, “perhaps the most exciting trip I ever made.” A tomboy 

as a girl, she loved driving her team of dogs over the frozen snow and in 

the summer months riding “wildly” on horseback out into the meadows. 

From her famous flame dance, it is easy to guess that there was some- 

thing else Kate must have shared with the miners. The elation that per- 

yvaded the Yukon had another cause, more subtle, but still just as powerful 

as the desire for money. Gold is an old alchemical symbol. Perhaps be- 

cause of its shine and the labor required for retrieving it, the metal is a 

metaphor not only for all that is superior but for the process of becom- 

ing better. Indeed, even the wish for a fortune is, on one level, the desire 

for a metamorphosis. Once wealthy, you believe, everything will change. 

Your spirit finally will glitter, too. 

This would have been the vision Kate evoked as the drinking min- 

ers, tired from their work but happy to be in town, watched while she 

emerged from her cocoon, gauze suspended above her like wings, and 

cheered while they imagined divine grace had coupled with them, their 

spirits charged by the belief that they, too, were in the midst of trans- 

formation, their wildest dreams airborne. 

Ecstasies of Elevation 

From the stage to the auditorium . . . invisible threads criss-cross be~ 

tween... dancer’s legs and men’s opera glasses, in a network of 

arousal and liaison —Edmond and Jules de Goncourt, Journal 

Since at least the fourteenth century, dancers in the European tradition 

have been aiming themselves toward the sky. From the mannered ladies 

and gentlemen of the court, who often danced on their toes, to the mas- 

ters of the pirouette and the leap, to Lote Fuller, who, like Klondike 

Kate, succeeded in floating her cloudlike clothing over her head, the 
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general aspiration of dancers has been, if not to fly, then certainly to ap- 

pear as if they are in flight. 

The resulting illusion is even greater than it seems. For the sense is 

that the dancer is free not only of gravity but of earthly existence alto- 

gether and thus while moving into the more ephemeral realm of air be- 

comes ephemeral herself. Fittingly, as she fuses with the heavens above, 

she takes on a metaphorical significance, too. Thus, Loie Fuller, who was 

described in an astronomical simile by one witness as “a sun standing in 

a shower of stars,” was understood by the Symbolist poet Mallarmé to 

be less a woman than pure force, writing “with her body ...a poem lib- 

erated from any scribe’s instrument.” 

Though graceful movements have been associated with lightness, the 

idea of the dancer as a vision of purity had its apotheosis in the figure 

of the ballet dancer Marie Taglioni. It was her role as the Sylph in the 

Romantic ballet Les Sylphides which made her famous. Soon after the 

opening of this ballet at the Paris Opéra, women all over the city were 

fashioning their hair as she did in a style called a la Sylphide. The story of 
this ballet, set in what was, to a French audience, the exotic Scottish 

countryside, appropriately wreathed in mist, appealed to the sensibilities 

of the times. Seated comfortably before his hearth, the hero is ap- 

proached by a Sylph who has fallen in love with him. At last, forgetting 

the woman to whom he is betrothed, he succumbs to the spirit’s delicate 
approaches, and pursues her impulsively into the forte We can guess at 

the ending already, as in so many other Romantic tales, his passion will 
lead to doom. On his way into the woods, he is given a potent scarf by 
a witch who claims he can use it to capture the Sylph. But the scarf is 
cursed. When he wraps it around her, the Sylph dissolves sweetly into 
pure air. And making his tragedy complete, while she dies, the sound of 
far-off wedding bells can be heard, telling the hero that at this moment, 

the woman he had abandoned has just married his best friend. He has 
lost not just one lover but love itself. 

The role was created for Taglioni. She was well suited to play a Sylph, 
who is above all a spirit of the air. Taglioni was famous for lending her 
movements a light, ethereal quality. When she danced, she seemed, as 

tomy 
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Lincoln Kirstein tells us, as if she were enclosed within “an envelope of 

fairy remoteness and chaste flirtations.” That she danced on point only 

increased the effect. Though dancing on point had been seen on stage 

several decades earlier, Taglioni succeeded in making the technique as 

quiet and graceful as it had seemed loud and athletic before. Silent move- 

ment was a Romantic preference. One of Tagliont's teachers, the great 

Coulon, the man who developed what became known as the style Roman- 

tique, found a way to make noisy pirouettes and jumps silent by replac- 

ing the tapping heel of the eighteenth century with satin slippers. To her 

own graceful execution of this skill, Taglioni added the innovation of 

the tutu, with its gauzy transparency creating an even greater impression 

of airiness. Through her dance, she succeeded in creating an impression 

of purity that was unsurpassed. 

Yet nothing on earth will ever be purified of its origins. Though her 

impressive elevations and the feathery delicacy of her landings were not 

illusory, her art depended on long hours of experience with gravity. Born 

to an Italian family that had produced dancers for three generations, 

Taglioni was trained by her father. By all accounts, he drove her merci- 

lessly. Once the premier danseur in Italy, while he performed, composed, 

and produced ballet in Europe's major cities, he was eager to ready his 

daughter to follow in his footsteps. The practice which eventually made 

her appear to be so light in fact required prodigious labor. She would ex- 

ercise and dance for six hours a day, sometimes collapsing with exhaus- 

tion in the middle of a session, only to be bathed by her mother, dressed 

in clean clothes, and made to return to her exercise. “If I ever heard my 

daughter dance,” her father once said, “I would kill her.” Along with her 

lightness and grace, to produce silence required an uncommon prowess, 

a muscular strength not usually included in the Romantic picture of 

feminine fragility. 

But such is the nature of life on earth. Whatever exists will usually be 

coupled with its opposite. Gravity and grace are less antagonists than 

lovers. And delicacy is not a static state but instead a moment in a con- 

tinuum that must also include, if one ts to survive, strength and daring. 

During the years when Romantic ballet was prominent, the fragile-look- 
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ing dancers who twirled about in ephemeral tutus were actually risking 

their lives. More than one died from burns when their highly flammable 

costumes brushed too close to the gaslights at the edge of the stage. 

Taglioni’s student, Emily Livry, whom she had been carefully training to 

take her place one day, died of the burns she suffered in this way. 

But there is this, too. The image of chastity that Taglioni emanated 

was at one end of a pendulum that swung just as often in the other di- 

rection. That the dancer Fanny Elssler, who soon rivaled Taglioni’s pop- 

ularity, became celebrated for her sensually suggestive movements was 

only part of the story. Even while Taglioni seduced her audiences with 

exulted sighs of motion, backstage, countless scenes of a far coarser na- 

ture were taking place. To raise interest in and hence funds for the bal- 

let performances, Dr. Veron, who was the director of ballet at the Paris 

Opéra, allowed a select group of men to enter the foyer de la danse where 

the dancers practiced, warmed up, and rested after performing. Climb- 

ing a staircase installed at the left of the stage, gentlemen from the au- 

dience would give their names to an assistant, who had a list of those 

who were to be admitted. Once inside, they would watch the dancers 

work, most fascinated less by art than by anatomy, particularly legs. At 

the end of a performance, many men would leave with a young dancer, 

sometimes stealing her away from her mother’s protective eyes, and at 

other times bargaining with a mother for the cost of an evening. 

As was true for actresses, although ballet dancers were paid more than 
grisettes, the salary was small. It allowed for only the most meager existence. 

Unless she were a star, after basic expenses, nothing was left to support 

her mother or save for retirement, which for a dancer comes early. Thus, 

as also was true for actresses, dancers were often courtesans. The fashion 

for keeping dancers all through the nineteenth century was so common 
that the euphemism still used for keeping a mistress, “TI a sa danseuse,” was 

coined in this period. Aristocrats and wealthy entrepreneurs, artists and 

writers, even heads of state shared a passion for dancers. Napoléon III, 
emperor of the Second Empite, was such a frequent visitor backstage that 
he kept a private room there. Baron Haussmann, the architect the emperor 
had commissioned to redevelop the city, kept the dancer Francine Cellier, 
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who, in order to avoid scandal, dressed like his daughter whenever they 

went out together. A dancer called Finette was kept by the American 

painter James Whistler. Some, like Cléo de Mérode, were more famous as 

courtesans than dancers. And a very few such as Lolotte, for stance, 

who became the comtesse d’Hérouville, were courtesans only temporarily, 

before they ascended into the aristocracy. 

It is fascinating to ponder the irony that a depiction of a woman 

which implies that she is more spirit than flesh should inspire raw lust. 

The paradox is an old one. The idea of female purity has had erotic 1m- 

plications for centuries. Young women presented as virgins often com- 

mand higher prices in brothels than do experienced women. The desire 

is not only for innocence but for the spiritual renewal that is associated 

with a chaste body. In the end the two extremes, lust and chastity, belong 

to each other. Logically, one always implies the existence of the other. 

Neither can be defined separately. Nor ultimately can they be experi- 

enced apart from each other. In the process of preserving chastity, one 

must continually be wary of lust. Lust is the necessary preoccupation of 

chastity. It is even easier to understand that anyone possessed by spirit- 

less desire would eventually fixate on chastity, too, as a symbol of the 

missing soul. Indeed, in a world in which body and spirit were separated 

and conceived as opposites, to achieve a fully erotic life would be like 

trying to balance on a narrow precipice. Thus did the ballet dancer, 

straining to stay aloft for a few miraculously graceful moments, her toes 

bent painfully back on point, have a titillating appeal, reflecting at once 

the possibility of ecstasy and the vulnerability of satisfaction
. 

The Faun 

I was poor. I earned 65 rubles a month... not enough to feed both 

my mother and myself —Vaslav Nijinsky, Notebook on Life 

Bartering one’s body for financial or social benefits was not unusual 

among young actors and actresses, ballet dancers or singers. . . . 

—Peter Ostwald, Vaslav Nijinsky 
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Though the dancer has rarely, if ever, been called a courtesan, there are 

episodes in his life that could easily be found in the biography of a co- 

cotte. That he was taken as a lover by several older, wealthy and more pow- 

erful men, that his bills were paid by them, that it was through his 

protectors he was educated and introduced to a more sophisticated 

world, that eventually he was to be canonized in public opinion as a cel- 

ebrated object of desire, all speak to the striking resemblance. 

Nyinsky met his first protector, Prince Pavel Lvov, shortly after grad- 

uating from the Imperial Ballet School, while he was still a dancer at the 

Maryinsky Theatre in St. Petersburg. As in Paris, it was common in Rus- 

sia for wealthy men to seek lovers among men and women dancers, both 

groups underpaid and struggling. With his innovative interpretation of 

classic roles, Nijinsky was already becoming a sensation. Lvov dressed 

the dancer in fashionable clothes and furnished him with an elegant 

apartment, took him to cafés and parties, making it possible for him to 

mingle with a society far more affluent than he had ever encountered be- 

fore. It was here that Nijinsky found still other protectors, including a 
Polish count, whom years later he remembered chiefly because he had 
bought him a piano. And he met his most famous lover in these circles, 

too, the man who was to make him famous: Sergei Pavlovich Diaghilev. 

When Diaghilev was organizing a ballet company to import to Paris, 

simultaneously, Nijinsky became both his lover and his protégé. Di- 
aghiley supported him, making sure he dressed well, suggesting what he 
should read, bringing him to museums, pointing out the paintings he 

himself admired, as well as introducing him to a set of celebrated and 
accomplished friends—Jean Cocteau and Marcel Proust among them. 
And of course, Nyinsky became a principal dancer in his lover's com- 

pany. The partnership belongs to history now. With music by Igor 
Stravinsky, choreography by Michel Fokine, and Nyinsky as a principal 

performer, the company that was eventually to be called the Ballets Russes 
produced a revolution not only in dance but in all the other arts as well. 

Along with facing the same circumstances which gave rise to galanterie, 
Nyinsky shared many of the virtues that courtesans had. In the role of 
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a dancer and a choreographer, his timing was astonishing—his erotic 

beauty can still be seen in the photographs that survive him; the way he 

moved was at times so brazen that his performances inspired more than 

one scandal. Although he was known to be somewhat inarticulate, his 

choreography was brilliantly creative; he celebrated pleasure in his art; 

and while he was not necessarily famous for his charm, he was astonish- 

ingly graceful. 

Indeed, whether or not he can be called a courtesan, Nijinsky’s par- 

ticular grace calls to mind an aspect of this virtue in which many cour- 

tesans were known to excel. Just as gracefulness shapes and enlivens 

certain traditional movements, grace also informs and even allows inno- 

vations to be made. We might even say that since innovations change our 

perceptions of what grace is, this virtue continually gives birth to itself. 

Though for the simple reason that grace is not solitary, this can never be 

a virgin birth. As with pleasure, grace is always coupled with culture. 

Thus when a culture changes, so does its estimation of what is graceful. 

And there is this to consider, too. The climate of a culture is never it- 

self isolated; rather, it hinges on history. Dance mimics the movements 

of the body politic. We need only remember that during the French Rev- 

olution the rigid balletic positions once required at court gave way to 

looser, more flowing gestures. Yet the hinge of this doorway moves in 

two directions. Just as often, dance provides the first signals of social 

change. When Nijinsky stunned Parisian audiences with an astonishing 

leap during which he seemed to hover momentarily in midair before dis- 

appearing into the wings, did they understand the stunning feat they had 

just witnessed was symbolic of a future, simultaneously invisible and 

palpable, a mood whose powerful presence could be felt as if hovering 

in the atmosphere? 

The change was augured in other ways. Through one of the attributes 

of the Three Graces, the revelation of the body, all over Paris an ancient 

form of grace was returning to the stage: Lanthélme’s slouch, Isadora 

Duncan's liquidity, La Goulue’s cancan, Otero’s Spanish dance, the jut of 

a hip, the lifting of a leg. An erotic vocabulary of movement was reap- 
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pearing. Yet, as Nijinsky began more and more to explore the dimen- 

sions of his own desire, he took the revelation even further. 

In the ballet he choreographed to Debussy’s D-Aprés-midi d’un faune, the 

dancer pushed the sensibilities of his audiences to the breaking point. 

The music he used was composed in response to a popular poem by 

Mallarmé, a poem that itself had broken convention by describing mas- 

turbation. But where Mallarmé achieved his effect by subtle allusion, Ni- 

jinsky was shockingly direct. Though his choreography was innovative, 

the first part of the ballet was more or less acceptable. Following the tra- 

ditional story, Nijinsky, who appeared wearing a wig of golden curls and 

horns on his head and carrying a flute and a cluster of grapes, danced 

the part of the Faun aroused by a bevy of nymphs who flee from all his 

advances. The end of the ballet, though, was a different matter. Laying 

on top of the scarf he had stolen from one of the nymphs, Nijinsky 

thrust his pelvis into the fabric, moving his whole body as if he were hav- 

ing an orgasm. 

The dancer’s art was provocative in other ways, too. Not only did he 

challenge the unwritten laws which forbade such a frank display of mas- 
culine sexuality, he leaped over the strict definitions that divide men from 
women. The fact that his body—with its thick thighs, the enormous 

strength, the darkly beautiful eyes—suggested androgyny made his 

movements seem even more a mixture of masculine and feminine con- 
ventions: here an enormous leap, there the head coquettishly tilted, here 

ferociously growling, there undulating across the stage like a serpent. 

The roles he played often accentuated this ambiguity. Cast as slave and 
lover of his master in more than one ballet, Pavillon d’Armide, Cléopdtre, and 
Schéhérazade, he was alternately dominant and submissive, ferocious and 

pliable. 

That the way he danced reflected the circumstances of Nyinsky’s own 
life did not escape his audiences, who were fascinated by the love affair 
between the dancer and his master. Cocteau has made a drawing of the 
two men, walking down the street, Diaghilev’s arm around Nyinsky’s 
shoulders, the older man engulfing the younger. We can see why Nijin- 
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sky’s feelings for Diaghilev were ambivalent. He felt overpowered, and 

chafed at the control that the man who was not only his lover but also 

paid his bills and directed his career exercised over him. Eventually, Ni- 

jinsky freed himself, only to marry a wealthy woman who once again 

provided his support. 

It does not seem far-fetched to see a mirror of his own dilemma in 

the central character of a ballet he created at the end of his career. In Pa- 

pillons de la Nuit, Niyinsky told the story of a courtesan, once beautiful, 

now “an indomitable spirit in the traffic of love, selling girls to boys, 

youth to age, woman to woman, man to man.” Though it was never per- 

formed, the ballet would have been fascinating, once again reflecting 

what audiences might have preferred to avoid, though it is easy to imag- 

ine that the image would have been strangely beautiful. 

And is this not the ultimate achievement of grace? To translate diffi- 

cult circumstances, contradictory demands, ambivalent feelings, painful 

perceptions into a dance that even as it takes the breath away, moves us 

in a new direction. Witnessing what we do not entirely understand, we 

find ourselves suddenly taking an unpredictable leap—a risk of the most 

dangerous kind, a leap of the imagination. 

Her Graceful Curtsies 

A king without diversions is a miserable man —Pascal 

Even today the story ts being repeated. Long before she met Louis, she 

would ride at the edge of the royal forest and watch him as he hunted. 

It is said she cut such a graceful figure, dressed in pink, her coach a com- 

plementary blue, the king could not have failed to take note of her. Par- 

ticularly since she was as agile at driving a coach as she was at riding. We 

know this last because after she became Louis XV’s mistress, the mar- 

quise often accompanied him on his hunts, during which she was ad- 

mired by many for her abilities at horsemanship. 
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She was not born a marquise. Along with a coat of arms and an es- 

tate, the title was given to her by the king a few months after they be- 

came lovers. That she was born a commoner would prove to be an 

obstruction to becoming the royal maitresse en titre, yet hardly an insur- 

mountable one. Though her father, Francois Poisson, was a steward to 

the Paris brothers, the financiers on whom both the king and the econ- 

omy of France relied, no one in the family before her had ever been re- 

ceived at Louis XV’s court; apart from the rarely gifted or most 

celebrated members of society, this privilege was reserved for the 

nobility. 

Yet, despite the odds, Jeanne-Antoinette Poisson, as she was called 

then, had dreamed of this fate for years. She had wanted to be Louis’ 

mistress since she was too young to have understood exactly what a lover 

is. It was in the ninth year of her life that her mother asked a for- 

tuneteller to reveal her daughter's future. The ensuing prediction that 

Jeanne would one day become the lover of the king seemed to have im- 
pressed the whole family, who thereafter teasingly called the child 

“Reinette,” meaning, in rough translation, “Little Queen.” 

It has been said by all who witnessed the moment when Pompadour 

was first presented to the king at Versailles that her curtsies were flaw- 

less. Though to a contemporary observer this may seem a minor ac- 

complishment, verging on irrelevance, it was crucial in the eighteenth 
century, especially at Versailles, where the list of rules for proper de- 

portment was as arcane as it was endless. Every move at court was 
crusted over with manners whose reason for being had long ago crum- 
bled into invisibility. There was a prescribed way of sitting or rising. 
Protocol dictated who could and who could not sit on a chair, who 
could have a chair with a back, who might carry a cushion to chapel, and 

even at what angle the cushion should be placed (the cushions of princes 
of the blood could be straight, whereas those of dukes had to be an- 
gled). Ladies in court had a particular way of walking, with many short 
steps hidden under their skirts so that they appeared to glide; the way a 

woman was greeted, with a movement of the shoulder or a low curtsy, 
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would reflect precisely how wellborn she was, how well married and even 

whether or not she had employed a good cook. Out of no discernible 

logic, certain words, cadeau, for instance, instead of présent, were consid- 

ered vulgar; only people of a particular rank were allowed to carry para- 

pluies, and no matter what misfortune had occurred, nothing but a 

cheerful expression would ever be tolerated in the public rooms. 

Indeed, the separation between private life and public appearances at 

court was as distinct and impermeable as that between a stage and a 

dressing room. What resulted was a strange double life in which many 

quotidian events occurred two times, once ceremonially and a second 

time in reality. King Louis, for instance, almost always went to bed twice. 

The first occasion took place during the public ceremony called the 

coucher in his state bedroom, where he never really slept (the fireplace 

smoked and the location of the room was too public for him). After his 

boots were pulled off and someone from the royal bloodline, designated 

with the high honor, handed him his nightshirt, he made the semblance 

of retiring. But as soon as his courtiers left the room, he rose anew, took 

off the symbolic nightshirt, put his boots on again, and went out, often 

to search the small town of Versailles or the city of Paris for some noc- 

turnal amusement, before he finally. retired again, this time to the private 

room he preferred (if not to the bedroom of his mistress). 

A similar redundancy took place in the morning. Rising early and 

working for hours in solitude—he even set his own fire to avoid waking 

the servants—he had to submit later in the day to a second rising that 

was ceremonial, called the levée, in the same cold and smoky room where 

he had pretended to sleep, during which he would hand the famous gar- 

ment back to the lucky prince who had been privileged to give it to him 

the night before. 

Pompadout’s presentation to Louis XV at the court of Versailles was 

equally symbolic. He already knew her well. The king had noticed her 

on his hunts, but too shy to speak with strangers, he never approached 

her (though occasionally he would send a gift of game to her house). 

The opportunity to meet arose at an elaborate costume ball given at the 
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palace to celebrate the dauphin’s wedding. Since Louis’ last mistress had 

died, more than one woman at the ball, tried to position herself to catch 

his eye, a difficult task, since it was a costume ball and he entered dis- 

guised as one of several yew trees. No one knows exactly when the yew 

tree turned back into a king. But suddenly everyone could see him laugh- 

ing with Pompadour, who, dressed as the goddess Diana, was also un- 

masked. Later in the evening, after Pompadour went to a second 

celebration at the Hétel de Ville in Paris, when the king had dispatched 

his duties, he followed her there and took her into a private room, where 

they dined and spent the night together. 

By the time she was presented to the king at Versailles, she had been 

his lover for several months. Indeed, for several days she had been settled 

in her own apartments just above the king’s private rooms, to which they 

were connected by a small staircase and which he must have already 

climbed, given his reputed appetite, several times since her recent arrival. 

Nevertheless, the ceremony had to be daunting for her. When just 

one low curtsy was a formidable feat for a woman dressed in elaborate 

courtly attire, protocol required that she execute three. And once the 
king dismissed her, which he did with a cold nod, she was expected to 
leave his presence by walking backward, a not wholly unreasonable re- 
quirement except for the long train of her dress, an item court fashion 

dictated that she must wear, and which she had to kick out of her way 

while receding. Miraculously, she pulled off these difficult maneuvers 
with a faultless grace that caused some admiration. 

Though the achievement must be attributed to her natural virtues, 

she had recetved instruction. In preparation for her arrival at Versailles, 

Louis had dispatched two trusted men to teach her the protocol of the 
court, the hundreds of rules, manners, gestures, phrases, teplies she 

would need to study and learn over three months. Was the king smiling 
to himself when he appointed the abbé Benois as a tutor to his mistress? 
Louis was known not only to enjoy a good laugh but to have a sense of 
‘humor along these lines, as when once he read a sermon on chastity 
aloud to Mademoiselle de Mailly, one of the royal mistresses who had 



Grace 175 

preceded Pompadour. Benois consulted with another cleric before ac- 

cepting this employment, but eventually he decided that since he had not 

introduced the lovers, he was not responsible for their union. He spent 

three months with his charge and after that remained a lifelong friend. 

Though Pompadour’s audience with the king was successful, the trial 

was not over yet. Her social graces would be put to the test again tm- 

mediately by her presentation to the queen. Leaving the council cham- 

ber, she had to proceed back to the antechamber called Oeil de Boeuf and 

cross it to reach the queen’s chamber, all the while followed by a crowd 

of spectators who had been anticipating these events with great relish. 

Among all the activities at court—gambling, the hunt, romantic liaisons, 

balls, ceremonious events—gossip ranked very high. Everyone, including 

the queen, knew that the young woman was Louis’ mistress. And know- 

ing that she was a commoner too, many hoped for a memorable mistake. 

Contemptuous of the bourgeois, the aristocracy felt threatened by the 

rise of a class that was gaining both wealth and power while the landed 

nobility, frittering away their riches at court, had allowed their estates to 

deteriorate. Those who were not born with titles were regarded as infe- 

rior. And to some it was an especially annoying affront to have a mem- 

ber of the bourgeoisie made into the official mistress, or maitresse en titre, 

an entitlement never before given to a commoner. Although those who 

became close to Pompadour were almost always won over by her con- 

siderable charms, some, the duc de Richelieu in particular, would remain 

steadfast enemies. The duke’s acerbity toward her may well have been 

partly motivated by his own insecurity over bloodlines. He had not re- 

ceived his title directly from his father, but instead diagonally through 

his uncle. The lineage and hence his blood was thought less than pure, 

and thus, as with many whose legitimacy 1s in some way questionable, he 

turned an avidly scornful scrutiny toward the legitimacy of others. 

In her first meeting with the queen, Pompadour acquitted herself well, 

with only one small mistake; as she kissed the hem of the queens skirt, 

a bracelet fell off her arm. But the queen was kind to her. Instead of 

dismissing her with a curt compliment about the style of her dress, as 
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the crowd had expected her to do, the queen asked after a mutual friend, 

one of the few aristocrats the Poisson family knew. Understanding the 

kindness of the royal gesture, the newly titled marquise responded with 

a warm and grateful ebullience, assuring the queen not only of her love 

and respect but of her desire to please her. Though Pompadour’s exu- 

berance broke an unwritten law against abundant displays of emotion at 

court, the queen was gratified. 

Just as 1t might be said that Pompadour was able to negotiate the 

transformation of herself from commoner to favorite with uncommon 

grace, it can also be said that in bringing a more informal and open man- 

ner of expression to Versailles, she foreshadowed what was to be a trans- 

formation not only of the court but eventually all of society. Her 

displays of emotion, her frankness, her loud “forthright” voice, her free 

laugh, and her familiar language were at odds with standard behavior at 

Versailles, which according to aristocratic tradition was far more sub- 

dued. Ladies only giggled or smothered their laughter and everyone ha- 

bitually hid or dampened their feelings, even when what was felt was joy. 

No wonder there was so much intrigue. The atmosphere of constant 

jockeying for position that surrounds monarchies and indeed every pow- 

erful leader was only made mote acidic by the fact that anger could 
not be expressed openly. Hence snide remarks, subtle inferences, small 

praise, dismissive gestures, indeed every possible form of passive assault 

characterized the social life of the court. 

No wonder that Pompadour’s manner appealed to the king. Often 
laughing, visibly less calculating, liable to burst out with unpredictable 
enthusiasm, she must have been like a breath of fresh air to him. The 

painter Frangois Boucher captured her ebullience well. In portrait after 
portrait, the spirit that enlivens her rose-cheeked face spills out into the 

room. Rendered with colors that are vibrant and soft at the same time, 
her dresses appear less to hang than to ripple, and the same vibrant 

energy seems to bless all that surrounds her; whether it is a brocade 

curtain, the patterned edge of a chaise-lounge, an elegantly rounded 
side table, a feathered pen, a clock encased in gold garlands, a compact 
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filled with rouge, the rose pinned to her bodice, a rose at her feet, a rose 

bush behind her, a statue of a woman holding a child in a garden, a 

lemon or a beech tree that catches our attention, the eye is dazzled by 

exuberance. 

That Boucher began to paint the marquise when she was still a child 

seems fitting. She was a good subject for him. There was a strong con- 

cordance between her way of being and his way of seeing. Not only did 

they prefer the same bright pastel colors, they both liked flowers. She was 

an avid gardener and he embellished canvasses, tapestries, and vases with 

flowery forms. More significant, they shared a precise time and place in 

history, positioned between one order and another: the monarchy that 

was soon to fall and the bourgeois world already on the rise. 

You can see the same contradictory directions, resolved into pretti- 

ness, in both her life and his art. As frivolous as both the painter and the 

mistress may seem today, together they invented an ingenuous version of 

grace, one that allowed them to erase conflicts that ‘otherwise might have 

erased them. With a single recognizable style, Boucher has painted the 

grand mythic scenes that belonged to the old order, delicate landscapes, 

and the more domestic scenes that gently predict a radical shift in val- 

ues. Similarly, as a young newly married woman, Madame Etioles (as 

Pompadour was known before her husband was dispatched with an of- 

ficial decree of separation) hosted her own salon, which the philosophes, in- 

cluding Voltaire, attended. For a period even after she was at court, as 

well as sponsoring Voltaire, she defended the ideas that would one day 

lead to the Revolution. The lightly congenial manner which allowed her 

to do so doubtless also made it easier for her eventually to relinquish 

these ideas, which were not, understandably, as popular at court as they 

were in Paris. 

Yet there was much she did not relinquish. Though she learned 

proper protocol, she never adopted the rigidly cold manner of court 

ladies. And just as Boucher included intimate scenes in his repertoire, she 

retained what was then considered a very bourgeois tone of intimacy 

with all those who were close to her, including the king. One of the most 
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revealing portraits we have of her, painted by Alexandre Roslin, seems to 

catch her in a private moment with her brother, the marquis de Marigny. 

They both wear ornately embroidered silk, she rose and white, he red 

and gold, and the same mischievous half smile adorns both faces as if 

the two siblings had been interrupted in the midst of a game. Marigny, 

who inherited his title from his father (to whom it was given for obvi- 

ous reasons by the king), holds an architectural model and a compass, 

while Pompadour holds a box of jewelry. Though Marigny’s model was 

most probably made to simulate a monumental project they were de- 

signing together, the effect of the whole scene, their almost winking ex- 

pressions, the tea service on the desk between them already used, is 

informal in an almost modern way. 

The air of casual comfort which the marquise exuded must have pro- 

vided a balm for Louis XV. An intensely private man for a king, he had 

lost his whole family practically in the space of a week when his mother, 
father, and brother died suddenly of diphtheria. It is said he was saved 
simply because his nurse would not allow the doctors, whom she rightly 

distrusted, to treat him. Growing up unprotected by either a mother or 

a father in the forbidding court of his great-grandfather Louis XIV can- 
not have been easy, either. And to make matters worse, after Louis XIV 
died, there were rumors that the regent, his great-uncle, Philippe d’Or- 

léans, duc de Chartres, had plotted to poison him. Though the rumors 

were untrue—the regent was always kind to him and the young Louis 
grew to love him—he was surrounded by those who believed what had 
been said and cautioned him to be even less revealing than was usual at 
court. 

Now here was Pompadour, who adored him and had stolen his heart, 
acting in a more intimate manner than anyone dreamed possible at Ver- 
sailles. When she used affectionate nicknames for the members of her 
family, it shocked other members of the court; but Louis laughed when- 
ever he heard her call her brother “Frérot” and soon adopted silly nick- 
names for his daughters, calling Madame Adelaide “Locque” as in “rag,” 
for instance, and Madame Victorie “Coche” as in “Coach.” 
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Would Pompadour’s graciousness have led her to alter her habit of fa- 

miliarity had the king disliked it? Above all else, she wanted to please 

him. But this question cannot be answered, if only because it betrays an 

ignorance of the nature of what passes between lovers who are, as Louis 

and Pompadour os supposed to be, meant for each other. Each one’s 

idiosyncrasies, as well as virtues, are aligned fortuitously with the other's 

needs and desires. Thus, even being in the presence of the beloved is a 

delightful gift. And in the case of Pompadour, who wanted to give more 

than carnal pleasures to her lover, this alignment allowed her to perceive 

and respond to the king’s needs, at times even before he himself knew 

what he lacked. 

She would, for instance, watch his complexion carefully. Whenever his 

face grew liverish and yellow, she knew that he was bored. Boredom had 

to be a serious condition for him. Confined for years to his nursery, he 

would have associated dullness with the loss of his parents, as well as the 

danger that reputedly surrounded him. Whenever Pompadour saw this 

color arise, she was on alert to divert him. Here, too, the lovers’ propen- 

sities were aligned. She read widely and loved the theatre, painting, and 

architecture. Though among these literature was the only interest Louts 

did not share with her, he benefited greatly from what she read. Her li- 

brary included a wide range of material, everything from history to 

Voltaire’s philosophy to Racine’s plays to paragraphs culled by censors 

from the court’s mail to the police reports that were the equivalent of 

tabloids today. After her death, her brother Marigny sold her library, 

which contained at her death 3,525 volumes. (He withheld only one book 

from the sale, Représentations de M. de Lt. Général de Police de Paris sur les Cour- 

tisanes a la Mode et les Demoiselles de Bon Ton par une Demoiselle de Bon Ton.) 

She could recite whole speeches from a number of plays she knew by 

heart, and told Louis tidbits gleaned from less elevated sources with 

great comedic skill. She was known to be funny. 

Let us recall that since those who make us laugh tread a thin line, per- 

ilously close to what might offend, humor requires a certain gracefulness. 

And the other meaning of grace, which is generosity, plays an important 
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role in this respect, too. Witty remarks which proceed from a generous 

nature are more likely to be well poised, balanced carefully between 

kindness and candor. The wish is to tell the truth without wounding, or 

at least without inflicting a wound that is too grave. 

Which calls to mind the fact that Pompadour was not always allowed 

to be funny. Understandably, given the losses Louis suffered during his 

childhood, he was subject to morbid moods, periods when he brooded 

on death, which might be sparked off by the slightest stimulus, even the 

sight of a cemetery from the window of the royal coach as the lovers 

traveled through the countryside. We can only guess that Pompadour 

must have tried to divert him from this preoccupation because eventu- 

ally she was forbidden to try to make the king laugh on the occasions 

when he was dominated by such a mood. To have the patience to allow 

her lover to retain his gloominess would be hard for a woman who was 

by nature giving; yet clearly Pompadour was capable even of this. 

Pompadour’s generous nature, which above all she aimed at the king, 

may explain why Louis was known to open his purse strings more gra- 

ctously with her than anyone else at his court. The gifts that she gave him 

in return were more than token; it was not only because she understood 

his nature but because she possessed considerable skills of all kinds that 

she was able to amuse him so successfully. Using the men and women of 

the court who had talent as actors or dancers, altogether she organized 

122 performances of 61 different plays. And since she herself had been 

trained to act and sing by teachers from the Comédie-Frangaise, more of- 

ten than not she also played the major female parts. Once, she even took 

on the leading masculine role. It was after seeing Pompadour perform the 

role of the prince in The Prince de Noisy that Louis leaped onto the stage 

and embraced her, saying, “You are the most delicious woman in France.” 

Because of her theatrical success, plans for a theatre to be built at Ver- 

sailles were drawn up. Though it was only finished after her death, dur- 

ing the rest of her life, all of which she lived at Versailles, she and the 

king had many conferences with the architect, the famous Gabriel, over 

the design. One of the activities that usually proved to keep the king 



Grace Teo A 

from turning yellow was architecture. He loved to watch buildings as 

they went up and rooms as they were decorated, redecorated, and then 

decorated all over again. His interest started young, and perhaps it was 

also connected to loss. Soon after Louis lost his immediate family, the 

regent moved the seat of government to Paris, taking the young king 

with him to the Tuileries Palace. By the time the court returned, Louis 

was fourteen years old, and so enamored of Versailles that he spent days 

wandering around the property admiring its architecture and Lendtre’s 

famous gardens. History has bequeathed us a legendary scene of the 

young king lying for hours on the floor of the Hall of Mirrors while he 

focused his attention on the ceiling. 

Louis and Pompadour spent a great deal of time making the rounds 

between one royal palace or another, as well as visiting the many houses 

that Pompadour had steadily acquired during her reign. Thus, in addi- 

tion to her hand in the constant building at Versailles, she supervised the 

redecorations at Fontainebleau, Choisy, and Marly, and she also spent 

considerable time supervising work at her own houses—among them, 

the Hermitage at Versailles, her house at Crécy, a house called Mon- 

tretout, another called La Celle, as well as Province, Bellevue, and the 

Hotel d’Evreux, which would one day become the Palais Elysée (cur- 

rently the official residence for all the presidents of France). She embel- 

lished each house with great care, arranging for fifty orange trees here, 

painted decorations by Loo there; a series of painting by Boucher linked 

together with garlands of wood carved by Verberckt adorned one room 

at Bellevue; walls of white and gold or bright pastel enamel in colors in- 

vented by the Martin family were everywhere; and all her houses were 

well ornamented by objects that she chose or even commissioned, an or- 

molu lantern decorated with flowers of Vincennes china, screens of 

amaranthus wood, Dresden candlesticks, a dovecote on a column. The 

list is very long. After her death, it took lawyers one year simply to make 

an inventory. 

The public, understandably angry at the expense, complained. As did 

various ministers at court, especially Maurepas, who blamed the naval 
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defeats he commanded on expenditures, the cost of which he implied 

should have gone to buy battleships, But the marquise’s appetite mir- 

rored Louis’ need for divertissement and so the incessant building con- 

tinued. : 

As for what remains from this period of decadence, we can only be 

grateful, for we have all inherited it. There is, to begin with, the simple 

matter of a patronage that produced so much. Pompadour was generous 

in her support of the arts, giving a sinecure to Voltaire at Versailles, and 

continuing his pension even after, feeling spurned by the king, he wrote 

verses maligning her; sponsoring a play by Crébillon and making certain 

not only that it was performed at the Comédie-Frangaise, but that it was 

a success there. By the time of her death she owned hundreds of paint- 

ings, all of which had been paid for, a fact which many in the royal fam- 

ily and the aristocracy could not claim. Perhaps the years when she was 

young and her father was out of the country, a time during which she 

and her mother lived in poverty, gave her a sensitivity to the material 

needs of artists that those who are born to abundance sometimes lack. 

In this she had combined two attributes of the Graces, the ability of 

the muse to inspire art and the generosity to support it. In addition to 

many other artists, she made certain that Boucher, her own official 

painter, was well housed and fed while suggesting projects to him and 

winning him many commissions. At her request, the king established the 

now famous factory at Sévres for the production of porcelain vases and 

china for which Boucher produced many designs. And through her 

brother Marigny, who by her influence with the king had been made the 

Superintendent de Batiments (or as we would say it today, Beaux-Arts), 

she saw that Boucher was appointed director of design for the manufac- 

ture of Gobelins tapestries. 

Working with her brother again, she initiated and supervised many of 
the monuments that characterize the city of Paris as we know it today, 

which would hardly be the same without the restoration of the Louvre, 

or the building of the Ecole Militaire, or Gabriel’s designs for the Place 

de la Concorde and Soufflot’s for the Panthéon. And though she died 

beast 
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before its completion, it was her vision that gave us one of the prettier 

buildings at Versailles, the Petit Trianon. 

By the light of this legacy, we can perhaps see that within Pom- 

padour’s understanding of her lover lies an understanding of human na- 

ture. A nature that responds well to what she left us, hungering not only 

for the bread but for the grace, too, that is our common birthright. 



KLONDIKE KATE 

Sa liely 

(THE SIXTH EROTIC STATION) 

ey) 

Dow THAT HE’S flush and has his own rooms and his own claw- 

footed tub, he can bathe to his heart’s content, before he puts on the 

shirt he paid to have starched and ironed, and the shiny leather shoes and 

new wool suit he bought for himself on his last trip to San Francisco. 

He wants to look his best when he goes to the Palace Grand Theater. 

He's been planning this night for months, ever since his claim came in. 

Though he’s seen it a hundred times, he does not want to be late for 

Kate’s show. But even so, just as he starts to leave, when he notices a bit 

of dirt under his thumbnail, he stops to scrub it out. Although she has 
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never complained at all about his grubby appearance whenever he came 

in tired from the digs and sat drinking with her, she might feel differ- 

ently now that she is going to take him upstairs. 

He is glad to see the show again because it gives him time to antict- 

pate and dream, to build up to a private finale. Though he doesn't fool 

himself. She has to have known for a while how much he thinks of her, 

and yet, kind as she always was when he told her all his troubles, he 

knows she has another regular man, more sophisticated, more of her 

world. As one more time he watches the extraordinary grace with which 

she dances, all that gauzy fabric whirling around her, his longing has a 

different quality now that he knows his desire will soon be met. 

He stays in the back of the theatre almost shyly until he sees her 

nod, and then, looking at the gold watch he has recently bought for 

himself, he waits for fifteen minutes, just like she told him, before he 

heads up the stairs toward her sanctuary. The room 1s as he imagined 

it, only being real and right there before his eyes—something he can 

touch and feel and smell—even better. The walls are red and gold; the 

red bedspread matches the walls, and all the littler things, the picture 

frames, the vases, the satin-covered chair, show her knowledge of fine 

things, a knowledge he hopes to have someday for himself. And the 

way she invites him in is fine, too, making him comfortable and yet at 

the same time giving him the sense that everything she does ts a cut 

above the ordinary. 

What a sense of satisfaction he feels now as slowly she lays her lovely 

robe over the bedpost. And while he moves across the room to her he 

marvels at the fine lingerie she is wearing, which she tells him came all 

the way from France. All the refinement of the room seems to be in her 

body, the way her skin feels against his. And she amazes him in still other 

ways. Perhaps he should have guessed at the skills she had. After all, he 

said to himself when he reflected on it later, anyone who can keep two 

hundred yards of chiffon flying above her head ought to be able to ele- 

vate just about anything. She can tease weight itself past gravity, he 

thought. But it 1s not just the mechanics of what she does that has 1m- 
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pressed him. He has all he longed for now, even what he never quite un- 

derstood before that he wanted. It is not just that she had made him 

happy. He is laughing to find himself lighter than air. And she has given 

him a deeper pleasure, too; as if, reaching into the center of who he is, 

she has mined the gold that was deep inside. 
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Chapter Seven 

Charm 
Some of the wildest men make the best pets. 

—Mae West in Belle of the Nineties (1934) 

r) 

HE SEVENTH VIRTUE Is enigmatic. Charm, as the dic- 

tionary explains, is the ability to please, a definition which 

may seem simple until, examining the question more closely, 

we realize almost nothing has been said about its nature. Yet in a sense 

the mysterious composition of charm is part of the appeal the ability 

has for us. The virtue seems magical. In fact, as the dictionary also tells 

us, the word can be used to denote an amulet, an object that possesses 

magical powers. And the word ts also used for certain songs that when 

recited cast a spell. Thus, when we say that a man has been charmed, we 

may mean either that he has been pleased or that he has been placed un- 

der a state of enchantment. Or, as is often the case, both. 

Faced with a charming woman, for instance, you will feel yourself 

ceding control almost immediately. Suddenly, your body seems to have a 

mind of its own. Perhaps you sense a spreading feeling of warmth and 

then an excitement, one that enlivens both body and soul, almost as if 

you were being reborn. It hardly surprises you therefore that soon you 

find yourself letting down your guard. You may reveal to her what you 

never intended to reveal to anyone or laugh at what you never found hu- 

morous before. Then you realize you have agreed to what, in different 

company, you might have found to be rather wild propositions. And all 

the time you feel looser somehow in your limbs, closer to liquid than 

substance. Have you become putty in her hands? Even if this were true, 

189 
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the pleasure is too delicious for you to worry about any such considera- 

tion. On the contrary, you are more than happy to stay in her hands for 

as long as it is conceivably possible and by any means necessary. 

That despite every impediment to and prejudice against their sex so 

many women have triumphed through charm has caused alarm among 

men for centuries. Perhaps this is why the virtue has often been linked 

to danger and fatality. Ironically, this idea was more dangerous to women 

than charm ever was to men. In a period when women accused of witch- 

craft were being burned at the stake, the association between witchcraft 

and the courtesan'’s charm was more than etymological. When, in the 

early seventeenth century, Thomas Coryat warned the traveler to Venice, 

“thou must fortify thine eares against the attractive enchantment of 

their plausible speeches,” he was not speaking metaphorically. Just as the 

judges of the Inquisition frequently accused witches of inspiring lust, 

courtesans were often accused of using witchcraft. Though she was ac- 

quitted, even the respected Veronica Franco was tried as a witch. 

Nor should we be surprised that a battle would be fought at the nexus 

between magic and sexuality. The lines of the conflict can be traced back 

to ancient Greece, where the courtesan was often thought to possess sa- 

cred powers. Like the witches who were to come later, the hetaerae ptac- 

ticed healing arts, prescribing herbs or acting as midwives. It was even 

believed by some that, through lovemaking, these women could initiate 

men into the mysteries of Venus. Mysteries that are often the source of 

unpredictable if not tumultuous transformations. 

Revelation 

... mystery is the visible, not the invisible. 

—Oscar Wilde 

History has commended Hyperides for understanding the limits of rea- 

son. Though the arguments he made in defense of his client, the hetaera 

known as Phyrne, were brilliant, he knew that even his best powers of 
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persuasion could not win the case. The failure is understandable. The 

dispute in question centered less on logic than belief. Phyrne, who was 

not just a courtesan but also a priestess of Aphrodite, stood accused of 

sacrilege. She had, it was said, invented a god, an act of imagination ab- 

solutely forbidden to mortals. 

To understand the atmosphere in which this trial was conducted, the 

contemporary mind must reach back to a time when religion and gov- 

ernment were not separated, and hence worship was at the heart of ctvic 

life. Under these circumstances, the investiture of a new god could alter 

the cohesive fabric of society. Thus, the creation of a new deity would 

give considerable political power to the creator. 

Neither the defendant nor the lawyer could dispute the simple facts 

of the charge; Phyrne had indeed created an original god. All that was 

left for her defense would be to claim that her right to do so was legiti- 

mate. The argument Hyperides made was that as a priestess, Phyrne had 

been channeling Aphrodite. The goddess herself, he reasoned, was ex- 

pressing her will through Phyrne. But the argument by itself failed to 

impress the court. 

It is easy to see why mere words would not work in this case. Ordi- 

nary discourse grows pale when faced with religious belief. Faith, reverie, 

prayer, vision, passion, and ecstasy are less the products of reason than 

of experience. This 1s why religious teachings are so often rendered 

through metaphor: the body of Christ eaten symbolically in the ritual of 

communion, the unleavened bread spread with symbolic mortar during 

Passover, the fasts and feasts so important to Islamic practice. To be kept 

alive, a religion must be felt with both soul and body. 

Having been raised in a religious culture, Hyperides knew that to win 

his case, he had to present the court with a revelation. So it was that 

while Phyrne was standing in the witness box, he asked her to remove her 

clothing. The strategy worked. According to reports that have come 

down to us through the ages, awestruck by what they saw, the jurors 

quickly declared that the presence of Aphrodite was the only possible ex- 

planation for such beauty. 

In the more secular perspective of contemporary consciousness, Hy- 
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perides’ strategy appears to have been aimed at carnal appetite rather 

than the soul. By this standard, the court’s better judgment was simply 

undermined. But this is to ignore the fact that what the jurors declared 

was correct. Even if we view Aphrodite as an archetype or metaphor for 

erotic love, it is clear that her formidable force was present at these pro- 

ceedings. If the jurors’ vision was clouded, it was through another 

means altogether. Though what they thought they were seeing was sim- 

ply beauty, while they studied Phyrne’s body, the jurors were being 

charmed. 

To understand what occurred, it is necessary to state what is obvious, 

that there are two fundamentally different, if not opposite, categories of 

nudity. Images of the first kind of nude, in which the body is objecti- 

fied, are so widely distributed and popular that they often obscure the 

existence of the second kind, in which the body is a subject, which is to 

say, aware. 

Self-reflection is a desire felt by the body as well as the soul. As 

dancers, healers, and saints all know, when you turn your attention 

toward even the simplest physical process—breath, the small movements 

of the eyes, the turning of a foot in midair—what might have seemed 

dull matter suddenly awakens. Being a courtesan, of course, Phyrne had 

a highly refined awareness of her body. That she was fully conversant 

with her self showed in the way she walked across a room, the movement 

of her thighs, hips, belly, and shoulders redolent with the body's wis- 

dom. Yet she did not have to move through space for the effect to be felt. 

Even sitting still in the witness box, it was as if all her flesh, not just skin, 

muscle, and bone but even the atoms themselves, joined in a subtle har- 

monious motion. An alchemical dance so in tune with the essence of life 

that to witness it was to fall into a trance. 

This was an art with which she was familiar. As a priestess of 

Aphrodite, she knew how to induce trance. She was famous, in fact, for 

using the sight of her own body for this purpose. Once a year, she would 

immerse herself in the sea from which Aphrodite was said to have 

sprung. The sight of Phyrne as she emerged must have stunned those 
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who worshipped at her temple. She was not unclothed, but her wet 

clothing clung to her body so that even the subtlest movement became 

visible. 

Here, of course, the metaphor became reality. But we must remember 

that metaphor is always real. When Sappho speaks of the purple robes 

of love, imagining the lush color and the feel of the smooth fabric, those 

who listen to her words are enjoying a pleasure that is as real as any other. 

That the meaning is layered only makes the pleasure deeper. So it was 

when Phyrne arose from the sea. Her beauty, the vitality of her flesh, the 

flow of the water, would evoke all beauty, all life, all seas, including the 

waters of our cells and the inner waters of dreams. 

And there is the nature of symbolism to consider too. Metaphor it- 

self as a device tends to evoke connection, showing how one thing echoes 

and evokes another, leading us toward a particularly sensual understand- 

ing: knowledge that we are all part of one body. That this spiritual les- 

son is of its nature erotic belongs to the wisdom of the goddess who is 

sometimes called Aphrodite the courtesan. Among her many attributes 

was a golden chain, which she used both to join lovers and to bind all 

life together. In this lustrous light, Hyperides’ argument that Phyrne was 

expressing the will of Aphrodite when she created a new god seems even 

more plausible, especially when we learn that the new idol in question 

was the god of sharing. 

The court agreed with Hyperides and acquitted Phyrne of all charges. 

And so the story ends and we would end here, were we not concerned 

with charm. On this account, one more observation must be added. It is 

only possible to grasp the great powers of Phyrne’s virtue when we con- 

sider the conflict that acquitting her must have stirred among the jurors. 

Even if Phyrne had been obeying the will of Aphrodite, by this acquit- 

tal, the court had decreed that a mortal had created an immortal. Yet, 

according to the philosophy which at the time must have ordered all 

their thoughts, mortality was carefully set apart from immortality, an 

opposite to and even a corruption of the glories of infinity. 

But perhaps through her image they were pulled by earlier philoso- 
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phies, not in private memory so much as inherited from ancient figures 

and rhymes, part of Aphrodite's own past, when she was known as As- 

tarte or Ishtar, from a time when it was said that eternity is made from 

mortality through the unending cycles of life in which we all take part. 

As if to prove that the court was right in the end, Phyrne herself has 

received a kind of immortality. The most famous among the many sculp- 

tures done by her lover Praxiteles was modeled after her body. Consid- 

ered the finest sculptor of antiquity, according to testimony, he was able 

to capture her extraordinary vibrancy brilliantly. Though his Aphrodite of 

Cnidus has been lost, its powers were apparently so great that the sculp- 

ture established what was to be the classic form for nude sculptures of 

women, especially those of Venus, over many centuries. When we think 

of the realm of Aphrodite today, it is still Phyrne’s body that we see, 

tempting us toward her mysteries. 

Bewitched at First Sight 

King Louis was bewitched at first sight of that lovely smiling face, so 

singularly pure and innocent, on which all her sordid experiences had 

left not a trace—Joan Haslip, Madame du Barry, the Wages of 

Beauty 

That Madame du Barry had a charmed life is indisputable, though it is 

also inarguable that in the beginning this outcome would have been 

nearly impossible to predict. Jeanne du Barry, as she came to be known, 

had what the eighteenth century called a low birth. Less elevated in sta- 

tion than Pompadour, her family was neither wealthy nor part of the 

respectable bourgeoisie. There had been, however, a faint brush with 

nobility. Before he met her grandmother, her handsome grandfather, 

Fabien Bécu, was married to a countess. But because he was a com- 

moner, when this noblewoman married him, she lost her hereditary 

privileges. Still, that he remained a commoner did not prevent him from 
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squandering all her money. Thus, after she died at an early age, he was 

forced to return to his old profession as a cook. It was while he was 

serving as the chef in a chateau that he met Jeanne’s grandmother, a 

lady’s maid. 

The barest hint of a foreshadow can be seen in the fact that as is of- 

ten the case with those who live a more privileged life for a limited pe- 

riod, Fabien had learned refined manners, and he passed these on to his 

daughter Anne, Jeanne’s mother. She also inherited his beauty. She too 

would have been taken into the employment of a noble house were it not 

for her rebellious nature. Even if the cost was a less comfortable life, she 

preferred her independence. In the beginning luck was against her. She 

was working as a seamstress in Vaucouleurs, a town at the edge of the 

Lorraine, when she became pregnant with Jeanne. Seduced and aban- 

doned by a handsome monk called “Brother Angel,” who because of the 

scandal was dismissed from his order and dispatched to Paris, Jeanne and 

her mother were left to fend for themselves in Vaucouleurs. 

Yet, notwithstanding the fact that almost everything in this chapter of 

the story leans toward a modest if not sad end, when Jeanne was just four 

years old, Anne’s fate took a happy turn. When she gave birth to a sec- 

ond child by another lover, she was not abandoned. Instead, Monsieur 

Billard-Dumonceaux, who was a man of means, well positioned and some- 

what powerful as a paymaster of Paris and inspector of the army com- 

missariats, summoned the small ménage to Paris. He put the family in 

separate lodgings for a few months, but when the little boy he had fa- 

thered died, he decided to move Anne and Jeanne into his own grand and 

luxurious home. 

Here, what was no doubt a misfortune for her mother would, in hind- 

sight, be fortunate for Jeanne. Dumonceaux already had a lover, a woman 

who lived with him. The identity of this woman can hardly have seemed 

as auspicious to Jeanne, then just four years old, as it clearly seems to us 

today. The mistress of Dumonceaux’s household was an Italian courte- 

san, well known in the world of galanterie as Madame Frédérique, but 

known to Jeanne, who came to love her, simply as Francesca. 
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Francesca, as it turned out, loved the little girl, too. Jeanne was often 

allowed into her bedroom, which with its velvet chairs, taffeta bedcovers, 

and scented pillows must have seemed as seductive as the voluptuous 

courtesan herself. Jeanne loved Francesca’s toiletries, the golden brushes 

and handmirrors, the perfume bottles, her clothing, her jewels; in turn, 

Francesca loved dressing the very pretty little girl in beautiful clothes. 

The details have not survived, but small garments of lace and velvet 

come to mind. She was taught to dance and in other ways entertain the 

guests who came to the house. And Dumonceaux, who was a bit preten- 

tious where art was concerned, painted her as a nymph in the manner of 

Boucher. 

For two years, Jeanne was the adored center of this unconventional 

household. But fate took still another turn. Yielding to admonitions 

from her family to lead a more respectable life, Anne Bécu married a 

plain man who, because he had a small annuity, was able to provide for 

her. Any reluctance he might have had over this union was quickly dis- 

pelled by the fact that Dumonceaux arranged a lucrative position for him 

at the army commussariat in Corsica. In the same year, Francesca, per- 

haps wishing to retain her influence over Jeanne, convinced Dumonceaux 
to send the child to Saint-Aure’s, a convent designed to prepare respectable 

gitls for modest employment in the domestic trades. 

The change cannot have been easy. The romantic atmosphere Jeanne 
had grown used to was absent here. All her pretty dresses were taken 
from her, replaced with a plain uniform and a plain black veil that com- 

pletely hid the golden hair so often admired by Francesca. But the child 

had a basically sunny disposition. And understandably, given the unsta- 
ble nature of her past, she was good at adapting to different climates. 

She obeyed all the new rules she had been made to learn, recited her cat- 

echisms and prayers, kneeled and rose at the right times, all with an air 

of insouciance that charmed even the Mother Superior. 

Fate, of course, is only one element guiding the course of a life. To 

every circumstance there are many possible responses. Even at the be- 
ginning of what would in the end be a nine-year tenure in the convent, 
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Jeanne’s character had begun to emerge. For the rest of her life, she would 

be known not only as beautiful but as charming. The alchemy of this 

virtue can be observed in her early years, years filled, as we have said, with 

constant change, but also admiration. An effective means to meet, and even 

at times control, fate was handed to her young, It remained for her to put 

her own stamp on the ability. 

After she left the convent at the age of fifteen, the narrative of her life 

unfolded swiftly. Francesca, whom she rushed eagerly to meet, was not 

happy to receive such a beautiful young woman. Jeanne had turned into a 

potential rival. No further help could be expected now from. either 

Francesca or Dumonceaux. Jeanne was forced to find employment. Her 

mother’s sister knew a hairdresser who needed an apprentice, so the prob- 

lem of her support seemed, at least for a time, solved. Yet, almost too pre- 

dictably, she and the hairdresser fell in love. And after they began living 

together, his mother, who had a better match in mind, threatened to send 

Jeanne to Salpétriére, the asylum where wanton women were imprisoned. 

To prevent her daughter's imprisonment, Anne took the hairdresser to 

court with the accusation that he had corrupted a minor. And here we 

can already find the evidence of an ingredient essential to the charm by 

which Jeanne would one day win the king of France as her lover. She 

seemed innocent, far too innocent to the judges to be anything but the 

victim of a young man’s advances. Thus, to avoid prison, her lover had 

to flee to London. 

What followed was a period as companion to the wealthy widow of 

a_fermier gtnéral,* which ended because of the many intrigues in the house- 

hold she attracted, the somewhat welcome attention of the lady's two 

sons, who were both married, and the unwelcome advances of one of 

the widow’s daughters-in-law, who was attracted to Jeanne, too. 

Because of the scandal, she was dismissed. But she did not leave 

empty-handed. Among the wealthy men Jeanne had met in this chateau, 

there were some who habituated a shop in Paris so famous for its luxu- 

* A collector of revenues. 
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rious fashions that it was virtually a meeting place for courtesans and 

libertines. For a brief period she was happily employed at Labille’s “A 

La Toilette,” a glamorous place with a heady mix of great ladies, no- 

blemen, officers, courtiers, and courtesans, all of whom came for the 

painted fans and feathers, “ibboned hats, and elegant sword knots. But 

this too would be just one more way station on her trajectory toward an 

unlikely destination. Tall and blond, with almond-shaped blue eyes 

sparkling from a sweetly delicate complexion, Jeanne was a stellar attrac- 

tion among the grisettes working for Labille, most of whom traded their 

attentions for gifts they received from a clientele that included wealthy 

bankers, merchants, and government officials. For a period Jeanne lived 

with various lovers, but though she was offered a shop and house of her 

own more than once, she kept her independence. 

Her resolve did not, however, last for very long. At the public festivi- 

ties held to celebrate the placement of a statue of Louis XV in the Place 

de la Concorde, she caught the attention of the comte Jean du Barry. 
Born to a titled but impoverished family in Toulouse, though the land 

and manor he had inherited from his godfather afforded him a re- 

spectable income, du Barry lived so far beyond his means that soon all 

he had left was debt. At which point, he abandoned his wife and infant 

son to cultivate his connections with wealthy men until eventually he ar- 

rived in Paris. But despite these connections, he failed to win the diplo- 
matic appointment he sought. Thus, he turned to another way to make 

his fortune. Possessed of a fascinating charm himself, he became the 

procurer for a group of men from the most prominent families in 
France. Searching the city for beautiful women, grisettes, shopgirls, and ac- 

tresses, he could be counted on to provide aristocrats with their mis- 

tresses. 

In the beginning, he kept Jeanne for himself. She went to live with 

him in exchange for a sum of money he paid to her parents. Jeanne her- 
self was pleased with the luxuries with which he surrounded her, while 

for a period he preserved the girl for himself alone. Yet clearly he had 
other plans. He began almost immediately to prepare her for her debut 

besten! 
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in higher society. The fine French accent she had learned to speak at 

Saint-Aure’s, and her education there—she had read Shakespeare and 

was familiar with Greek and Roman classics—and the exquisite sense of 

fashion she had learned at Labille’s shop served her well, and to this du 

Barry added a certain worldliness. She was presented as his mistress at 

the Opéra, taken in an elegant carriage to balls and parties, where she 

mingled and conversed with aristocrats, poets, and writers. And like so 

many courtesans before and after her, while she was trained to appear as 

if she were a noblewoman, she also became well versed in erotic arts. 

Of the many men to whom Jean du Barry sold Jeanne’s favors in this 

period, probably the most important was the duc de Richelieu. He would 

be a loyal ally until his own death once she became the king’s lover. Yet 

ironically, it was a meeting with the man who was to become her chief en- 

emy at the court that brought her, almost by accident, into the king's vi- 

sual range. (For such was her charm that for all practical purposes she 

won him in a single glance.) ‘ 

Still hoping for a diplomatic post, and thinking that Choiseul, Louis’ 

minister of foreign affairs, would not be able to resist her, du Barry sent 

Jeanne to Versailles to plead his case. But Choiseul was not attracted to 

her. “She was not at all to my taste,” he wrote; rightly suspicious of du 

Barry, he dismissed her. 

Disappointed as she may have been, Jeanne must have resolved that 

the trip she had made not be entirely in vain. The king would soon be 

leaving mass and going to dine, and like all Parisians, she knew that the 

public was allowed to watch him as he walked there. Hence she made her 

way to the state apartments and managed to find a place at the front of 

the crowd, which was pressed against the royal balustrades, waiting to see 

their king pass by. 

The public was there so often, observing him every time he went to 

mass or sat down to dine, that the king could easily have failed to turn in 

her direction. Unless—and this of course is pure conjecture—a certain 

kind of charm is not only figuratively magnetic but literally so. As absurd 

as the proposition may sound, it often does appear that very charming 



200 She Book of the Cnurlesand 

people have the power to draw the attention of those in whom they are 

interested into their own orbits. Whatever the explanation, Louis did turn 

toward her, and he was immediately gic by what has been described by 

many of those who knew her as the radiance of her presence. 

Three centuries later, we are still speculating what it could have been, 

once the king turned, that moved him so at the sight of this woman. Of 

course, she was uncommonly beautiful, but so were many of the women 

who surrounded him. Like his great-grandfather, the lustful “Sun King,” 

Louis XV was a famously amorous man. He liked to make love with his 

maitresse en titre, whoever she was, at least twice a day. Moreover, in addi- 

tion to occasionally spending a night with the queen, he had other, more 

transitory lovers. While she was still living, Pompadour, who had a more 

fragile nature and was literally worn out by his appetites, sought to pro- 

tect him from public scandal by establishing a house called Le Parc aux 

Cerfs.* His valet, Lebel, picked out the beautiful women who were 

housed there while they waited for royal visits. 

Though he did not bring Jeanne to the Parc aux Cerfs, this must have 

been the destination Lebel thought the king eventually intended when 

Louis asked that he bring her to him. Not only was she born a natural 

child to a seamstress in the provinces, but she was a prostitute living with 

the notorious Jean du Barry. When finally she came to Versailles as Louis’ 
maitresse en titre, this caused some controversy. Lebel tried to warn him 
about her past, but Louis was so in love that no one could dissuade him. 

In part, his ardor can be explained by what he said to the duc de 

Richelieu. “She is the only woman who can satisfy me,” he told him. Yet 

this does not solve the mystery so much as locate it. What it was he 
needed and what it was she gave him are two questions still unanswered. 
We know that Jeanne was skillful in bed. But skill, especially for a king, 

used to the best of everything, is never satisfying by itself. Can anything 
be worse than clinical manipulation where desire is concerned? It was not 
only her body that he wanted. Apparently long after she had moved into 

* The Deer Park. 
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the palace, he had an almost insatiable wish for her company. True, the 

king must have been lonely. The queen, who had not satisfied him 

sexually in years but whom he loved, had recently died. Pompadour, his 

great friend for years, even after they were no longer lovers, was gone, 

too. Still there weré countless women, noble and otherwise, who would 

have been happy to accompany him anywhere. 

Since love is, of course, mysterious, it would be hubris to pretend to 

understand the chemistry between these two. If we are tempted to con- 

jecture, it is only because the moment when Louis turned his head has 

been so well described, a moment that, if it was not love at first sight, 

certainly contained a powerful premonition of love. Were we to paint 

the famous scene, the focal point of the canvas would have to be Jeanne’s 

smile. Louis was amazed that she had smiled at him at all. An expression 

that, under the circumstances, was somewhat brazen. 

But where swaying the powerful is concerned, of the two virtues that 

are most efficacious, cheek and charm, the latter’is by far the more im- 

portant. And Jeanne’s smile, as it so happens, was known to be exceed- 

ingly charming. In an instant, she managed to convey the impression 

when she smiled that she was innocent, almost virginal. Yet it was by no 

means innocence alone that drew the king. At the same time that she 

seemed fresh, untouched, pure, she made no attempt at all to conceal 

what in fact she knew. Sexual knowledge is evident not only in bed but 

in the way a woman carries herself anywhere, the expression in her eyes, 

her gestures. Jeanne’s considerable background in matters of the flesh 

would have been evident in her least movement, including the subtle shift 

that occurs as a smile passes over a face. 

If this mixture of innocence and experience seems an unlikely 

achievement to us today, in the eighteenth century it must have seemed 

miraculous. Yet, looking back at her childhood, the provenance of the 

mix becomes easier to explain. We have only to begin with the simple 

fact that her father was a monk. And when we add to this that at the age 

of four she moved with her mother into the home of her mother’s lover, 

which was shared with his principal lover, a courtesan, the answer be- 
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comes almost obvious. Especially when we consider that it was a courte- 

san, Francesca, who arranged for Jeanne to be sent to a convent school. 

And that soon after leaving the protection of the nuns, her mother 

arranged for her to live with a man who planned to sell her sexual favors 

to the most distinguished members of society. 

Not only did Jeanne know the backside of polite society, she was 

raised to be so familiar with it that nothing of this order shocked her, 

including her own past. She was, in short, unashamed. Neither her 

parentage, her upbringing, nor anything she had done to survive in the 

past embarrassed her. She accepted all that had occurred in her life as if 

it were ordinary. 

That at the convent she attended, she must have heard more than one 

lecture condemning the way that both her mother and Francesca lived, 

hardly undermined her convictions but instead must have given her sen- 

sibility another level of complexity that would help her in the future. 

Rather than weep or wonder over the contradictions in her life, Jeanne 

accepted contradiction as part of the natural order. What was said in 

church did not necessarily have to apply to what was done outside 

church. After all, by the time she was a young woman, her father had be- 

come a priest ministering to upper-class ladies at Saint-Eustache in 

Paris. 

The ability to ignore conflict must have accounted for her great 

adaptability. She learned the manners and language of Versailles more 
easily than had Pompadour. Louis arranged for her to be married to Jean 
du Barry's brother. Though this may seem odd to us now, the matriage 
made her seem more respectable, and especially since she was a countess 
now, eased the way for her move to court. Louis designed a coat of arms 

for her. And soon she was living above him in the bedrooms once occu- 

pied by the late Dauphine. 

As they had with Pompadour, many of the king’s ministers and 
courtiers waited for du Barry to make some fatal mistake, but the king 
only fell more and more deeply in love with her. And in the light of our 
conjecture, perhaps, finally one can see why. If, for instance, as Louis had 

implied once to Richelieu, he was suffering in his older age from some 

at 
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sexual dysfunction, Jeanne would have given him just what he needed, 

not only her skills, but her cheerful, unclouded attitude. The stunning 

absence of shame she displayed must have relieved the burden of his 

own guilt, inculcated by years of religious training together with the 

judgments from many at court, and from the public, too, over his infl- 

delities, a guilt which must have had an inhibiting effect. 

Despite, or perhaps because of, Louis’ evident pleasure with his mis- 

tress, the judgments continued. The citizenry of Paris, angry about how 

much money Louis spent on her, circulated verses about the countess de- 

scribing her as a slovenly whore. It was thus more to defend herself than 

for any other reason that Jeanne became involved in intrigue. Despite the 

fact that many opposed her, she was also well liked. It was her smile 

again, which she distributed without prejudice to the highest and lowest 

born alike. She was known to be kind. The journalist Brissot told the 

story of her that the day he first visited Voltaire, he encountered her de- 

scending the stairs of the great man’s house, and because she smiled at 

him, he took the risk of asking her if Voltaire was receiving visitors. 

“Very few,” she replied; but immediately she escorted him up the stairs 

and gave him the introduction he needed. 

Beginning as the lover of the most powerful man in France, she be- 

came a very powerful woman. She was known to have dictated the letter 

Louis signed asking his brother, the king of Spain, not to risk war with 

England over the Falkland Islands. She succeeded in bringing down 

her enemy, Choiseul. Louis emisced him and he was exiled to the 

provinces. At her urgings, her good friend the duc d’Aiguillon was ap- 

pointed minister of foreign affairs. Moreover, once he was in place, she 

used her influence with him regarding the appointment of ambassadors. 

At her urging, the baron de Breteuil, whom she felt had snubbed her, was 

dismissed from his post in Vienna, only to be replaced with the largely 

incompetent Louis de Rohan, who was among her admirers. At the 

height of her tenure, her salon would often be crowded with petitioners, 

including many among the fermiers généraux, asking for her help or want- 

ing to tell her their opinions on various affairs of state. 

Many men would have been threatened by such potency in a lover. But 
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far from objecting, Louis seems to have been eager to spend even more 

time with her during this period. A woman who, from her youngest days, 

was aware of the formidable effect that her beauty and her charms had 

on others, would well have been able to understand and empathize with 

the burdens of a king, himself surrounded so much of the time by syco- 

phantic admirers. That the lovers had this experience in common would 

have made for a strong attraction. The courtesan’s charm has often been 

described as a dangerous form of power. Yet rarely, if ever, has it been 

admitted how forcefully powerful men are drawn to powerful women. 

A Fatal Attraction 

I am no more than the shadow of a king—King Ludwig of 

Bavaria 

Passion 1s often a weathervane for change in the political atmosphere. As 

the idea of monarchy came under assault in Europe, the romantic li- 

aisons between kings and their lovers became more tumultuous. A hun- 

dred years after Louis XV succumbed to the charms of Jeanne du Barry, 
King Ludwig I of Bavaria fell deeply in love with a courtesan. Lola Mon- 
tez had such a disquieting effect on Bavaria and its king that before the 
affair had ended, she would be forcibly ejected fon the country and 

Ludwig would give up his crown. 

Where Madame du Barry was adaptable, Lola Montez was imagina- 

tive. Though she claimed to be the daughter of Don Carlos, a Spanish 
aristocrat killed in a noble cause, this story was only part of an elabo- 
rate fable she created about herself. She was, in fact, born in Ireland un- 

der the name of Elizabeth Rosanna Gilbert. Her mother Eliza, the 
natural child of a landed gentleman and his mistress in County Cork, 

was a seamstress when she met Lola's father, Edward Gilbert, an ensign 

with the British army. 

As with most fiction, however, there was a seed of truth to Lola’s 

sin 
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story. When she was just two years old, her father successfully petitioned 

for a post to Bengal in India and thus for three years she lived in a lushly 

tropical setting. And as in her story, she had witnessed her father’s death. 

Only a few weeks after the family arrived, Gilbert succumbed to cholera. 

ihe mothezand daughter stayed on in India, and within a year Eliza 

Gilbert had married again, this time to an officer named Craigie. Lola’s 

new stepfather, it turned out, would be far more attentive to her than her 

mother was. But still she felt neglected. While Craigie was out on his 

command, she was largely left to the care of an ayah who pampered her, 

bathing her twice a day in the Houghly River, letting her run barefoot 

in the village. Late in her life, when in her memoir she reclaimed this 

past, she recalled being fascinated by the parade of exotic birds and 

monkeys, and by the dancers and holy men who were part of the out- 

door village life. Was it memories of Southern climates that eventually 

pulled her to study flamenco dance in Spain? 

What is taken away from us suddenly or by ‘force will have a strong 

appeal for years afterward, stronger than if we had relinquished whatever 

we loved more naturally, over the course of time. When the child was 

five, Craigie, who was concerned that Lola was too wild, arranged for her 

to be sent to England, where she could receive a proper education. The 

decision was reached and acted upon quickly. She was handed over to 

friends of Craigie’s, Lieutenant Colonel Innes and his family, who were 

returning to England themselves. The shock must have been great. Her 

mother and father, the ayah who raised her, the scents of the flowers, the 

feel of the river, the luxury of bare feet, of moving blithely through 

warm air, were all suddenly gone. And the manner in which she was 

raised also changed. The Innes family, who were strangers to her, were 

kind but far more strict in their habits. As it grew colder and colder and 

the ship moved further and further away from all she had known, the 

mood of the child grew more stormy. For the rest of her life she would 

be famous for a raging anger that could be triggered by even the small- 

est incident. 

She was not to see her mother again until she was fifteen years old. 
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Her life could not have seemed secure to her. Along with her tumultuous 

emotions, there were several more moves. For four years, Elizabeth lived 

with Craigie’s mother and father in a small Scottish town, whose inhab- 

itants regarded the manners she had learned in India as exotic. Still an- 

other series of moves came when she was ten, at which time she traveled 

with Craigie’s sister and brother-in-law to England, where she stayed 

with them for a year before being settled for a few months with Craigie’s 

commanding officer, Major General Sir Jasper Nicolls, who, before re- 

turning to England, had agreed to find a proper school for her. Eliza- 

beth’s temperament could only have been exacerbated by the fact that Sir 

Jasper did not like his headstrong charge. She was described, even at this 

age, as having an “iron will.” Finally at eleven, she was sent to a board- 

ing school run by the Misses Aldridge in Bath. 

It was an excellent school. She had been well provided for, except that 

she must have still felt abandoned. Sir Jasper, who liked her mother even 

less than he liked her, complained that when he needed answers to his 

questions about the daughter's education, Mrs. Craigie failed to answer 

the letters he sent either often or punctually enough. The failure must 

have made Elizabeth wonder if her mother cared about her. But this did 

not stop her from longing to see her family again. At last, when she 

turned fifteen, the date at which it was generally agreed a young woman 
should be prepared for marriage, knowing that only she could handle 

this, Mrs. Craigie arrived in England. 

But the long-awaited reunion between mother and daughter did not go 
very well. After such a long absence, Elizabeth scarcely knew her mother 
any longer. According to her later memories, when at their first meeting 
she enthusiastically threw her arms around her mother, Mrs. Craigie with- 

drew, commenting, “My child, how badly your hair is dressed!” The scene 

corresponds to the description Montez would write later of her mother 
as a vain, self-centered woman, who liked parties and balls above all else 

and was more focused on her own appearance than on her daughter. 
According to Lola again, the Craigies had already settled on a hus- 

band for her. Was he an older man in his sixties, as she said? As with 

ae 
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many courtesans, the truth of Lola's telling cannot be trusted; indeed, 

the propensity to stretch the truth for the sake of a good story was not 

a small part of the courtesan’s charm. Yet given the humor of the times, 

during which marriages of convenience were commonly made, this story 

is not unlikely. In any case, it does not take any great act of imagination 

for us to understand that after so many years of being moved without 

her consent from one place and one family to another, to be carried off 

forcibly to spend the rest of her life with a man she did not know would 

have disturbed her. 

Where Jeanne du Barry was adaptable, Elizabeth was tenacious. In her 

own account, she felt she was spoiled by her ayah. Though, instead of 

permissiveness, the factor that corrupted her more may well have been 

that her caretaker was also her servant. And this, too, should be men- 

tioned. She must have developed her determination not only in response 

to change but also to counter the effects of neglect, the loneliness that 

is engendered from feeling unloved. The other happier quality Elizabeth 

developed in the same period, one that can also be the fruit of loneli- 

ness, was an independence of mind extraordinary for a young woman of 

this period. It was a quality that could only have been augmented by her 

education, one that was exceptional for gitls—she studied history and 

literature as well as the more usual embroidery and dance—an education 

that, despite whatever she was told about the proper behavior of a lady, 

she must have wanted to put to use. _ 

She was, in short, too large for the role in which her mother wanted 

to contain her. Like the little girl who had seen too much of the world 

to fit in easily with provincial Scottish life, now her capabilities were too 

great for her to play the part of a docile bride. The outcome should have 

been predictable. Tall and willowy, with large blue eyes and raven-colored 

hair, she was ravishingly beautiful. A lieutenant who had befriended her 

mother on the journey from India began to take an interest in her. And 

very soon, they eloped. 

The Craigies were so unhappy with their daughter that in the begin- 

ning they shunned her. Thomas James, the man she had married, was not 
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a person of means. For her part, along with the first flush of love, she 

must have looked on this marriage as a way to achieve more freedom. She 

had evaded her parents’ plans by it; she was no longer under her parents’ 

orders at all. But it would not be long before her husband let her know 

that now he had the upper hand. On the lengthy journey by boat upriver 

that they made to his station after they returned to India, he busied him- 

self with a notebook where he recorded all her failures as a wife. The mar- 

riage did not last long. 

After their separation, she may have wanted to stay in India, but this 

was deemed improper by her stepfather Craigie and her estranged hus- 

band. She was obliged to return to Scotland, where it was decided she 

would live with Craigie’s brother. But (and by now this too should have 

been predictable) she never arrived in Scotland at all. Instead, excit- 

ing outrage among the other respectable passengers, she took George 

Lennox as her lover on the steamship home. After the ship landed, she 

spent the night with Lennox in a hotel in London. And a few days later, 

she rented a first-floor suite on Ryder Street in a fashionable neighbor- 

hood. The affair continued for several months. 

Lennox introduced her to London's high society, where she cut an im- 

pressive figure. This was the life she had dreamed of living. The couple 

attended a round of parties together and enjoyed the city’s theatres. But 

these halcyon days were to end quickly. Word reached her husband of 
her infidelities, the affair with Lennox ended, and her world started to 
collapse. Seeking revenge, James took both Lennox and Elizabeth to 
public court, where he sued them for adultery. With no means of sup- 

port, and her reputation ruined, Elizabeth’s chance for any but the drea- 
riest of futures was too narrow to contemplate. Though she tried to settle 
quietly with Craigie’s brother, even this recourse was closed to her now. 

She seemed almost without options. 

Yet for those who are exceedingly charming, fortune often fails to 
obey convention. From what must have seemed the insurmountable im- 
passe of her life, Elizabeth Gilbert James reinvented herself entirely. She 
would, she determined, earn her living as a performer. Since she had 
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shown some talent for dance at school, she decided she would become a 

dancer. But what kind of dance could she do? Ballet was not possible, of 

course; she was too old. Then, perhaps drawn even if unconsciously 

by the warmth of another Southern culture that had to have evoked 

the early days in India, she settled on the idea of Spanish dance, a style 

that was particularly popular since it had been introduced into ballet 

by Fanny Elssler and Marie Taglioni. This was how she would begin a 

new life. 

After studying boleros and chacuchas in Cadiz, the young woman tre- 

turned to London with an entirely new identity. To everyone she met, 

she introduced herself as Lola Dolores de Porris y Montez, the daugh- 

ter of a noble Spanish family, exiled by the Carlist war. The new persona 

served her in several ways. Given her lack of experience as a dancer, Lola 

Montez was an infinitely greater draw at the box office than an Irish 

divorcée named Elizabeth would have been. And by the same trans- 

formative stroke, she had evaded, or at least so she thought, the public 

embarrassment Elizabeth had suffered in the court of public opinion. 

As Lola Montez, all her past, the pain of the trial, and perhaps every- 

thing that had made her suffer, seemed to vanish. 

But the reprieve would only be fleeting. Her past continued to haunt 

her. Her debut at Her Majesty’s Theatre, London's most prestigious 

stage, was triumphant. Though her skill at dancing was minimal, she had 

a formidable magnetism that held her audience spellbound as she pa- 

raded ominously around the stage in her mantilla. But unfortunately she 

was recognized by several gentlemen who had met her as Elizabeth James 

through Lennox, and they were quick to inform the manager and later 

the press of both her duplicity and her indiscretion. Not only was the 

engagement at Her Majesty's Theatre canceled, but the public contro- 

versy continued until finally she resolved to leave England for the conti- 

nent. 

Now she embarked on a labyrinthine journey, filled with many per- 

formances, more scandals, and several love affairs, including a brief tryst 

with the composer Franz Liszt, that was to bring her to Bavaria. In Berlin, 
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after she performed on stage to mixed reviews and at a private party for 

the king of Prussia, who was entertaining the visiting tsar, an incident 

occurred which we can read as a foreshadow of the melodrama that 

would take place one day between Lola and the Bavarian king. The 

morning after the royal party, during ceremonies in Berlin arranged to 

honor the tsar, she arrived on horseback alone and tried to enter a sec- 

tion of the parade grounds reserved for royalty and nobility. Since as 

Lola Montez she had invented a noble family for herself, she must have 

decided that she was entitled to enter this exclusive compound. When a 

Prussian policeman ordered her to leave the area, she refused to do so. 

After he grabbed the reins of her horse, she struck him with her riding 

whip. It was the first public display of her violent temper recorded by 

the press. She was forced to leave the city. 

Would her temper have continued to escalate no matter what life 
brought her? There is ultimately no way to second-guess history. Yet it 
is more than possible that a loss she sustained in Paris only deepened a 
rage. Though her performances received mixed reviews, she was wel- 

comed in Paris by several celebrated members of the demi-monde, includ- 
ing Alexandre Dumas fils. The writer Théophile Gautier, who started by 

being critical, became her fan. She began to establish a viable stage career 
in the city. And she had fallen in love with a man who returned her love 
passionately. Alexandre Dujarier was a very handsome Creole, a charm- 
ing man, a respected journalist as well as publisher of the influential La 
Presse, part of a vital, sometimes glamorous world of Parisian literati. As 
his mistress, Lola accompanied him to restaurants, theatres, and cafés, 
and hosted gatherings of his friends. Once again she had the life she 
wanted. 

Yet, as she had experienced before so many times, the sweetness of 
this moment was to be cut prematurely short. One night, Dujarier did 
not come to her bed. In the morning a note was delivered to her in his 
handwriting telling her that if anything happened to him, he wanted her 

_ to know that he loved her. He had already left for a duel in the Bois de 
Boulogne, an event for which Lola knew he was ill prepared. She was a 
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far better shot than he. In vain she tried to find him, hoping to dissuade 

or help him. Finally, a coach pulled up in the street below her apartment, 

but when she opened the door, his lifeless body, bloodied by a fatal 

wound to his face, fell into her arms. 

The second death that she suffered must have reminded her of the 

first loss of her father. For a period, Lola was prostrated with grief. But 

she could hardly afford prostration. Her engagement at the Théatre de 

la Porte Saint-Martin, which Dujarier had helped obtain for her, was 

canceled. And perhaps also she could not afford to let feelings continue 

that may have threatened the sense she had built for herself of a strength 

impervious to misfortune. Following a trial of Dujarier’s assailant, during 

which she was interrogated roughly, Lola Montez went on the road again. 

She decided to stop in Munich on her way to Vienna. Counting on 

the ability to charm powerful men that was by now famous, she asked to 

have a brief audience with the Bavarian king to discuss the terms of her 

appearance at the Royal Court Theatre in Munich. As with seemingly 

every other decision in his kingdom, Ludwig had the final word in these 

negotiations. Yet though Ludwig, who was a great admirer of beauty, 

found Lola beautiful, he was not particularly impressed on the day he 

met her. Doubtless to get her way, she tried to appear submissive and to 

flatter the king. But it was not these conventional traits that interested 

him. Instead, the monarch’s fascination for Lola began to grow when, 

upon inquiring about the nature of the disturbances she had caused in 

other countries, he learned that she had broken a glass over a man’s head 

when he made unwelcome advances, brandished a whip at a policeman, 

and made provocative gestures to an audience that had been hissing her 

performance. It was when finally he saw her dance that he was won over 

by what he perceived to be her fiery spirit. 

Her ferocity, her willfulness, her tempestuous nature, even her violent 

temper were all qualities that Ludwig shared. A well-loved monarch, he 

had accomplished a great deal, cutting unnecessary expenditures, estab- 

lishing a great university in Munich, building the royal library, fostering 

commerce. But he had a less sanguine side. Hard of hearing, ofenmmis: 
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understanding what was said to him, he would fly easily into a rage if he 

felt, as he did too frequently, that someone was being disloyal to him. 

Like Lola, he was known to suspect treacheries where there were none. 

And like her too, whenever he was opposed, he became even more de- 

termined to prevail. He boasted often that he had an iron will. 

The natural empathy that occurs between people who are similar 

would have been enhanced by the fact that they both had charm. Lola’s 

considerable charm must have attracted Ludwig for the simple reason 

alone that charm is a form of power. Having power over others, Lola 

could penetrate the unique loneliness that accompanies autocrats in a 

way almost no one else was able to do. And there was another factor that 

must have brought them closer. Like courtesanry, more than all other 

forms of rule, monarchy relies on charm. 

With a power that is not elected but conferred, monarchs must con- 

stantly convince their subjects that they have the right to rule. In part, 

they do this through various rituals which put their subjects into a 

trance. Royal pomp casts a powerful spell. Under this influence, the in- 

habitants of a nation will relinquish their own power to a ruler who 

claims that through bloodlines, or because of other signs (such as the 

pronouncements of august men dressed in impressive robes), this right 

has been conferred by divine will. The most absolute of monarchs, 

Louis XIV, understood the importance of ceremony very well, which is 

why he held so many charming fétes at Versailles. Instead of tending their 

estates, noblemen who might otherwise have opposed him were kept 

constantly competing with each other for invitations to the countless 

splendid events the king hosted. Gilded palaces, flourishes and bows, 

royal robes, a crown and scepter (recalling a wizard’s hat and wand) 

along with the countless minor rites that punctuated the monarch’s day, 

served to frame the perception that the king’s power was legitimate. 

But one more enigma remains. How is it possible that a king as strong 

as Ludwig would have allowed his power to be destroyed by a liaison 

with a courtesan? To come even close to an answer we must recall that 

the charm of both lovers was not isolated but, like everything that is 
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monumental, belonged to history. The very qualities that drew the 

monarch toward Lola alienated the burghers of Bavaria so severely that 

in the end her very presence incited riots. That she broke all the rules by 

which society was ordered, that she did not behave as a proper lady 

should, but instead acted as if she had been given the prerogatives of a 

man, would have angered the crowds. She would go out unaccompanied 

or, even worse, accompanied by attractive young men, whom she enter- 

tained at her apartment, or later in the house that Ludwig built for her. 

Rarely modest, she was often arrogant, bragging about her affair with 

the king, demanding the privileges she felt should belong to an official 

mistress. She brazenly displayed the expensive jewels Ludwig gave her. 

Indeed, she often acted as if not only did the prerogatives of nobility be- 

long to her but of royalty, too. At the opera, when he visited her box, 

she failed to stand when he entered. And then there was the question of 

her violent temper. She would shout, slap, brandish her whip and was 

witnessed gesticulating defiantly at the crowds phigh? in the end, assem- 

bled under her windows to protest her presence in Bavaria. 

Her behavior, self-destructive as it was, bears all the marks of psy- 

chosis. Responding to the loss she had suffered in Paris, repeating the 

loss of her father at an early age, instead of grieving, she built a citadel 

of power for herself. It is interesting to note that, as is often the case 

with mental disturbance, her delusions were strangely prophetic. A hun- 

dred years hence, women began to win many of prerogatives once be- 

longing exclusively to men, and the distinctions between aristocrats and 

commoners had also begun to lose their hold over the public imagination. 

But in 1846, these distinctions still mattered. Ludwig's downfall most 

likely began when he finally assented to Lola's constant pleas to make her 

a countess. The break in protocol outraged the sensibilities of most Mu- 

nichers. There is, of course, a contradiction here between the public's 

complaint against a commoner becoming a countess and the demand for 

a more democratic rule that was to follow. Yet on an emotional level, the 

contradiction reveals a deeper logic. Though commoners had been given 

titles before, Lola did not behave according to the rules. Thus, her ele- 
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vation would lead to disillusionment. The royal spell had been broken. 

If once Ludwig's right to rule with absolute power had appeared to be 

irreversible, a destiny dictated by God, suddenly that fate began to seem 

less divine. Now as well as seeming arbitrary, it appeared to be eminently 

reversible. 

We might object here that Louis XV took two commoners as his of- 

ficial mistresses and gave them both titles without losing his crown. But 

here we recall that these actions led to disillusionment too, albeit one 

that occurred at a slower pace. The royal son, Louis XVI, ultimately 

paid the price for his father’s indiscretions with his head. Of course there 

were other reasons; the history is far more complicated. And, to be fair 

to the courtesans in question, they were the symbolic targets for the rage 

of a populace that, conflicted about monarchy, found it easier to take 

out its ire on favorites than on kings. 

By a strange twist of fate, the queen, Marie-Antoinette, wife of Louis 

XVI, who had been severely disapproving of Madame du Barry and who 

herself was faultless according to the strictest standards of chastity and 

fidelity, was slandered by the Paris mobs, too, who accused her of being 

a whore nonetheless. In the end, both Marie-Antoinette and Madame du 

Barry shared the same fate. They were executed in the Place de la Con- 

corde that Pompadour had helped to design, and where the statue of 

Louis XV she had commissioned was pulled from its pedestal to make 

room for the guillotine. 

So that we do not end these charming stories on such a lurid note, let 

us add one more observation. Both Louis XV and Ludwig I of Bavaria 

had fallen under another spell altogether. It was perhaps one of the rea- 

sons why the monarchs were attracted to commoners in the first place. 

They were moved beyond convention by a charm that belongs to none 

of us in particular but instead to all at once. The charm of new winds, 

of fresh ideas that can shift fate in an instant with the siren call of trans- 

formation. 
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The Invisible 

My very existence was illegal. 

—Quentin Crisp, The Naked Civil Servant 

They were supposed to be invisible. Indeed, according to the conven- 

tional wisdom of the American South during the nineteenth century, 

quadroons were not supposed to exist at all. Perhaps since to speak of 

these children was to invoke the image of their lineage, they were never 

mentioned in polite society. Their very existence proved what the prin- 

ciples of plantation aristocracy held to be unthinkable: that unions took 

place between masters and slaves, which would imply love and desire 

where it was not supposed to exist. And of course there were other im- 

plications, too. Infidelity, rape and how masters, bosses, and all kinds of 

white men used power. 

The children who came of such unions were thus a source of embar- 

rassment. Yet, despite the prohibition against knowledge and perhaps 

because of the strong passion the mind has for locution, a strange 

nomenclature developed: categorization by fractions of blood. One 

black parent: mulatto; one black grandparent: quadroon; one black great- 

grandparent: octaroon. A system that moved by degrees through a hier- 

archy whose crowning achievement would be the erasure of any hint of 

scandal. 

But as is often the case with the vocabulary of injustice, an irony 

soon developed. The words “mulatto,” “quadroon,”” “octaroon” took on 

a power of their own. To pronounce them at all was to conjure a pow- 

erful fascination. That these words were allied with all that was for- 

bidden gave them a certain inalienable force (such is the justice of 

language). 

Thus the same words that were used to pinion and shame children into 

invisibility also made for a narrow opening, a door through which a few 

could escape the harsh conditions of the times. In New Orleans, for in- 
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stance, sometimes right next to the debutante dances, an event would be 

held called the Quadroon Ball. Here, just as at the Bal Mabille in Paris, a 

young woman born to difficult circumstances and designated quadroon 

might meet a wealthy man who would keep her in a very fine style. 

Accordingly, a neighborhood came to exist in New Orleans that, like 

a region of the mind kept separate from waking thoughts, was, if not as 

invisible as its inhabitants, in disguise. The area of the city where the 

highly educated African-American mistresses of wealthy men were kept 

by white southern gentlemen had a fancy name, one that only regular vis- 

itors would be able to understand. It was called the Marigny Quarter. By 

using her brother's name, the term made a sly reference to the most fa- 

mous of all the courtesans, La Pompadour. 

Here a woman might live in her own cottage. When she went out, 

dressed in the finest clothing, of course, she would be driven in her own 

coach with a splendid pair of horses. And though the sum must be large, 

no one has counted all the friends and members of her family who, 

along with being better fed, were saved from unnamed cruelties when she 

did what she could to influence fate through her not inconsiderable 

charms. 

Do with Me What You Please 

Though Marie Duplessis gave the impression of belonging to a more el- 

egant tradition that was waning, she was also a harbinger of what was to 

come. Looking back, we can see that her famous charm was comprised 

of the complexities that characterized the times, the fourth decade of 

the ninteenth century, a period in which the ruler of France, Louis 

Philippe, was known paradoxically as the Citizen King. Her beauty, 

grace, wit, and enthusiasm for life were all wrapped in a remarkably sup- 

ple style. To her lovers, she gave the impression that she was the oppo- 

site of willful. It was said of her that if Lola Montez could not make 

friends, Marie Duplessis could not make enemies. One drawing made of 
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her in this period captures the vaunted impression. She is rendered with 

such softly contoured lines, it seems as if she would bend to the wind 

of any man’s desire. 

This was, in the end, the way Dumas fils portrayed Marie, first in the 

novel, and then in the play that would make her, if not immortal, at least 

a fixture in the European mind for over a century as the character Mar- 

guerite. Those of us who attend the opera still encounter the same char- 

acter today as Violetta Valéry in Verdi's La Traviata and filmgoers will 

recognize her in the character Greta Garbo portrayed in George Cukor’s 

Camille. But in order to create such a compliant character, the playwright 

had to change the narrative of Duplessis’s life. 

It is true that after they met one night at the Théatre des Variétés, the 

two had a torrid affair. This was one of those liaisons for which cour- 

tesans did not charge. Marie claimed to be in love with Dumas fils. He 

was in love too and wanted her for himself alone. He resented the 

evenings when because she was entertaining one of her protectors the 

door was locked against him. But they both knew he could not afford to 

support her in the style to which she had become accustomed. And most 

likely she understood that he would never marry her. Not because, as in 

the play, his father would have objected. The playwright’s father, Alexan- 

dre Dumas, was a famous womanizer (a lover briefly of Lola Montez). 

Rather, it was the son's own ambition that would not have allowed such 

a marriage to take place. When he did finally marry, it was to an artis- 

tocrat. 

Duplessis did not sacrifice herself, as Marguerite does in the play, 

leaving her lover Armand in order to preserve his reputation. Rather, be- 

cause Dumas fils was tired of sharing her with others, and since she re- 

fused to sacrifice her only income, it was he who left her. Nor did 

Duplessis pine for him the way Marguerite does so movingly. Instead, af- 

ter he left her, motivated in no small part by her own ambition, she mar- 

ried her longtime protector, comte Edouard de Perregaux. Because his 

family never accepted the marriage, it was annulled and they never lived 

together. But this did not prevent her from retaining the title of count- 
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ess. She had her stationery and a set of china embellished with the Per- 

regaux family crest. ‘ 

Far from languishing in grief over either Dumas fils or Perregaux, Du- 

plessis took one more lover still before she died, the composer and pi- 

anist Franz Liszt. What was to be the last was probably also her most 

passionate affair. An offer she made to him has been cited as evidence of 

her acquiescent nature. “Take me, lead me wherever you like,” she said. 

“T will be no trouble to you. I sleep all day, go to the theatre in the 

evenings and at night you can do with me whatever you please.” Yet here 

we can see the great effect of her particular charm at work. While ask- 

ing for what she wanted, she was able to create the illusion of suppli- 

ance. 

Reading more closely, we can see that reversing the roles assigned to 

men and women in courtship, she is the one to suggest that they go off 

together. Though protesting that she will be no trouble, she gracefully 

suggests that she will not change her own eccentric habits while she is 

with him. And since she had already experienced what Liszt liked to do 

with her at night and indeed seems to have liked very much, what seems 

a generous offer is in reality a graceful expression of her own desire. 

Yet, if those who loved her were encouraged to feel that it was they 

rather than she who were in control, there was a seed of truth to the il- 

lusion. She had relinquished control in an area where many of us never 

choose to succumb. Chronically ill from tuberculosis, though she sought 

the best medical advice, including that of Liszt’s own doctor, and made 

the rounds of several spas more than once, she had the sense that she 

would not live long. She seemed to accept this verdict with a kind of 

equanimity. She was not bitter. Her only complaint was boredom. She 

found it intolerable to be bored for any length of time. A suitor who 

failed to interest her would be treated with open yawns or banished from 

her presence. Not only regarding sexual desire but in this sense too she 

was a harbinger of a new order. Where before men demanded that the 

courtesans they supported be entertaining, now she demanded to be en- 

tertained by her lovers. 
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She was kind, it is true, giving money generously to women less for- 

tunate than herself, but she did not contort herself to try to please her 

lovers. It is also true that she made up stories about her life which made 

her slightly more glamorous. But her intent was not to hide her past. She 

was remarkably frank about her origins: the poverty she had endured as 

the daughter of an itinerant salesman, her father’s brutal attacks on her 

mother, the fact that he sold her into prostitution when she was barely 

thirteen years old. She concealed none of this. She once said, “Lying 

keeps your teeth white,” a remark that gives us a clue to a deeper motive. 

She was entertaining herself. 

It was something else that made her so extraordinary: her awareness 

of mortality. Passionately in love with life, exuberant at times, by turns 

free of constraints and yet well trained in all the manners of polite so- 

ciety, exquisitely refined, she possessed the composure that can only 

come from detachment. Was this what Dumas fils was aiming for in his 

portrait of her? It ts a quality that saints share with the dying, a sense 

that artists have only when they are practicing their art. This must have 

been what Liszt meant when he wrote that being with her put him in the 

vein of poetry and music. 

The Blue Angel 

Moreover she will endeavor to enchant thee partly with her melodi- 

ous notes that she warbles out upon her lute... and partly with that 

heart-tempting voice of hers—Thomas Coryat, 1608 

In the ancient world all flutes were halfway to being magic ones. 

—James Davidson, Courtesans and Fishcakes 

A few years before the film called The Blue Angel appeared in 1930, the old 

codes had already begun to lose their power. Here and there, more and 

more women born to respectable families were going out alone, daring 

to show their legs and smoke, and among them was the young actress 
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whom the world would one day know as Marlene Dietrich. Seen often 

on Berlin's Kurfurstendam at night, she moved from one cabaret to an- 

other, studying the techniques of showgirls as she partied. Soon she was 

appearing as a showgirl herself, and then in minor parts of plays. 

She is not called a courtesan, though in an earlier age she might have 

been. Years later at dinner parties given by her friend, the director Billy 

Wilder, she would entertain his guests by listing all the lovers, both men 

and women, she had had as a young woman in Berlin. In 1924, at the 

height of her revels, she married Rudolf Sieber and lived with him for 

more than five years; yet she continued her affairs. In the meantime, 

Sieber, who was a casting director for UFA film studios, was able to get 

her several small roles in movies. 

Then, like Pompadour, who left her husband for Louis XV (or Alice 

Ozy, who abandoned hers for the duc d’Aumale), though Dietrich re- 

mained married to Sieber until he died, she left both him and Berlin for 

the man who made her famous, the director Josef von Sternberg. Before 

bringing her to Hollywood, Sternberg cast her in a film about cabaret 

life. She became an overnight success in the role of a singer who lures a 

man to his doom. 

In the fading imagery of the old film, we watch as a story that reflects 

the downfall of an old order is told. An ageing professor hectors his stu- 

dents, lecturing against the seductive powers of a popular nightclub 

singer. This voice will lure you to damnation, he warns them. Thus we 

know he is making a mistake when he decides to witness her for himself. 

Especially since the club is called the Blue Angel. “Blue,” the word for 

drunkenness in German, is also the color of moonlight, of the waters 

over which the siren’s voice wails, of nighttime thoughts and haunting 

melodies. Will she enchant him with her throaty voice? How could it be 

otherwise? Eventually, he will even consent to dance with her on the stage. 

We have seen this story many times before. The same tale has been 
told for millennia. The thrilling powers of the Queen of the Night; the 

insinuating charm of music. As far back as ancient Greece, the same pow- 

erful lure was used by Dionysus and the Furies and by the sirens, too, and 
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the auletrides, the flute-girls who played and danced at feasts, beguiling 

all those who listened (including the great warrior Alexander who, ac- 

cording to legend, under the influence of music so lost his bearings that 

he ran for his sword). A music continued by the courtesans of Venice, by 

Ninon with her ete and still going strong two hundred years later as 

charming women sang in the music halls that lined the boulevards of 

Paris. What is happening here in this little café in Berlin is nothing new. 

Though we are glad even now to see the self-righteous professor fall, 

we are saddened by the humiliation into which enchantment has led him. 

But this does not prevent us from listening. The low and alluring tone 

of the singer's voice summons a mysterious mood in the mind, a dan- 

gerous but also oddly familiar place that lurks between one thought and 

another. As this woman, in her top hat, with a voice like a man, sings a 

song about love, we ourselves are drawn away from the straight course 

we had charted. We cannot help it. We are falling in love again. 

Her Golden Voice 

Bernhardt could turn the utmost banality into Homeric poetry 

with her famous Golden Voice which seemed to float about her. 

—Cornelia Otis Skinner, Elegant Wits and Grand Horizontals 

Together with nuances too subtle for words, a great speaking voice 

manages to express what is so often concealed by language, the unspo- 

ken thoughts, secret histories, and even censored desires which, carried 

by intonation, can make any utterance far more truthful than it appears 

to be. We can only imagine the effect Sarah Bernhardt’s famous voice 

had on her audiences when she played Marguerite in La Dame aux 

camélias. She made her first appearance in this role on the New York 

stage. Astonished by the performance, Henry James wrote that the play 

was “all champagne and tears—fresh perversity, fresh credulity, fresh 
~ 

passion. .. < 
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Though Camille, as it was called in England and America, was almost 

forty years old at the turn of the century, it was new to American audi- 

ences. Since the original play that had opened in Paris at mid-century 

was viewed by American promoters as too scandalous, another script, 

called Heart’s Ease, had been performed in its stead, one which, to avoid 

shocking audiences in the United States, substituted the courtesan with 

a flirt. 

By the time Bernhardt brought the uncensored version of the play to 

New York, the Parisian audience, used to the brazen atmosphere of the 

approaching fin-de-siécle, found the play somewhat old-fashioned. As 

early as 1880, the comte de Maugy had declared that Marguerite Gau- 

tier “would only provoke a smile of incredulity among the bon viveurs” 

of his day. Yet, by one of those delicious ironies with which history of- 

ten surprises us, the great success of Bernhardt’s performance in the 

New World revived an interest in it in Paris, where the play became a 

great success once again. And, as opposed to the relative innocence of 

the American public, here audiences were able to appreciate the fine 

points of a performance that reflected a knowledge that, in the words 

of the critic Sarcey, “only a... worldly woman, born and bred in Paris,” 

would have. To say Bernhardt was uniquely qualified to play the role is 

an understatement. As she faithfully spoke the lines Dumas fils had writ- 

ten, she would have been able to layer the script with countless memo- 

ries. | 

She was born in 1844, just three years before the real Marguerite, 

Marie Duplessis, died. Like Marie, Sarah’s mother, an unmarried immi- 

grant from Amsterdam named Youle Bernard, had started life as a seam- 

stress. Demanding work at a grueling pace for long hours and little pay, 

it was the kind of profession that shortened many women's lives, a fate 

Youle was determined to escape. At night she attended the public balls 

of Paris with the intent of meeting men who might give her an entry to 
another life. She hoped against hope that like a fortunate few before her, 

she might edge her way into the demi-monde. 

With a small daughter to support and a low-paying job, little money 
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for fancy clothing, and only a smattering of education, neither proba- 

bility nor circumstance was on her side. Yet her determination must 

have been great because, against all odds, she reached her goal by the 

time Sarah was six years old. It was no small accomplishment that 

eventually Youle’s salon was regularly attended by Alexandre Dumas 

pere, Rossini, the duc de Morny, and the baron Dominique, once 

Napoléon's military surgeon. Sarah, however, did not enter this ribald 

atmosphere until she was older. Sent as an infant to a wet nurse in Brit- 

tany, she pined after her mother, who on her rare visits seemed like vis- 

iting royalty to her. 

One day, after a visit from her aunt, overcome by despair, the child 

hurled herself out of the window. That her arm was broken by the fall 

hardly mattered to her: she knew her fate was changed. Yet, though Youle 

took her home to Paris, the time with her mother was to be brief. Before 

the year had ended, Youle, who found her daughter too willful, had en- 

rolled Sarah in a fashionable boarding school for gitls known as the In- 

stitute Fressard, where for two years she learned to read and write, 

embroider, and practice all the manners expected of refined women. 

Then, at the age of nine, she was moved again. And this time, despite 

the fact that Youle was Jewish, she sent her daughter to a convent. 

The choice was well considered. Grandchamps was the school where 

the daughters of all the best families in Paris were sent to be educated. 

Sarah protested the move almost violently, climbing a tree to avoid 

capture and then throwing herself in the mud, but she was to come to 

love the convent. It was the Mother Superior, Mere Sainte-Sophie, who 

wisely won her over, giving the child a little plot of ground to garden, 

treating her with tender solicitude. At first Sarah distinguished herself 

as the class clown, imitating the gestures of the bishop as he gave a 

solemn funeral oration, laughing at the lessons the girls were given 

in how to remove a glove or carry a handkerchief. But finally she 

embraced the dramatic mysteries of the church—the flickering can- 

dlelight, the haunting incantations, the awesome presence of the tab- 

ernacle, at whose feet she dreamed of throwing herself in sacrifice, to 
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be covered, she fantasized, by a black velvet cloak embellished starkly 

with a shining white cross. 

Her reverie soon came to an end. By the age of fifteen, Sarah had de- 

cided to become a nun; but her mother had different plans for her. She 

had not sent her daughter to the convent for religious training, but for 

the upper-class refinement she would receive. Now it was time for Sarah 

to contribute her share to the household. Once again Sarah rebelled, this 

time against her mother’s attempts to initiate her as a courtesan. Because 

Sarah’s resistance most likely had the same strength her mother had dis- 

played years earlier, as she had fought her way out of poverty, the two 

soon had reached what looked like an unsolvable impasse. But the duc 

de Morny came up with a brilliant compromise. Sarah had played the 

role of an angel in a play at the convent with great success. Perhaps her 

powerful moods and her talent at self-expression would serve her best in 

the theatre. Hoping to turn her in the direction of the stage, Alexandre 

Dumas took Sarah and her mother to see a play at the Comédie- 

Frangaise. The plan worked. Sitting in his box, Sarah found herself 

moved to tears and laughter, won over, enthralled. As she wrote in her 

autobiography: “When the curtain went up I thought I would faint. It 

was the curtain of my life that had risen before me.” 

Although there are many elements contained in this story that mixed 

with the right magic helped to create Sarah’s golden voice, the concept 

of duende may help us to better understand the process. The term is used 

in the tradition of flamenco to describe that quality of a singer's voice 

which rather than range or amplitude depends on an understanding of 

the nature of life that can only be gained with experience. Put simply, 

the singer must have suffered. But suffering is seldom simple. Even if 

what we have suffered is loss, the feeling will be tinged with the in- 

evitable conflict between desire and circumstance. Though conflict itself 

is a form of suffering, too. 

In the fifteen years of her childhood, Sarah experienced both loss and 

conflict—the repeated loss of her mother, her departure from the Insti- 
tut Fressard, her rejection of the convent, followed by her decision to be 
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a nun, and the conflict she felt with her mother’s plans for her. Pulled in 

two directions, between Mére Sainte-Sophie and her own more worldly 

mother, devoted as she was to the theatre, her ambivalence was only mit- 

igated by the choice she made to be an actress. She could not have dis- 

carded her earlier devotions so easily. And as the modern Polish director 

Jerzy Grotowski writes, “the words ‘actress’ and ‘courtesan were once syn- 

onymous.” What was true for many others in this career held for Sarah, 

too. Even after she became famous in Paris, until in fact she had made a 

fortune with her tours to the American continent, she supplemented her 

relatively small salary with income from a retinue of protectors. 

But the work an actor does on the stage, what Grotowski calls a “pen- 

etration into human nature,” offered another solution to the conflict. 

Along with her loneliness as a child, her tantrums and her rages, her 

powerful will and her bitter knowledge of defeat, each conflict she had 

suffered only made her performances more faithful to reality. All that she 

witnessed, all that she felt—her mother’s transgressions, the passion of 

the nuns, her dreams of piety, her great talent for seduction, the tri- 

umphs of her spirit together with its humiliations, all the pleasures of 

her body and the purity of her soul—could exist side by side, undiluted 

and uncompromised, in her voice. 

As an actress, she had extraordinary powers. The incantatory powers 

at her command redolent with the liturgies of church and boulevard 

alike, gave a new life to the role of the dying courtesan. As Marguerite 

flirted and laughed, cynically dismissed Armand’s proposal of love, then 

succumbed, fell more deeply in love, and finally sacrificed herself for 

him, Sarah's great voice would have conjured the real story that lay be- 

neath the sentimental narrative. Had we been in the audience, we might 

have heard it all: the ferocious strength of a young woman trying to sur- 

vive, the odds arrayed against her, the fate of all those who had failed to 

escape, worked to an early old age, begging in the streets, carted off to 

a prison or an asylum for indigence, her defiance, and all she saw as she 

fought to live, the backsides of the grandest men, the betrayals of oth- 

ers and herself, audible in the undertone, along with the unexpected 
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kindness she encountered, and the tenderness, even her own, would have 

been there too as all the while the voice would have wooed us, taking us 

deep into the territory of desire, so that as we listened, we would have 

known for certain that the sound of all we heard was, in its own inex- 

orable way, holy. 



DETAIL FROM MUCHA’S LES SAISONS 

Ate ry low 

(THE SEVENTH EROTIC STATION) 

When he thought of Ellen Olenska it was abstractly, serenely, as one 

might think of some imaginary beloved in a book or a picture; she 

had become the composite vision of all that he had missed —Edith 

Wharton, The Age of Innocence 

Gwe REVERIE COMES later. Perhaps he has left her sleeping so that 

he can walk home through the park in the cool morning. Or perhaps a 

few years have passed. Either way, the shadows under the trees are fresh 

with memory. More than once, he strolled with her here. They ‘came to 

Deae7 
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the edge of these trees after their first lunch in the café under the arcade. 

Even then he must have known, without being able to say it in words, 

what it was he wanted. He was so taken with the hem of her skirt and 

the froth that curled at its edge as she walked. That and the playful 

rhythm of her gait, the intense green of the braid lining her collar, the 

blush in her cheeks that was nearly unacceptable, the shock of her frank- 

ness, the dazzling speed of her responses, and the way her hand would 

gesture with countless small enthusiasms, all swept him past reason. He 

was charmed. But now as he hears the sound of a slight breeze carrying 

a leaf to the ground and is reminded of the way her voice whispered in 

his ear, he is beginning to understand his own desire. Remembering the 

way the soft vibrations of her whisper moved through his body, he sud- 

denly knows. The petals of the flowers in the beds here, still wet with 

the morning dew, the way they open now to the sunlight, remind him. 

It was this that drew him, not just to imagine how she felt but to feel 

what she did, as her body responded, opening like ruffled petals, like a 

sea creature widening in a wave. 

The water of the fountains beginning to arch, and ripple, the waiter’s 

low laugh as he places the first table outdoors, the sudden flap of a bird’s 

wings, all converge on the desire he is startled to claim as his own, 

though it makes him laugh too because he cannot help but see now that 

the feeling is reflected everywhere—in the gardens, the clothes of the 

ladies strolling here, the curling ornaments on the columns, the splendor 

in the shop windows—all spreading a sweetness through the atmosphere 

along with a subtly raucous invitation to move past boundaries which, he 

knows now, are only imagined as real. 





ALICE OZY 



Epilogue 

Bn, the Cnd 

ITH A COARSELY wrought tale, the end of the 

story often serves as a simple morality lesson. 

Those who are good, the narrative seems to say, will 

die well, just as those who have been bad will meet a bad end. But, as 

with a well-told story, reality is far more complicated, filled with sur- 

prises and ironies, rises and falls, sudden turns, descents and ascents that 

seem to occur somewhat independently from justice. If in the nineteenth 

century working-class girls were warned that the life of a courtesan 

ended in sorrow, the truth is that in the end cocottes seem to have flour- 

ished or floundered at about the same rate as anyone else. Yet the dire 

prophecies of the self-righteous could at times be self-fulfilling. 

BEFORE MoOGADOR MARRIED Lionel de Chabrillan, he had 

already lost his own fortune and been disowned by his family. To save 

his estate, he planned to marry a wealthy woman. But instead, still in 

love with Mogador, he sailed to Australia to join the gold rush when 

he lost what little he had left. After he returned to Paris to marry 

Mogador, the couple sailed together to Australia, where this time Li- 

onel would serve as the French consul general. Yet his salary was mea- 

ger. Though the couple were not destitute, they faced severely reduced 

circumstances. Thus in order to supplement their income, Mogador 

Zig t 
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took up a new career; in the course of four years she wrote three best- 

selling novels. Severely ill, however, she was forced to return to Paris. 

After Lionel joined her in Paris, he tried to obtain a diplomatic post- 

ing in Europe. But the scandal of their marriage shadowed them both. 

When he sailed for Australia again, stricken with a sudden illness, he 

died. 

Penniless and mourning for her husband, she revived her career on the 

stage. Though the first night was a brilliant success, the show was ter- 

minated when a series of articles appeared, reminding the public of her 

notorious past. But calling once more on her formidable determination 

to survive, she took the play that Dumas had based on her novel Les 

Voleurs d’Or on tour, making a small fortune. And once again she took up 

writing, producing altogether twenty-six plays, twelve novels, and seven 

operettas. Always generous, she moved her mother to her chalet at 

Vesinet, founded a women’s ambulance corps during the Prussian War, 

and no doubt remembering the terrors of her own childhood, offered to 

build a home for war orphans on her land. But because of the scandal 

that followed her until her death, she was forced to hide behind a tree as 

she watched the girls at the orphanage hand bouquets of flowers to the 

more respectable patrons. Finally, after moving to an old people’s home 

in Montmartre, she died at the age of eighty-five. 

WHEN Cora Peart faced a different kind of scandal, the con- 

sequences were far worse. Shunned by the demi-monde as well as soci- 

ety, she was eventually financially ruined, too. She had become an 

object of scorn after a former lover, Alexandre Duval, son of a fa- 

mous restaurateur, wounded himself severely. He had intended to aim 
his bullet at Cora but the gun went off in his hand instead. While he 
hovered for several days between life and death, the story of what 
transpired between them circulated through the city. He had spent all 
of his fortune on lavish gifts for her. But when the money was gone, 

she dismissed him coldly. 
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Neither the fact that he had planned to murder her, nor his subse- 

guent return in full health to his old life on the boulevards, mitigated 

public opinion. No longer able to find protectors, slowly all Cora’s re- 

sources dwindled. Once known for receiving as much as 10,000 francs 

a night, she was grateful now for 5 louis. Yet she never lost her spirit. 

Before she died at the age of fifty-one from stomach cancer, she spent 

time promulgating an invented universal language, and she wrote 

and published two versions of her life story, books that are still be- 

ing read today. 

Marie Duptessis pip not die as utterly alone as La dame aux ca- 

mélias portrayed. Though the crowd of suitors thinned considerably, her 

maid stayed with her until the end, as did some loyal friends, among 

them her erstwhile husband, Edouard Perregaux. She died well cared for, 

in the comfortable surroundings of her luxurious apartment. The physi- 

cian, whom Liszt had sent to care for her, was the doctor most highly es- 

teemed among society women of the day. Yet ironically he probably 

hastened her death by giving her experimental doses of arsenic. The loy- 

alty of her maid came as much from friendship as from employment. 

Having been born to the working class herself, Duplessis was known not 

only to be kind but also inordinately generous to working women. Her 

estate was auctioned after her death. Even after all her bills were paid, 

there remained a considerable sum, which she gave to her sister in Nor- 

mandy. 

ARETINO DID Nort depict the death of his character, the first fic- 

tional Nanna. We only see her as she grows older, passing on her knowl- 

edge to her daughter Pippa. The Nana we know best now, the heroine 

of Zola’s novel, was supposed to be based on the life of Blanche 

d’Antigny. After seducing and ruining a string of lovers, Nana dies of 

smallpox alone in a room at the Grand Hotel in Parts. Describing her 
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suffering vividly, Zola gives the impression that she is getting a just re- 

ward. 
\ 

SUPERFICIALLY, BLANCHE D’ANTIGNY, whom Zola used as a 

model for Nana, suffered a similar death. Some say she died of small- 

pox, some typhoid, some tuberculosis, which she would have caught 

while nursing Luce, the man she loved. But due to the kindness of an- 

other courtesan, Caroline Letessier, Blanche was well cared for when she 

died. And in stark contrast with Zola’s cold and unfeeling heroine, since 

Blanche’s spirits as well as her economic health had been broken by her 

lover’s illness and death, it is not unreasonable to say that she died of 

love. After her death, Théodore de Banville, who had always admired her, 

wrote touchingly: “Blanche d’Antigny has taken with her one of the 

smiles of Paris.” 

APOLLONIE SABATIER was thirty-eight years old when her chief 

benefactor, Alfred Mosselman, suffered financial ruin. He offered her 500 

francs a month, but she declined, trusting her independent efforts in- 

stead. She took up painting—four of her miniatures were shown in the 

Salon of 1861—as well as restoring the paintings of others. Unable to 

make a living doing this, she auctioned some of the valuable objets d’art 

she had been collecting for years, raising 43,000 francs. Moving to a 
smaller apartment, she began to do her own cooking. Yet we would be 

mistaken here to think that because she was aging, Sabatier’s career was 

over. Beauty was not her only asset. Even in reduced circumstances, she 

was spirited, As Judith Gautier described it, she sang as she cooked. In the 
same year she began a new liaison with Richard Wallace, natural son of 
the marquess of Hertford, who promised that if ever he became wealthy, 

he would take care of her. True to his word, when at his father’s death he 
. inherited a fortune, he gave her 50,000 francs and a monthly income. She 
spent her last years at Neuilly, in very comfortable surroundings. Having 
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outlived many of her companions, she was lonely for them. Yet this is al- 

ways the price for having had many beloved friends. She died peacefully 

on the last day of 1889, at the age of sixty-seven. 

Jeanne Duvat Hap many other lovers in addition to Baudelaire, 

one of them a woman who lived with her for many years. Over sev- 

eral years she held a lively salon in her own rooms. But she struggled 

with a degenerative illness, which eventually paralyzed her. After they 

parted as lovers, she and Baudelaire remained friends. During the last 

years of her life and through her hospitalization, he continued to sup- 

port her. 

FLoRA, A VERY successful and wealthy courtesan in ancient Rome, 

was eventually made into a goddess and as such is still alive and well to- 

day. 

THE DAUGHTER OF anarmy officer, Liane de Pougy married a naval 

officer herself. When, because she was unhappy in this union, she left 

him, he shot her; she had two bullets in her thigh until her death. For a 

short period she taught piano, but her life as a courtesan was launched 

when she appeared in an open carriage with the marquis de MacMahon 

at Longchamps. Her career as an entertainer was launched when the 

Prince of Wales became her fan, introducing her to his friends who 

were members of the Jockey Club. During her years as a courtesan she 

had many protectors, including Prince Strozzi in Florence, Maurice de 

Rothschild, Roman Potocki, Baron Bleichroder in Berlin, and Lord 

Carnarvon in London. In her thirties, she retired from this life to enter a 

Dominican order of nuns in Lausanne. As a postulate, she took the name 

of Sister Anne-Marie Magdalene. But she was back in Paris again after a 

year. 
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One of her lifelong friends was Jean Lorrain, the acerbic critic, 

known to be gay, who went about the boulevards wearing rouge, his 

hair dyed blond. Because he had given her a bad review, when they 

met by coincidence in the Bois du Boulogne, she went after him with 

a horse whip. But he admired her fortitude and they became good 

friends. For many years one of her most ardent supporters in the 

press, finally he wrote a play for her. That they were both gay must 

only have deepened their rapport. When the American heiress Na- 

talie Barney came to court Pougy dressed as a Renaissance page, the 

two women became lovers, and remained amorous friends for many 

years. 

Along with Emilienne d’Alencon, who was also at one time her 

lover, Pougy spent much of her time in the informal society that sur- 

rounded Barney, women who loved women or poetry or art. And usu- 

ally all three. The circle included Renée Vivien, Anna de Noailles, 

Lucite Delarue-Mardrus, Marcel Proust, Dolly Wilde, niece of Oscar, 

and Colette. Along with her extensive journals, she wrote and pub- 

lished several popular romans a clef about her amorous pursuits, in- 

cluding the popular Idylle sapphique, a novel whose heroine is based on 

Natalie Barney. Barney hoped to rescue her from courtesanry, but in- 

stead, at the age of 39, Pougy became the lover of Prince George 
Ghika of Romania, who was at the time 24 years old. Within two 
years they were married, and except for a short separation when 
George had an affair with his secretary, the prince and princess lived 
happily together until his death. Known for her good works in the 
later part of her life, she never forsook her religious feelings. At the 
age of seventy-three she joined the third order of Saint Dominique (a 
lay order) as Soeur Anne-Marie de la Pénitence and began to devote 
much of her time to good works. After Georges died, she spent hours 

in her rooms at the Hotel Carlton in prayer, prompting her spiritual 
guide, Mére Marie-Xavier to comment, “La soeur a pénitence a devenu la 
soeur a priére’ (The sister of good works has become the sister of 
prayer). She died in 1950 at the age of eighty. 
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By THE TIME she was in her forties, having lost her beauty, and since 

doubtless her audacity was less becoming in maturity, Harriet Wilson 

had fallen from her position as a favorite of high society. No longer able 

to make her living as a courtesan, she became a writer instead. Yet she 

was reaping profits from her former trade. Before the publication of her 

memoirs as well as several subsequent works, she would blackmail for- 

mer lovers with the material she had written about them. Though she 

herself must have turned a good profit, apparently her last novel, Clara 

Gazul, suffered so much from the resulting cuts that it was too boring to 

sell more than a few copies. After 1832, history records almost nothing 

about her; she is said to have died in England, in 1846, at the age of fifty. 

EstHER GUIMOND KEPT entertaining way past her prime, giving 

her dinner guests ample portions of wit along with their food. She is 

said to have served as an unwitting inspiration for La Dame aux 

camélias. Having known kindness from Guimond as a child, Dumas fils 

was sitting by her bed while she was suffering from an episode of ty- 

phoid, when suddenly he jumped up, declaring, “Now I have my fifth 

act!” But unlike his heroine, Esther did not expire. She died several 

decades later, of cancer. The day after her death, her good friend Gi- 

rardin, who along with many of the men she knew feared exposure 

from the extensive papers she kept, spent hours alone in her library. It 

is thought that he destroyed the eight hundred letters she had pre- 

served. Given that she tried to blackmail him with these letters, we 

cannot blame him. Nevertheless, it is unfortunate for us that his own 

history as well as hers is now lost. 

LANTHELME WENT OFF with Misias husband. But the affair did 

not last long. While on a pleasure cruise, she either fell or was pushed 
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from the open window of her stateroom. Her body was recovered hours 

after she had drowned. 

‘ 

Since La Betre Otero blew her fortune at the tables on the Riviera, 

she would have been destitute had not the owners of the casinos where she 

lost all her money given her a pension. But then again, if we were to make 

a list of all the disasters that might have befallen her during her lifetime, 

it would be very long. She lived simply but comfortably in Nice until her 

death. She never lost her style. Even in an altered, elderly shape, when she 

entered a room, heads turned. 

ArtTeR Paiva HAD her marriage with the penniless marquis who had 

given her a title annulled, she married one of the wealthiest men in Eu- 

rope, Henckel de Donnersmark. The ostentatiously resplendent Hétel 

Paiva, which still exists today on the Champs-Elysées (now the home of 

an exclusive men’s club called the Players), was a gift from him. He also 

bought her the Chateau de Pontchartrain, situated on the route from Paris 

to Dreux, the palace made famous two centuries earlier by the amorous vis- 

its of Louis XIV and his favorite Louise de la Valliére. Since Henckel was 

a Prussian count, however, with the advent of the Prussian War, the cou- 

ple was forced to leave France and settle instead on a family estate in Sile- 
sia. When Paiva died at the age of sixty-one, she had amassed the largest 

fortune ever owned by a courtesan. 

IT HAS BEEN supposed by some that Veronica Franco repented late 

in life, but most scholars agree that the evidence for this is slim. In a let- 

ter she wrote to a friend who was considering turning her daughter into 
a courtesan, Franco wrote: “You can do nothing worse in this life... 
than to force the body into such servitude... to give oneself in prey to 
so many, to risk being despoiled, robbed or killed. To eat with someone 
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else’s mouth, to sleep with the eyes of others, to move as someone else 

desires, and to risk the shipwreck of your faculties and your life—what 

fate could be worse?” 

In fact, the impassioned tone of her letter does not contradict the 

passionate defense she made of courtesanry, but instead outlines the per- 

ils courtesans faced, especially when they were not among the most suc- 

cessful. In the end, she herself was to join the ranks of the less privileged 

in her profession. The last years of her life, during which she was sup- 

porting her brother’s children as well as her own, were not prosperous. 

Circumstances took their inevitable toll. She died of fever at the age of 

forty-five. 

IN 1531, WHEN She was barely twenty years old, Tullia D’Aragona 

was the reigning courtesan of Rome. But by 1535, she and her mother, 

the courtesan Giulia Campana, moved to Adios perhaps to conceal 

the birth of a daughter, Penelope, officially listed as Giulia’s child 

but widely thought to be Tullia’s. In the ensuing years, in several 

different cities, including Venice, Ferrara, and Florence, Tullia flour- 

ished both as a courtesan and as an intellectual. Her friendship 

with the respected philosopher Benedetto Varchi furthered her ca- 

reer. 

As Tullia entered her late thirties, she tried to fashion a new life, free 

of her most profitable vocation. She founded an academy in Florence, 

where she organized debates and provided musical entertainment on the 

lute, at which she was famously skilled. When her academy achieved 

great success, she became one of the most notable figures in Renaissance 

Florence. But this glory was interrupted after potentially scandalous 

charges of violating the sumptuary laws required for courtesans were 

brought against her. The law would have prohibited her from wearing 

silks or jewels, at the same time requiring that she wear the scarf with a 

yellow border used to identify prostitutes. Along with Varchi, Eleanora 

de Toledo, the duchess of Florence, came to her aid, and Tullia was ac- 
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quitted and freed from the sumptuary requirements. And hence she be- 

gan a flurry of writing and publishing, which included the Dialogue on the 

Infinity of Love. 

But her intellectual pursuits did not pay her bills. She was forced to 

leave Florence, a man she loved passionately, and her patron Varchi. In 

Rome, Tullia, her mother, and Penelope rented small lodgings in a fash- 

tonable part of the city, probably hoping to finance their household 

when Penelope, nearing fourteen, was presented as a courtesan. But the 

child's career as well as her life was short. She died in 1549. Tullia’s his- 

tory 1s lost to us now. We find her again only in 1555, as she writes her 

will in a room, in the Trastevere, which she rented from a former maid 

Lucrezia and her husband, Matteo. What little she had to leave—furni- 

ture, jewelry, clothing—was carefully apportioned to a son, Celio; Lu- 

crezia and Matteo; her young maid, Christofara; and the percentage that 

the church required from courtesans when they died. Apparently devot- 

ing herself to good works at the end of her life, she had made her peace 

with the church. She requested that no one attend her funeral except 

members of the Company of the Crucifix, to which she belonged at the 

time of her death. 

Ninon pve LeENcLOs remained uncertain about religion all her 

life, though this uncertainty did not prevent an abbé from falling in 

love with her when she was eighty years old. In her inimitable fash- 
ton, she continued to enjoy life and inspire admiration until her last 
breath at the ripe old age of eighty-five. True to her lucidly honest 
character to the end, just before her death, asking for pen and paper, 

she wrote: 

Let no vain hope be held out to make my courage waver. 

I am of an age to die, what is there left for me to do here? 

After which she closed her eyes and died. 
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WE HAVE ALREADY described Imperia’s death. But we have not yet 

told the famous story of what happened to her daughter several years 

later. Lucrezia was known to be as beautiful as her mother. Probably 

for this reason, when Cardinal Raphael Petrucct, accompanied by 

troops, arrived in the town in Tuscany where Lucrezia and her husband 

lived in 1522, he had Archangelo arrested on trumped-up charges. His 

plan was to bargain for Lucrezia’s sexual favors with Archangelo’s free- 

dom. But when his messengers summoned her, saying simply that she 

wanted to change her clothes, Lucrezia, as her mother once did, took 

poison. This story however has a happier ending. Lucrezia recovered, 

and the tale of how she saved her honor was repeated for generations 

throughout Italy. 

AFTER AN ESTIMABLE Career as an entertainer and courtesan, 

Emilienne d’Alencon married an aristocratic army officer and thus 

like many courtesans before her gained the title of countess. From 

this new position, she hosted a literary salon and wrote a book of po- 

ems herself, called The Temple of Love. But the marriage was short-lived. 

Soon after, she became the lover of the famous jockey, Alec Carter. 

After he was killed in World War I, she became part of the circle that 

gathered in Natalie Barney's rooms on the rue Jacob, where she de- 

voted herself to the love of women and poetry, as well as experimen- 

tation with drugs. Earlier the lover of Liane de Pougy, she was also 

the lover of the poet Renée Vivien, who had been Barney's lover, 

Valtesse de la Bigne, and Madame Brazier, the proprietress of the les- 

bian bar Le Hammaton, with whom she was depicted sitting in a box 

in the theatre by Toulouse-Lautrec. She was last sighted in 1940 at a 

casino in Monte Carlo, at age seventy, still looking good. 
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Marion Davies CONTINUED to act, sing, and dance in film un- 

til she made her last movie in 1939. After the death of Hearst’s mother 
and his separation from his wife, Hearst and Davies divided their time 

between San Simeon, the older estate at Mount Shasta called Wyntoon, 

and Southern California. They continued as lovers for thirty-nine years, 

until Hearst died in 1951 after an extended illness. In a codicil to his will, 
he had left his longtime lover thirty thousand shares of preferred stock, 

yielding her an annual income of $150,000. Six weeks after his death, 

when she was fifty-four years old, Marion married Horace Gates Brown 

III, an old friend of her sister, and frequent visitor to San Simeon, a man 

who was said to bear a remarkable resemblance to Hearst. They re- 

mained married for the rest of her life. 

She augmented her already considerable real estate holdings with sev- 
eral purchases. But though more than comfortable, her last years were 
quiet. That she was still a hard drinker did little to mitigate the fact that 
gaiety is harder to summon in isolation than in a crowd. Many of her 
fellow revelers gone, in a sense there was no one left to party with, 

though her old friend Joseph Kennedy did what he could. She attended 
the wedding of Jacqueline Bouvier to John F, Kennedy and she was an 
honored guest at Kennedy's inauguration. Three years later, a life of 

heavy drinking having caught up with her, she suffered a minor stroke, 

and soon after at the age of sixty-four, she succumbed to cancer. 

PROSPEROUS TO THE end, Alice Ozy multiplied her resources 
several times by investing successfully on the Bourse. Of her talent to 
make money grow, Gautier once said, “If I had a sack of diamonds I 
would trust them with Alice Ozy. She would soon give me back more 
than I had left with her.” Gustave Doré was her last lover. At fifty years 
of age, with a fashionable apartment on the boulevard Haussmann and 
her own chateau facing Lake Enghien in Switzerland, she was able to 
say, “I am growing old with dignity.” By sixty-five, having changed her 
name back to Madame Pilloy and become respectable, she had grown 
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somewhat stout and unhappy in her aging solitude; but at least she un- 

derstood what she was missing. And she must have remembered the 

hard times of her childhood, too, when, before she died at seventy-two 

years of age, she wrote a will leaving all of her fortune, 2,900,000 

francs, to a society for the nurturing and education of the children of 

impoverished actors. 

Wuite sue was building and maintaining a successful career as a 

performer, Klondike Kate fell in love with the businessman, Alexander 

Pantages, whose name would later become a household word due to the 

string of vaudeville and movie houses he owned. After she invested in his 

first theatre, she went on tour, only to find that in her absence he had 

married a much younger woman. She sued him for breach of promise 

but won only a small settlement. 

Kate returned briefly to the stage before marrying a cowboy, but the 

marriage did not last long, Then she suffered a decline for a period, 

making money by bootlegging and possibly also procuring. But a few 

years later, when Pantages was sued and convicted for raping a seventeen- 

year-old actress he employed at one of his theatres, Kate gained some 

notoriety by testifying against him at his trial. 

Her former lover was sentenced to fifty years in prison, which must 

have improved her mood, because shortly thereafter her life took an 

upward turn again. Still attractive and lively at fifty-seven, when she de- 

cided she wanted to marry, she found she had two choices. She fixed 

on Johnny Matson, a successful miner who had worshipped her from 

a distance during the old Klondike days. Reading of her in the news- 

paper accounts of the Pantages trial, he looked her up and began to 

court her. They were happily married for thirteen years, until his death 

in 1945. 

Two years later, at the age of seventy-two, she married the second 

man who had been courting her, William L. Van Duren. During the cer- 

emony, her seventy-one-year-old groom commented, “Time is of the 
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essence.” Kate replied, “I was the flower of the North, but the petals are 

falling awfully fast, honey.” The last petal fell eight years later. She died 

peacefully and, as she had told a reporter a year earlier, “with no regrets.” 

A portrait of her remains with us in the character of Cherry Malotte, 

the heroine of Rex Beach’s Silver Horde. 

ONLY A MONTH into a shipboard romance, Nijinsky precipitously 

married an admirer and fellow ballet dancer, Romola Pulszky. His former 

lover, Diaghilev, felt betrayed and eventually responded by dismissing the 

dancer from the Ballets Russes. After a hiatus, Diaghilev brought the dancer 

back into the company, with which he continued his legendary work. Psy- 

chologically fragile, his despair and irrational rages began to worsen, un- 

dermining his work, his marriage, and finally everything he did. Creative 

even in madness, he wrote an extraordinary diary that records his state of 

mind. Though Romola had other erotic liaisons, she remained loyal to him 

for the rest of his life. Nijinsky’s illness prevented him from performing as 

a dancer or a choreographer ever again. After years of breakdowns and at- 

tempts at recovery, he died at the age of sixty-one. 

ALWAYS OF FRAGILE health, La Pompadour was cast into 

mourning by two deaths in the royal family, those of Madame Infante 

and the ten-year-old duc de Bourgogne. Her mood had already been 

dampened by the Seven Years’ War, which she feared would tarnish the 

king’s glory. “If I die,” she said, “it will be of grief.” Thus, at the end 

of her life, she and the king reversed roles. Now it was Louis who tried 

to cheer her up. Hoping that time spent in a more intimate space away 

from the worries of the palace might revive her spirits, he commissioned 

the Petit Trianon. But it came too late. By the time she died, only the 

outer walls had been raised. 

No doubt she was worn out, too, by what she called her “perpetual 
combat” to keep the king’s affections. She had not been his lover for 
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years, and now his attention was straying toward a Mademoiselle Ro- 

mains, who bore him a son and whom he had set up in a house in Passy. 

He soon wearied of the young woman, however, and Pompadour was 

not replaced. When, i in 1763, she made her last public appearance at the 

ceremonies held to celebrate the placement of an equestrian statue of 

Louis in the center of the newly designed Place de la Concorde, for 

which she had been responsible, the woman who would one day take her 

place, the young Jeanne du Barry, was in the crowds. But Pompadour 

would not live to see another maitresse en titre enter Versailles. In the fol- 

lowing year while she was at Choisy, she had an attack of illness so se- 

vere it became clear she would die soon. She was just forty years old. 

Despite the rule that only royal family members were allowed to die 

in the rooms of Versailles, the king brought her back to her rooms at 

the palace where, because her lungs were filled with fluid, to make her 

breathing easier, she sat up a chair and received the last visits of her 

friends. The king stayed by her side for days, until, because her doctors 

said that she was dying, a priest was sent for so that she could give her 

confession. The king could not be in her presence after this, and thus 

the priest was alone with her when she died. Her last words were ad- 

dressed to him as he prepared to leave the room. “One moment, M. le 

Curé,” she said to him. “We'll go together.” And then she died. 

For propriety’s sake, the king could only follow her funeral cortége 

with his eyes. As her body was borne off to Paris, he watched from his 

balcony until she had left the range of his vision. When he turned away, 

tears were seen pouring from his eyes. “Elle avait de la justesse dans lesprit et la 

justice dans le coeur,” “She had rightness in her spirit and justice in her heart,” 

wrote Voltaire. “We shall miss her every day. . . . It 1s the end of a dream.” 

We po Not know exactly when or how Phyrne died. We do know 

that her image was sculpted more than once by Praxiteles, and by that 

Botticelli took this image as inspiration for his Birth of Venus. She became 

so wealthy that after the Macedonians destroyed the city of Thebes, she 
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offered to pay for the walls to be rebuilt, providing they bore the in- 

scription: “Alexander may have knocked it down, but Phyrne the hetaera 

got it back up again.” 

BETWEEN THE DEATH Of Louis XV and her own, Jeanne du Barry 

lived several lives. Her story recalls the wisdom of certain folk tales 

meant to show that fortune, which is never predictable, often turns out 

to be the opposite of what it seems to be at first. Risking exposure to 

smallpox, she sat faithfully by the king’s bedside for days as he grew 

more ill; but just before he died, in an act of repentance for his sins, he 

asked that his mistress leave Versailles. She spent several nights in a 

chateau belonging to the duc d’Aiguillon before the king died, when she 

was ordered to enter the Abbaye de Pont-aux-Dames. She never learned 

that it was her own lover who had decreed this fate. To be banished to 

this decrepit convent, which was dark and damp, must have felt like an 

unjust punishment. But reverting to the modest demeanor she had be- 

fore she became the king’s favorite, the countess soon won the friendship 

of the abbess, Madame de la Roche Fontenelles, with whom she spent 

many hours in conversation. When, after a year, she was allowed to leave 

the convent, the other nuns wept at her departure. 

Slowly she regained some of the wealth she had accumulated at Ver- 

sailles. With her collection of jewelry, said to be the most valuable in 

Europe, the properties she owned, and the rents she received from shops 

in Paris, in addition to the annual income left to her by the king, she 

was not poor. After living for a time in a newly acquired, very large es- 

tate, Saint-Vrain, she was able to move the extraordinary paintings by 

Greuze, Fragonard, Vernet, and Van Dyke, and the elegant furniture she 

had acquired under Louis’ patronage, back to her estate at Louveci- 

ennes. Soon she became the lover of her neighbor, Lord Henry Sey- 

mour, nephew of the Duke of Somerset, but this affair ended badly. 

Henry, who was married, was given to jealousy, and objected to her 

friendships with other men. Though she tried unsuccessfully to regain 
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Seymour's affections, he steadfastly snubbed all her attempts, peavishly 

sending back her miniature portrait with the words “Leave me alone” 

written across it. 

But good luck often disguises itself as misfortune. It was because Sey- 

mour was so rejecting that Jeanne became the lover of the duc de Bris- 

sac. With his wife seemingly indifferent to his conduct, Brissac and du 

Barry became a devoted couple, dividing their time between her estate at 

Louveciennes and his hétel on the rue de Grenelle. Wealthy himself, 

Brissac supported her in the style in which she had been indulged as the 

king’s favorite. And paradoxically, as his mistress, she was more accept- 

able to the aristocracy than she had been as the king's favorite. She be- 

came a beloved figure in aristocratic society. Over time, she even gained 

the approval of the royal family. 

Though Brissac was loyal to the crown, it was under his influence that 

she began to read the Encyclopédistes and to entertain liberal ideas. Because 

of her generosity, du Barry was well liked in the village near her es- 

tate, but to revolutionaries the king’s favorites were symbols of royal 

corruption. And in the end, as the Revolution unseated the king and 

proceeded toward more and more violence, both Brissac and du Barry 

sided with the royalists. In the chaos of change, her great collection 

of jewelry was stolen from her. But this, as it turned out, was to be 

the least of her losses. After Brissac was arrested, he was killed by a 

mob who rushed to Louveciennes with his head on a stick to parade 

in front of the comtesse’s windows. We might suppose that fortune 

finally favored her again when her jewels were discovered in London. 

But just as good fortune arrives disguised as bad luck, the reverse 1s 

also true. She made several trips to England—first to identify the col- 

lection and then to appear in court—and it was during these trips 

that she began to lend support to royalist émigrés in London. 

It is supposed that she fell in love with one of Brissac’s old friends 

there, because after he returned to France, despite evident dangers, she 

returned to France, only to be arrested, accused of treason, and after sev- 

eral months in prison, condemned to death. Over a lifetime she had 
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showed remarkable courage on many occasions, but at the end her bray- 

ery deserted her. Perhaps her pluck came from an intense love of earthly 

pleasures. Somewhat portly now, her hair gray, clearly aging, still she did 

not go quietly, but rather wept and struggled as she was carried to the 

guillotine. Perhaps it was because at this moment she so little resembled 

the popular picture of her as an arrogant whore that crowds in the Place 

de la Concorde did not cheer at her death. 

Lota MontTez EVENTUALLY landed in America, where she 

toured in a play based on her life called Lola Montez in Bavaria. She settled 

for a while in Grass Valley, Nevada, where she was well liked. But though 

she had mellowed somewhat, her life was still tumultuous. While on 

tour, when her company was sailing to South America, one of her lovers 

disappeared into the Pacific Ocean. Later, though the American press re- 

ported that she had married an Austrian prince during a tour of Europe, 

it was he who jilted her. She covered the damage, however, with her own 

version of events, claiming that she left him because he had taken up 

with a singer. 

In her last years Montez shifted her profession from actress to lec- 

turer, including among her topics “The Comic Aspects of Love,” 

“Wits and Women of Paris,” and “Gallantry.” The publication of 

her letters proved so successful that she followed this with The Arts of 

Beauty, or Secrets of a Lady’s Toilet, with Hints to Gentlemen on the Art of Fasci- 

nating. Prosperous for a while, at her home in upper New York State 

she hosted a small salon, masterfully inciting and guiding witty con- 

versation while she smoked cigars. Though her disregard for the truth 

continued unabated, in her last years she tried to become what was 

then called “a good Christian.” But financial need forced her onto the 

lecture circuit again. For the first time since her childhood, she re- 

turned to Ireland, and later spoke in Britain as an expert on America. 

Returning to America, she lectured throughout the country on En- 

gland. 

og | 



OriLoGue: oan die Selle EN p 249 

Finally she had earned enough respect and success to feel certain of 

her future. Yet within a few months, on a very hot day in New York, she 

suffered a stroke. With her formidable will, she struggled back to health, 

even walking again with a cane. She seemed on the road to full recovery 

and spent some time at the New York Magdalene Society counseling 

women who were trying to give up prostitution. But on Christmas Day, 

a walk in the cold windy air proved fatal. Stricken with pneumonia, she 

did not recover. She was forty years old when she died, listening as, at 

her request, a friend read her passages from the Bible. 

THE GREAT SARAH BERNHARDT was able to give up galanterie af- 

ter she made millions from her tours in the New World. Her leg had to 

be amputated, yet she continued with her brilliant career, carried onto 

the stage, seated in a chair or propped up. She traveled to the front to 

entertain soldiers during World War I, and performed in the theatre 

through her late seventies. One of her last appearances was organized to 

benefit Madame Curie’s laboratory. When her failing body forced her to 

give up the stage, she appeared in a film. “There was nothing left of her,” 

the young actress Mary Marquet wrote. But when the director shouted 

“Camera!” suddenly she rose from her torpor. As Marquet remembered 

it, “her face lit up, her eyes were shining, and she demanded, ‘What 

should I do?’ in a voice that seemed suddenly strong and young. She had 

just dropped thirty years.” A few months later, at the age of seventy- 

nine, her health finally failed. 

Colette has given us a portrait of her at the end. “I record here one 

of the last gestures of the tragedienne approaching her eightieth year: a 

delicate faded hand offering a full cup; the cornflower blue of her eyes, 

so young, caught in a web of wrinkles; the laughing interrogative co- 

quetry of the turn of her head. And that indomitable, endless desire to 

charm, to charm again, to charm even unto the gates of death.” 

As if proving the truth of Colette’s words, on her deathbed she asked 

her son Maurice to make certain that her coffin was covered in lilacs. As 
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the funeral cortége, followed by one of the largest crowds ever seen in 

modern France, moved from the Church of Sainte-Frangoise-de-Sales to 

Pére Lachaise, the mourners stopped for a moment of reverent silence in 

front of the Théatre Sarah Bernhardt, transfixed by the memory of her 

golden voice. 
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les abonnés: subscribers to the ballet, and also men who pursued 

dancers and courtesans 

Accademia: gatherings of men and women in Rome, Venice, and Flo- 

rence during the Renaissance who met to share a meal and discuss art 

and ideas; occasions which wives could not attend but at which courte- 

sans often were present 

les agenouillées: literally, the kneeling ones, slang for courtesans who 

did have occasion to kneel at times 

les amazones: the word used for the masculine riding costume women 

wore and for the women who wore it; also a code word for courtesans 

who, even if they were not always androgynous in manner, took the pre- 

rogatives of men 

auletrides: young women who played the flute for hire at banquets for 

men in ancient Rome. In addition to playing the flute at the beginning 

of the evening, they would often engage in prostitution at tts end 

le Beau Monde: literally, the beautiful world; fashionable society, 

which included courtesans 

les belles petites: term for courtesans 

les biches: a term for courtesans and lorettes; using the image of a doe, 

the term expresses and projects the animality that men associated with 

courtesans 

le bon ton: good taste; the fashionable crowd 
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le boulevard: “The Paris of the Parisians,” wrote Cornelia Otis Skin- 

net, “began at the Madeleine and ended at Tortoni’s....” 

boulevardier: “The term boulevardier was now invented to describe 

men whose principal accomplishment consisted in appearing at the 

proper moment in the proper café,” writes Roger Shattuck. As Roger 

Moréas described, this moment went on for hours. “In the old days, I 

arrived around one in the afternoon... stayed until seven and then went 

to dine. At about eight we came back and didn't leave until one in the 

morning.” 

camélias: another code word for courtesans, derived from the play by 

Alexandre Dumas fils, La Dame aux camélias 

cocodes: in English in the 1920s and 1930s, the translation would have 

been “swells”—men out for a good time who were willing and able to 

pay for it 

cocodette: a déclassé society woman, excluded from high society be- 

cause of scandal or divorce, who lived the life of a courtesan while pte- 

serving her upper-class manners. Thus, according to Philippe Perrot, 

helping to blur the demarcations between “zones of social hierarchy” 

cocotte: literally, hen; a slang term used for both prostitutes and cour- 

tesans 

coquette: a flirt 

cortigiana: Italian term originally coined in Rome to mean courtesans 

who learned many of the skills of courtiers; it came to apply to prosti- 

tutes as well 

cortigiana oneste: in Italy, particularly Venice, an honored courtesan 

as distinct from a prostitute 

cortigiano: Italian for courtier 

courtisane: French for courtesan 

dames galantes: see femmes galantes 

dégrafée: unhooked, unclasped, unbuttoned; another term for a cour- 

tesan 

demi-castor: a word for a particular kind of courtesan, a middle-class 

or bourgeois woman, often unmarriageable due to scandal, who instead 
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of being supported directly would be given expensive gifts by her lovers. 

Laure Hayman, the mistress of Marcel Proust’s uncle, whom Proust 

used as a model for Odette Crécy in A la recherche du temps perdu, was con- 

sidered a demicastor 

demi-mondaines: women in the demi-monde, not all of whom were 

courtesans. Kiki of Montparnasse, for instance, was a demi-mondaine but 

not a courtesan 

demi-monde: the alternative world of gentlemen, artists, writers, so- 

cial rebels, actors, courtesans, and lorettes which existed in Paris through- 

out the nineteenth century. The word was coined by Alexandre Dumas 

fils in his play Le Demi-Monde, though the definition changed 

demi-reps: British term for wellborn women who became courtesans 

deshabillés: literally, undressed, partly undressed, or undressing; a 

term for courtesans 

diseur de mots: a witty man, usually to be found in a café on one of 

the Grand Boulevards 

the fashionable impure: since purity meant chastity in a woman, the 

impure were women who were not chaste but were fashionable. Usually 

but not always courtesans 

favorites: the women chosen or “favored” and kept by French kings 

and emperors 

femmes galantes: most often courtesans, living a life of galanterie; the 

seventeenth- and eighteenth-century analogue of the demi-mondaines 

femmes honnétes: respectable women; but the term honnéte came to 

mean authentic in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, and as such 

was applied to both Ninon de Lenclos and Jeanne du Barry 

femmes légéres: women who take moral lessons lightly; courtesans 

fille d’amour: a young woman who was either a courtesan or a po- 

tential one 

filles de marbres: courtesans and lorettes; taken from a popular play of 

the nineteenth century, Les Filles de Marbre 

galanterie: the sensual and amorous life led by aristocrats in France in 

the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries; also used for the pursuit of 
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pleasures, especially amorous and especially with courtesans in the nine- 

teenth century A 

galants: men who were well mannered and elegant, often pursuing 

women while they led fashionably debauched lives 

garde-robe: wardrobe, an essential word in the lexicon of the courte- 

san 

gay: the word now used for homosexual once implied the presence of 

courtesans, hence gaiety 

Gay Nineties: the Belle Epoque, famous for its courtesans and their 

wild behavior, whose epicenter was Paris, and within Paris, Maxim’s 

“Gay Paree”: the risqué world of courtesanry, artistic rebellion, and 

general mischief that attracted initiates and tourists from around the world 

grandes horizontales: a term for courtesans that was especially pop- 

ular in the Belle Epoque and the fin-de-siécle 

les Grandes Trois: Liane de Pougy, Caroline Otero, and Emilienne 

d’Alengon, the three most sought-after courtesans of the Belle Epoque 

le grand monde: high society, the upper classes; le petit monde: the 

working classes 

les Grands Boulevards: the great boulevards in Paris that run from 

the eleventh arrondissement to the first, from the Bastille to the 

Madeleine, including boulevard des Italiens, boulevard Montmartre, 

boulevard Haussmann, boulevard Bonne-Nouvelle, boulevard du Crime, 

boulevard du Temple, etc. . 

le Grand Seize: the private room reserved for royalty and the courte- 

sans they invited upstairs at the Café Anglais 

grisette: literally, milliner’s assistant, but the word applied to seam- 

stresses and shopgirls too. Since these women were paid so little and had 

few prospects, many engaged in casual prostitution, hence the meaning: 

a woman of “easy virtue.” Madame du Barry began as a grisette, as did 

Marie Duplessis and Alice Ozy 

hetaera: courtesan in ancient Greece; sometimes also a priestess of 

Aphrodite 

high life: in French, as taken from English, “le high life” (pronounced 

~ 
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to rhyme with “fig leaf”). It meant an elegant good time filled with al- 

most constant revelry 

honnéte homme: one of several names by which Ninon de Lenclos 

was called in Paris—Il n’y a point de plus honnéte homme que Mlle Lenclos (There 

is no more honest man than Mademoiselle Lenclos). Among other 

names, she was known as la belle courtisane and la vieille courtesan 

impure: not chaste; courtesan 

Jockey Club: the club, founded by Lord Seymour, father of Richard 

Wallace, Alice Ozy’s famous protector, whose aristocratic members 

shared an enthusiasm for the British custom of racing horses. They were 

also famous for their enthusiasm for courtesans 

jolies filles: beautiful gitls—applied to grisettes, lorettes, courtesans, and 

demi~mondaines alike 

joyeuse: blithe and gay; also the term for a courtesan 

libertinage: philosophically, the attempt to reconcile Epicureanism 

with Christianity, led by Pierre Gassendi; also refers to the activities of 

libertines, who indulged freely in sensual pleasure 

libertine: a man who practices libertinage, the equivalent of sex, 

drugs, and rock and roll during the Ancien Régime 

lion: as in social lion, for whom, at least in Paris, keeping a courtesan 

was de rigueur, and belonging to the Jockey Club almost equally obliga- 

tory 

lionne: pursued, chased, and kept by one or more lions 

lorette: a kind of minor league courtesan, part of the gay life along 

the boulevards, supported but not in the grandest style, usually hoping 

for advancement. So many lived in the neighborhood of the church 

called La Dame des Lorettes in the ninth arrondissement that the boule- 

vardier Nestor Rocqueplan christened them “lorettes.” “A marvelous lorette 

of the tall sort,” Delacroix wrote in a letter to George Sand, “all clad in 

black satin and velvet ... when alighting from her cabriolet let me see up 

her leg to her belly, with the nonchalance of a goddess” 

maitresses en titre: the semiofficial mistresses of French kings, who 

were presented at court and entertained at various royal palaces 
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mangeuse d’homme: the direct translation would be man-eater, but in 

French mangeuse connotes a woman with a large sexual appetite, hence a 

term for a courtesan 

monde entier: the whole world, but also society (as in tout Paris ) 

mot juste: as with bon mot, a witty remark or response 

“notre courtisane nationale”: “our national courtesan”—Liane de 

Pougy 

précieuses: aristocratic women of the seventeenth and eighteenth cen- 

turies who cultivated romantic love in a highly refined way, so refined 

that they shunned its more bodily expressions 

restaurant discret: a restaurant that provides salons particulieres, where 

private meetings or parties can be held with courtesans. Famous among 

such restaurants was the Café Anglais, which had a room, le Grand Seize, 

often reserved for royalty and their friends. The Parisian restaurant 

Lapérouse has retained its salons particulieres 

ruelle: intellectual gathering in eighteenth-century Paris 

salon: writers, artists, and philosophers gathered with their friends in 

the grands salons, or great rooms of private residences, to discuss their 

work, listen to performances, hear music. A number of these salons were 

conducted by courtesans—notably, Ninon de Lenclos, Marion De- 

lorme, Sabatier, Jeanne Duval, and Alice Ozy. The custom was earlier 

practiced in Renaissance Italy 

salone: Renaissance Italian word for salon 

salon particuliére: a private room in a restaurant where gentlemen 

could dine and spend much of the evening with the courtesans they es- 

corted 

souper et galant: to dine with a femme galante, followed by galanterie, of- 

ten conducted in the salon particuliére of a restaurant discret-—a tradition ini- 

tiated by Philippe d’Orléans, regent of France after Louis XIV 

tendresses: yet another euphemism for courtesans and lorettes 

the Three Graces: aside from the mythological figures who assisted 

Aphrodite both sartorially and with the seasons, there have been two sets 

of famous women given this name in the French history of courtesanry: 

bri 
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the three Mailly sisters, daughters of the marquis de Nesle, all lovers, se- 

quentially, of Louis XV; and the trio celebrated during the Belle 

Epoque—Liane de Pougy, La Belle Otero, and Emilienne d’Alencon 

vigna: villas in Renaissance Rome and outside Venice in whose beau- 

tiful gardens gatherings of artists, writers, philosophers, and courtesans 

were held. “Oh when I think back to those times gone by,” Jacobo 

Sadoleto writes, “how often I recall those suppers and our frequent 

meetings ... how after our homely banquets, spiced more with wit than 

gluttony, we used to recite poetry and make speeches. To the great satis- 

faction of all, because though they revealed a lofty spirit, they were de- 

livered with gaiety and grace.” 

voluptuary: one whose life is devoted to sensual pleasure 
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these amazing women who, starting from impoverished 

or unimpressive beginnings, garnered chateaux, fine 

coaches, fabulous collections of jewelry, and even aristo- 

cratic titles along the way. And through a brilliant 

exploration of their extraordinary abilities, skills, and 

talents, which Griffin playfully categorizes as their 

virtues—Timing, Beauty, Cheek, Brilliance, Gaiety, 

Grace, and Charm—her book explains how, while help- 

ing themselves, through their often outrageous, always 

entertaining examples, the great courtesans not only 

enriched our cultural heritage but helped to liberate 

women from the social, sexual, and economic strictures 

that confined them. 

Intensively researched and beautifully crafted, The 

Book of the Courtesans delves into scintillating but often 

hidden worlds, telling stories gleaned from many 

sources, including courtesans’ memoirs, presented 

along with stunning rare photographs to create memo- 

rable portraits of some of the most pivotal figures 

in women’s history. 

© Irene Young 

The author of more than twenty books (most recently 

What Her Body Thought), Susan GrirFIn has won 

dozens of awards for her work as a poet, feminist writer, 

essayist, playwright, and filmmaker. Her book A Chorus 

of Stones was a finalist for the Pulitzer Prize and the 

National Book Critics Circle Award. The recipient of an 

Emmy, a MacArthur Grant, and a grant from the 

National Endowment for the Arts, she is a frequent con- 

tributor to Ms. magazine, the New York Times Book 

Review, and numerous other publications. She lives in 

Berkeley, California. 
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