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Translator’s Note

Speaking with Judith Thurman before an event at Albertine, in New York City, in February 2023, I happened to mention my background in dance, which prompted her to ask me, during our panel conversation, how my training might have influenced my translation of Colette. I had never given the subject any thought, and at the time, I had no ready reply. But the question planted a seed, and an answer began to germinate in my mind.

In an email to Judith afterward, I ventured that my dance training had given me “a musicality that I bring to translation—a sense for the rhythm and flow of a sentence—as well as a precision,” adding that “there is no place for approximation in ballet.” In her reply, Judith “wonder[ed] if dance isn’t a tonal language” and briefly described the kind of tonal variations that exist in Vietnamese, which allow a monosyllable to have multiple unrelated meanings, depending on the tone it is given in speech. Like a tonal language, “translation requires a musician’s ear,” she remarked, “the ability to hit the pitch—reproducing the vibration—exactly right.”

I had never studied a tonal language, but her suggestion intrigued me. Can movement, I wondered, have a tone? The answer, I quickly realized, is yes. A movement in dance—say, a particular port de bras—can be performed in any number of ways, the differing tones of the gesture evoking distinct associations and conveying distinct meanings that can be read by the viewer. It is likewise true that the rhythmic patterns, stresses, and intonations of language, and the meaning they work in concert to create, can be articulated in movement. It’s entirely possible to dance a sentence, and Colette’s sentences, with their sophisticated syntax, complex rhythms, and tonal shifts, might be more interesting, danced, than most.

Perhaps, then, a trained dancer’s ability to “hit the pitch” precisely can transfer to other forms of artistic expression, even those whose medium is as abstract as language, through some sort of reciprocity. I know that in my own case, the desire to write and the desire to dance arose in tandem, at about the same age. It is not implausible that a sentence, a well-written sentence, one that is precisely pitched, balanced, musical, can be experienced in the body as a form of aesthetic pleasure.



Much can be said about the intersections between dance and the writing of Colette. Whereas Colette abstracts the concrete, using words to explain, to “translate,” the experiences of the body, dance concretizes the abstract—making music visible, embodying geometry, depicting stories (which are made up of words, components in an abstract system). Yet Colette’s work, rarely cerebral, constantly foregrounds the body, whose intelligence she recognized through her own experience: “It is my body that thinks,” she writes in La retraite sentimentale. “It’s more intelligent than my brain. It feels more subtly, more completely than my brain. When my body thinks . . . everything else falls silent.” Her characters, too, navigate the world with their thinking bodies—as characters do, necessarily, in dance, where the medium is the body, and where the intellect, though it remains engaged, must cede to the body’s intelligence. Indeed, Colette’s writing can be said to be embodied, corporealized: “a writing that is lined with flesh.”

It is not insignificant that Colette herself was for some years a dancer and a mime. Her professional debut onstage came on February 6, 1906, when she appeared in Le désir, la chimère, et l’amour in the role of the faun. She was in the process of separating from her first husband, Willy, and, not yet able to support herself as a writer, she needed money. She was thirty-two—quite old for a dancer to make her debut—but she had remained limber during her years with Willy by means of the gymnastic apparatuses she had installed above their living quarters on the rue de Courcelles in Paris, which included, she tells us in The Pure and the Impure, “a trapeze, parallel bars, and rings.” Her stage career in the music halls as a dancer and mime continued through October 1912, when she learned that she was pregnant with what would turn out to be her only child. And while the critic André Rouveyre recalled her dancing as “a sad exhibition,” Curnonsky, the future Prince of Gastronomes, praised “the ease, the grace, the suppleness of her movements” and the “voluptuous intensity” of her performance.



My own dance background is primarily in a specific dance “language,” the language of ballet. I began studying ballet at the age of eight, and at twelve, when my teacher told my parents that I had advanced beyond what she could teach me, I auditioned for and was accepted into the highly selective scholarship program at the American Ballet Theatre School. A school-within-a-school, the scholarship program that then existed (this was in the mid-1970s) had been created to train young dancers of exceptional promise for entrance into American Ballet Theatre’s corps de ballet; many of ABT’s dancers at the time had studied in the program. Days after my thirteenth birthday, I moved to New York City to begin this intensive training—eight hours a day during the summers, three hours a day during the school year, six days a week. I spent three years there, studying with some of the world’s preeminent ballet teachers, becoming stronger technically, dancing a small role with American Ballet Theatre as a “super”—a supernumerary—for three seasons at the Metropolitan Opera House, experiencing the life at first hand.

When I began my training at ABT, I had every intention of becoming a professional ballet dancer, and every expectation that I would do so. But during those years of study, I found myself becoming dissatisfied and conflicted. As I developed intellectually, I began to wonder: Did I want a life centered on the body, or one centered on the mind? Could I be satisfied in a profession that required such single-minded devotion and at the same time exacted such a physical and intellectual toll? The deliberations were exceedingly difficult for a fifteen-year-old. I was being pushed in two directions: by my English teachers, at Professional Children’s School, toward college, and by my ballet teachers, toward a life in ballet. It was not possible to have both. I made the decision to stop dancing, returned home, and prepared to go to college. But I was soon drawn back to dance. Toward the end of my sophomore year in college, I auditioned and was accepted at the Juilliard School, where I began the rigorous transformation from ballet dancer to modern dancer. At the end of my first year, I passed my jury exams and, finally confirmed in my belief that a life in dance was not for me, stopped dancing for good.

When I think of how my ballet training has influenced my translation of Colette, several things stand out: precision, economy, musicality, and, of course, discipline. Ballet inculcated these qualities in me. Like muscle memory, they can never be unlearned. Ballet is a particularly rigorous dance “language,” whose execution places strict and often unnatural demands on the body. At its core are the twin pillars of precision and economy, the bases for the “purity” of a well-trained ballet dancer’s technique: economy of movement, economy of line, the avoidance of anything superfluous, the tic, the quaver, that would disrupt the execution of a step; precision of placement and of position. A statement in an essay on musical conducting by Nicholas Spice recently struck me: he writes that in “instrumental technique . . . execution aims at an ideal economy.” In ballet, where the instrument is the body, the realization of that “ideal economy” is likewise paramount.

Precision and economy are everywhere apparent in the writing of Colette. She preferred the telling detail to the broad stroke, specificity to generalization, so that we find vivid and precisely observed images throughout her work. In The Pure and the Impure, for example, the smoke in an opium den has “the dark, appetizing fragrance of fresh truffles and burnt cocoa,” a buffet table at Renée Vivien’s offers “thin strips of raw fish furled around glass chopsticks,” and for a young peasant who mourns his older lover, a poet killed amid the barbarity of the First World War, “the scent of haymaking, when he fluffs the windrows with a pitchfork, perhaps still rends his full heart.”

Colette’s writing can be “exceptionally spare of lyricism,” Joan Hinde Stewart has written—though it can also, as in the last example above, contain exceptionally lyrical passages. Elaine Marks attributes Colette’s stylistic economy to her career as a journalist, which began in earnest in 1910, when she joined the staff of the French daily newspaper Le Matin as a regular columnist; after becoming its literary editor at the end of the First World War, she would advise the young Georges Simenon to “suppress all the literature.” Asked in an interview in 1955 what sort of cutting that entailed, Simenon responded, “Adjectives, adverbs, and every word which is there just to make an effect. Every sentence which is there just for the sentence. You know, you have a beautiful sentence—cut it. Every time I find such a thing in one of my novels it is to be cut.” Colette not only preached but heeded her own counsel; writes Marie-Christine Bellosta, “The examination of successive versions of [her] texts . . . demonstrates that they owe their concision to a stubborn eradication of everything that wasn’t absolutely indispensable.” This is not, however, to suggest that Colette’s sentences are in any way impoverished by their economy; on the contrary, they are masterpieces of succinct expression: full of nuance, complex and supple in their construction, and bursting with information.

For all her economy of expression, Colette was keenly attuned to the musical potential of language: both the sound of individual words and the musicality of sentences. We are all born with an innate musicality—some capacity for responding to rhythm and melody in music—as well as with the impulse to move, to dance, in response to the cadences of music. Children, when asked to move to music, will do so spontaneously. Dancers, through some combination of innate ability and training, have a particularly developed sense of musicality—an ability to use their bodies in motion to make visible the rhythm and melody of music with artistry and technique. Colette’s musicality, too, was no doubt partly innate and partly acquired. Willy, who Colette tells us had “a good ear for music,” was, among other things, a music critic. Together, he and Colette attended the Wagner festival in Bayreuth annually from 1895 onward, and through Willy, Colette met the composers Debussy, Fauré, and Ravel; she would collaborate with Ravel on the opera L’enfant et les sortilèges, for which she wrote the libretto. These associations undoubtedly honed her innate musicality. Germaine Beaumont, a French journalist and writer as well as Colette’s friend and one-time secretary, notes her “musical infallibility,” while for Julia Kristeva she is a “musician of the French language,” whose “fascination, from childhood, with sound” underpins her search for the mot juste. We learn from Colette’s third husband, Maurice Goudeket, that “she . . . loved certain words for themselves, quite apart from the idea which they represent . . . loved them for their music.” It seems apropos that the nature of her relationship with language, Goudeket tells us, was such that “during periods of intense work she would dream of words,” reporting to him the next morning that the words “had danced a ballet specially composed for her” in the night.

One need only read a single sentence from The Pure and the Impure in the original French to sense at once this extraordinary musicality, with its voluptuous repetition of consonant and vowel sounds:


Mais du sein de ce silence même un son naquit imperceptiblement dans une gorge de femme, un son qui s’essaya rauque, s’éclaircit, prit sa fermeté et son ampleur en se répétant, comme les notes pleines que le rossignol redit et accumule jusqu’à ce qu’elles s’écroulent en roulade . . .

[But from the heart of this very silence a sound imperceptibly arose in a woman’s throat, a sound that was at first hoarse, became clearer, took on firmness and fullness as it recurred, like the sonorous notes that the nightingale repeats and amasses until they come cascading down in a trill . . .]



In any writing endeavor, as in ballet, discipline is essential, and this is perhaps especially true of translation, where the source text tightly circumscribes the translator’s work. Translation demands the dual discipline of close reading and careful writing: an attentiveness to the nuances of meaning of individual words (and to the nuances of their meaning for a particular author), to the repetition of words across a text, and to the order of words and phrases and how it causes meaning to unfold in a sentence; an alertness to tone, and to its slightest shifts; and a sensitivity to the sound, the music, of the language. Translating Colette also requires the discipline of a researcher, in order to track down the rare words that she delights in: classical and literary usages, technical and scientific terms, contemporary slang and argot, obscure regionalisms, neologisms. Like Kristeva, we “feel all the humility of the immigrant when faced with her language,” and her rare words “flaunt their defenses and require an initiation.” Indeed.

Colette herself was a tremendously disciplined writer, though her discipline, it appears, did not come naturally. She writes, in Journal à rebours, that “in my youth, I never, never wanted to write. . . . I felt, more clearly each day, I felt that I was made precisely not to write.” It was Willy who famously suggested that she put down her schoolgirl recollections in specially bought notebooks and to whom the Claudine novels—her first—therefore owe their existence. Her discipline may have been partly forged in the “prison” that Willy imposed on her during this period (perhaps apocryphally, though the source was Colette herself), locking her in a room for four hours a day to write. “Soon she deliberately chose to spend certain hours of each day with pen and notebook. Thus one of France’s most prominent writers began as a slave to literature and ended as an addict,” writes Elaine Marks. Colette’s discipline, however it was acquired, was prodigious. On January 12, 1924, in a letter to her friend Hélène Picard, she confides, “You should know that I am working from 8:30 a.m. to one a.m.”—an astonishing sixteen-and-a-half-hour workday. “Yesterday, intoxicated with work: from 2 in the afternoon till midnight, taking 20 minutes for dinner. It’s made me stupid today,” she tells Picard in the spring of 1930, even then, at age fifty-seven, maintaining a fiendish work schedule. Her discipline is reflected, too, in her painstaking revision of her texts and her excision of anything deemed nonessential: “You need only examine the manuscripts . . . crammed with corrections,” writes Bellosta, “to understand the effort required to achieve, line after line, that density of expression, that precision of stroke, that transparency of articulation, that give us the impression of naturalness.”



Sidonie-Gabrielle Colette’s life spanned a period of tremendous social upheaval, a period that saw a loosening of traditional gender roles and an increased openness to nontraditional sexual identities, as well as two world wars. Although her own life was far from conventional, she did not fully embrace the social changes of her time, and her life was one of contradictions, as will become apparent to the reader of The Pure and the Impure who knows something of Colette’s life.

Born in a village in Burgundy in 1873, she spent most of her life in Paris, becoming the quintessential French sophisticate while never quite escaping the tendrils of her provincial youth. Married three times and twice divorced, she was bisexual and had sexual relationships with a number of women during and between her first and second marriages. Following her separation from Willy, she had an extended intimate relationship with Mathilde de Morny, the Marquise de Belbeuf—known to some as Monsieur le Marquis or Uncle Max but to her friends most often as Missy—with whom she lived for five years. Missy was a cross-dressing lesbian—scarcely disguised as the character of La Chevalière in The Pure and the Impure—who today might be a transgender man. Colette herself experimented with wearing men’s dress. Yet despite her own bisexuality, her depictions of lesbians in The Pure and the Impure are mostly unflattering: Lesbians are variously viewed with pity, mockery, and opprobrium. The exception seems to be the Ladies of Llangollen, who are “exiled, in a fragile and vulnerable purity,” as Kadji Amin observes, and whom Colette describes reverently—for the most part.

There was never a time, in all her adult life, when Colette did not work for money. What began as a need to make a living, after her separation from Willy, was fueled by both a perpetual fear of poverty and a love of lavish spending. Her professional life took many forms: in addition to being a literary writer, primarily of novels, memoirs, and plays, she was at various times a music-hall dancer and mime, a stage actress, a journalist, war correspondent, and crime reporter, an editor, an advice columnist, and a beauty-product entrepreneur. One would have expected her strong sense of independence and the freedom of her sexual conduct to have made her a feminist, but this was decidedly not the case. She in fact held strongly antifeminist views. In a 1910 interview with Maurice Dekobra for Paris-Théâtre, for example, she famously stated that the suffragettes “disgust[ed]” her: “Do you know what the suffragettes deserve?” she asked rhetorically. “The whip and the harem.” Sixteen years later, in an interview with Walter Benjamin, she stated that menstruation made women too “overtaxed, out of control, and unpredictable” to be fit for politics.

Three of Colette’s greatest books—My Mother’s House, Break of Day, and Sido—pay tribute to her mother, whose importance in Colette’s artistic development was outsize. As Marks points out, “Sido was her younger daughter’s great love; Sido was her great teacher; her resemblance to Sido is one of acquired characteristics, achieved through deliberate emulation.” Yet Colette herself was an ambivalent and indeed indifferent mother. Thurman describes her relationship to her only child, Colette de Jouvenel (known as Bel-Gazou), born in 1913, when Colette was forty and married to her second husband, Henry de Jouvenel, as one of “passivity,” and Kristeva remarks that Colette “had never been intimately involved in her [Bel-Gazou’s] care.” Thurman puts it more devastatingly: “Colette and her daughter only lived under the same roof for the odd month in summer. Bel-Gazou was raised at Castel-Novel [the Jouvenel ancestral home, in the Corrèze, more than 300 miles south of Paris] by her English nanny, and sometimes half a year would pass without a parental visit. The wild and lonely little girl was sent to boarding school at eight, and when she reached adolescence, farmed out to various women friends who acted as Colette’s surrogates.”

All these contradictions have made Colette a difficult subject, a mystery, hard to pin down. Yet her attraction is undeniable. The curious reader looks for her in the characters that populate her novels, and in her books of reminiscences, and she herself asserted that “the works of woman [are] inevitably autobiographical.” Yet “Colette’s art is that of the lie. But the great game she plays with us is . . . to stuff her best lies with great flashes of truth. To read her with pleasure thus consists of disentangling . . . the true from the false.” Of all her works, the one that perhaps comes closest to showing us the true Colette, her concealments notwithstanding, is The Pure and the Impure—a book in which she writes “more than ever, and better than anywhere else, as a woman, which is to say as herself.”



Elliptical, allusive, sometimes obscure, yet precise; more poetry than prose, despite its claims to strict reportage—The Pure and the Impure has been met with equal parts consternation and praise since its publication, first as Ces plaisirs . . . in 1932 and then as Le pur et l’impur in 1941. Its initial appearance, in serial form in the weekly Gringoire in 1931, was inauspicious. Owing to the scabrous nature of the material, publication abruptly ceased midway through the text. The Paris publisher J. Ferenczi et fils brought out the book the following year. Colette later substantially revised it, and it was published in its definitive form under the imprint of Aux Armes de France (the newly aryanized name of the storied publisher Éditions Calmann-Lévy) with the title she had originally envisioned for the text. “Crucial to the sense of [Colette’s] opus,” in the words of Joan Hinde Stewart, for Marks and Kristeva The Pure and the Impure ranks among Colette’s greatest literary achievements—as it did for Colette herself. “Colette clearly avows a preference for it. ‘It will perhaps one day,’ she often says, ‘be considered my best book,’” the preface to the 1941 edition notes. A decade later, she bolstered her speculation with personal conviction, telling the American writer Glenway Wescott, when he visited her Palais-Royal apartment two years before her death, “I believe it to be my best book.”

As a literary work, The Pure and the Impure defies categorization. Neither strictly fictional nor unambiguously autobiographical, the book varies the terrain, combining straightforward dialogue and description with expository flights and poetic meditations, all under the guise of a journalistic investigation. In Janet Whatley’s memorable description, “Le Pur et l’Impur is Colette’s visit to the shades. As traveler and as guide, Dante and Virgil in one, she takes us into a domain peopled by the troubled ghosts of old comrades and long-dead adversaries.” A first-person narrator, ostensibly a journalist and fiction writer named Colette, leads us through the sexual underworld of Paris in the early years of the twentieth century, interviewing representatives of its various subcultures—with at least one foray far afield, to the secluded Welsh cottage that in the era of revolutions and enlightenment cloistered the “sweetly enjoyed retirement” of the Ladies of Llangollen—in order to understand the nature of their sexuality, their motivations, their perplexities and resentments, and occasionally their joys.

Colette’s subjects in The Pure and the Impure inhabit dim opium dens and lavish apartments, out-of-the-way subterranean cabarets and fashionable center-city restaurants, positions of privilege and of desperation. Most of these “shades” she knew well, though some remain anonymous, and some, like the Ladies of Llangollen, she knew not at all; most were dead at the time of her writing, but some were still living, and at least one was “mortified” by her portrayal in these pages. There is Charlotte, an older woman who simulates orgasm to please her tubercular young lover; a trio of resentful, misogynistic Don Juans, Colette’s “friend X,” Édouard de Max, and Damien; La Chevalière and the coterie of lesbians in men’s dress that surrounds and emulates her; Renée Vivien, the willowy, sexually obsessed poet of “Lesbos-sur-Seine”; the cross-dressing bisexual Amalia X and her rival in amorous conquest Lucienne de —; the chaste and devoted Ladies of Llangollen; the self-contained clique of gay men who, like Colette, labor in Willy’s “factory” as “ghosts”; and, finally, the rivals, women once mad with jealousy, who throw off their rivalry and are “brought together in spite of a man.”

Such open discussions of sexuality, sexual orientation, and gender identity and its expression were decades ahead of their time, which may in part account for the “hypnotic uneasiness” that Kristeva senses in the text, and for the evasiveness we perceive on the part of Colette, as author and character. She both reveals and conceals, and the reader, as Sherry Dranch notes, must “perceive what lies beyond her subterfuges.” She freely admits not only to her “ostentatiously devised” cross-dressing in an earlier period of her life, but also, more importantly, to her own “true mental hermaphroditism” and “mental masculinity.” But she distances herself from her bisexuality, disingenuously suppressing significant aspects of her sexual identity and her past—in particular, her intimate relationship with La Chevalière / Missy. In the words of Elisabeth Ladenson, “Colette neither denies her homoerotic past nor allows herself to be outed,” seeming “rather to situate herself in a sort of textual/sexual terrain vague.”

Yet despite this slipperiness on Colette’s part, The Pure and the Impure is undeniably groundbreaking in its nod to the possibility not only of nonbinary gender (Colette’s “mental hermaphroditism”) but also of transgender identity (her portrait of La Chevalière / Missy). Colette seems to venture into new territory, for example, when she writes of La Chevalière, “Elle est celui—ou celle—qui n’a point de semblable” (literally, “She is the [masculine-gendered] one—or the [feminine-gendered] one—who has no like”), using the masculine demonstrative pronoun celui, and then hedging with the feminine demonstrative pronoun celle, to refer back to the feminine subject pronoun elle. This clearly suggests an understanding that La Chevalière / Missy’s masculine gender presentation went deeper than a change of clothes to necessitate a change of pronoun.

The question that has perhaps most confounded scholars is how exactly the terms pure and impure are to be understood in the text. For Marks, purity here “carries with it a sense of exclusiveness” and refers to “a privileged domain . . . free from anything extraneous to the ruling passion”: “Purity, thus, does have a moral connotation, although it is not the conventional one.” For Kristeva, “the definition of the word ‘pure’ is constantly dodged,” yet “we may identify certain constants: purity is on the side of the homosexual couple, provided it manages to rid itself of the violence of the flesh and unite with the infinite,” and “impurity is on the side of the war between the sexes.” Lynne Huffer locates purity in the “fragile life of similitude,” the “silence and sameness,” that characterize the Ladies of Llangollen, and identifies impurity with the inauthenticity that Colette attributes to the women in men’s clothing, whose “preoccupation with men” makes them impure. Ladenson, too, points out the equation of impurity with inauthenticity but, like Kristeva, concedes that “the sense in which Colette uses the words ‘pure’ and ‘impure’ . . . is left willfully obscure, clearly unclear.” Janet Whatley, too, finds the meaning of purity “elusive indeed,” though she recognizes that “Colette . . . places a high value on an unconventional kind of chastity,” and goes on to identify “stranger forms of purity” that can be assigned to certain of the text’s “monstres sacrés” who are “bound by laws that are beautiful in their rigor” but who may or may not be chaste.



Colette herself, at the end of The Pure and the Impure, claims that “the word pure has not revealed to me its intelligible meaning.” Absent any meaning, there remains, in this word, through “its unique resonance” (“the brief quavering, the plaintive u, the icy-clear r”) and “the transparencies”—the metaphorical associations—“that evoke it,” only a purely aesthetic pleasure: the pleasure, for this most musical of writers, of writing the text.








The Pure and the Impure








It is my personal wish that the volume titled Those Pleasures . . . henceforth be called The Pure and the Impure.

If I were asked to justify such a change, I could come up with only a strong preference for crystalline tones, a certain antipathy to ellipsis points delimiting an incomplete title—reasons, in short, of very little importance.
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“Careau captures the technicality of

Colette’s prose . . . in a way that feels
at once faithful to the author’s era
and utterly timeless.”

—Tash Aw, New York Times
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