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				Présentation de l'éditeur


				“Encompassing a full-bodied kingdom replete with character, a three-dimensional world that can be condensed into a single stroke, the seasons of cognac linger within me like a dream without end.”


				Laurence Benaïm
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Seasons of Cognac



“These places, these times in question: I’ve sometimes tried just to let them make the immediacy of their impact felt, but more often I thought I could only understand them by absorbing myself in them; it seemed at the same time as if I were descending into myself.”



Philippe Jaccottet, Landscapes with Absent Figures






			

				“I loved the secret doors of its walled gardens, the little houses built into its ramparts.” The name of Cognac is never mentioned explicitly by the writer Julien Gracq in his Carnets du grand chemin, but it is there, like a watermark, throughout his account of the welcome serenity offered by a timeless world. “Inhabit the moment,” they say here. On the left bank of the Charente river, time is clothed in an indestructible gown of light, a garment formed within the shadows so that it may shine all the brighter. Some dread the arrival of old age, associating it with decline, depleted strength, turning gray, deteriorating, crumbling. But Cognac is a citadel where great age promises fulfillment. Cognac reveals how the passage of time can be enriching. Eau-de-vie and the stages that mark its development begin with the vine stock. There is an art to aging: human beings and nature—that capricious provider—have woven a kind of kinship over the centuries. 


				 


				In Cognac, permanence is a process of becoming, in which motionlessness undergoes metamorphosis. Tease the character of the Ugni Blanc grape from subterranean waters, sense in each note the transformation of a bud, the lineage of an oak, a slant of the light. The hillsides of Cognac are cloaked in woodlands and forest canopies. Seasons are condensed into just a few drops of elixir. This immense journey runs its course in a singular continuum. There are other spirits that will take you out of yourself, but cognac invites you to explore the world within. These boundless possibilities derive from your own sensations, a private alembic.


				* * *


			


		

At first, the city seems evasive, subdued under a weight of mirages. Cognac is cradled within the Charente’s fathomless, rich reflections. Between one bank and the other, there’s a world of difference: between the right bank, where the trees seem to toss their branches carelessly over the water, and the left, where the clear outlines of houses stand out as if drawn on vellum. Limestone blended with fine sand and creamy whitewash covers their façades. As you study them, you have the impression of viewing one of those color charts where shades of white are fancifully named “regal ivory,” “cathedral,” “driftwood,” “snow white,” “aluminum,” or “morning mist”—all those phrases that reveal a quintessentially French sensibility. An American may see “beige,” and an English person may see “neutral,” but the French have terms that point up the difference between “eggshell” and “ivory.” Cognac is a town where the tonalites of stone vary in their textures, their grains, and their ages. The city grew beside the Charente, building its fortifications as it did so. It was protected by its arches and half-timbered houses, by its Stations of the Cross and the lordly residence enlarged by King François I, who was born François d’Angoulême in the town on September 12, 1494. Nutrisco et extinguo (“I nourish and extinguish”) is the motto that accompanies his famous emblem of the salamander and its double-looped knot. It speaks of water and flame—the benign fire that represents faith and Christian charity. Within the town, the Bourg du Prieur quarter developed around the church of Saint-Léger, while the Bourg du Château sprung up around the Valois residence. Within the fortified walls of old Cognac, the streets resemble gloved hands: they are lined with façades, all similar yet each one distinct.


[image: Illustration]
 


“The town has no edifice worthy of note, except the former ducal château, now converted into shops selling eaux-de-vie,” advised La France pittoresque in 1821. Gallo-Roman sites, Merovingian villages, Benedictine priories: history quietly accumulates talismanic monuments. Here, in this small feudal settlement, now a market town, men have fought fiercely, English against French, Catholics against Protestants. But the violence of war has not diminished the power of its stones; even the ruins have retained a kind of grandeur. The ground we walk on is paved with history, and every boatman gliding along the river can picture himself as the skipper of a tug, a lock attendant, or even a lord.


 


In the sixteenth century, Cognac was recognized as a fortified town, but it was little regarded and little known. Silence reigned within the ramparts of the ancient fort and the Bourg du Prieur alike, in defiance of attacks by the Black Prince. Calvin took refuge here in 1553. Twenty years later, the town joined La Rochelle, Montauban, and La Charité-sur-Loire as one of four fortified sites granted to the Protestants by the Treaty of Saint-Germain. Nothing remained from this time except for tradesmen and artisans, salt and grain merchants, carpenters, masons, roofers, potters, metalworkers, cutlers, hardware-mongers, coopers, goldsmiths, and vinegar makers—all figures from working-class life to whom the busy port owed its success. Wines from northeast of Cognac, tiles from the Netherlands, tanned hides, and sea salt all passed through here on long riverboats that came to be called gabares. The silence stirs, and you think you can hear the noise of the taverns and the jugglers on market days. You encounter the destinies of men that the passage of time has not diminished.


 


At the beginning of the eighteenth century, a new age dawned, free from fear, wars with the English, and fratricidal struggles between Catholics and Protestants. We hear of the “spirit” of cognac and the “spirit” of the Enlightenment. Cognac was a singular elixir: its négociants—from James Delamain to Richard Hennessy—dedicated themselves to celebrating its brilliance, the result of the aging that takes place within the shadows. Even as the spirits mellowed, they were invigorated by fresh ideas. In less than fifty years, the négociants succeeded in making Cognac the foremost marketplace for the Saintonge and Angoumois regions. They learned how to earn a handsome living from cognac, which was sought after in the British Isles, Holland, Germany, Scandinavia, Spain, and America, precisely because they took the wise decision to let it age for longer. Gentlemen and merchants mingled with vineyard workers and “mechanical people”—laborers, brass-workers, still-makers, cap-workers, printers, glass-makers, bargemen, and coopers—all those elective affinities too broad to be confined to a simple garrison town or marketplace.


 


Cognac, then, nestled within its charming landscape, owes its distinction to shade and to darkness, and more specifically to a fungus named Torula compniacensis. Feeding on evaporated alcohol in the cellars—the part des anges, or “angels’ share”—it grows like blackish soot.


* * *
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In summertime, the town assumes a dry, thirsty appearance. Light broadens the narrow passageways and time seems to dissolve, effacing memories of macabre events, thuggish militiamen, lance-bearers, repressive edicts, and burning chambers. Instead, you make out the heads of cherubs and lions, gargoyles, and elaborate cornices—evidence of the négociants’ social standing and their desire to forge a reputation. They sported aristocratic wigs and transformed medieval salt warehouses into richly ornamented residences boasting bays and pilasters. “Private, No Visitors,” declare the municipal signs. You are forced to slow down, raise your eyes skyward, peer closely. Only then does a gap seem to open in front of you, a little section of wall and a carved, stained-glass window that the playful sunlight makes even more inaccessible. Raise your eyes again to the sky and observe a salamander carved above a Renaissance portal. Feel, inhale, observe. Imagine everything the world offers to us: Cognac magnifies it in the fullness of its atmosphere, the sculpted curve of its movements, the very shape of its territory radiating outward in concentric circles.
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