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PROLOGUE


Twenty or so caskets in a row. Coats of arms, metal rings, the upper parts in the shape of a trapezium. And the silence befitting a crypt: sarcophagi come instantly to mind. Yet there is nothing gloomy about the necropolis at the palace of Mitau. It is an illusion. The lids, badly fitted onto the caskets, leave gaps.


I try to make out what is hidden inside. One casket, the only one covered by a sheet, intrigues me. My guide has his back to me; he wants to turn the lights on and is fiddling with the electric meter in the corner. I take the opportunity to lift the dark-blue material. A coffin adorned with black velvet braid is revealed. The guide looms. He has spotted me; my number is up. It is as if I have desecrated a tomb. I have just profaned the monument to Duke Jacob of Courland (1610–1681).


But no, the guide is smiling, removing more of the crepe to better display the velvet-braided coffin. Inside it lie the remains of an unusual character, the man who made Courland an independent nation. This entrepreneurial prince signed a treaty with Louis XIV to mark the establishment of the Compagnie Française du Commerce du Nord. From Saint-Malo to Rochefort, ships from Courland, identifiable by their flag featuring a red crayfish on a black ground, sailed the length of the French coast. So active was his navy that the Duke of Courland tried to obtain a concession from the King of France to set up a base at Marennes. Receptive to new ideas and to international trade, the duke despatched ships to the Caribbean and to Africa. And so it was that by the end of the seventeenth century, Courland possessed two colonies: one in the West Indies, in Tobago; the other in Africa, on the island of Saint Andrew, in the estuary of the River Gambia.


The guide has managed to switch on the lights in the crypt. The sarcophagi are harshly illuminated, the fluorescent lights lending the vault a Hollywood aspect. The guide is coaxed into confirming what we already suspected: the sarcophagi are empty. A museum next door displays the desecration the Bolsheviks inflicted on these remains in 1919. Dragged from their lead-lined coffins, exposed to the ridicule of the crowd, the corpses of the dukes and their families were scattered. In The Outlaws, Ernst von Salomon describes the scene: “The embalmed corpses were discovered mockingly arrayed in German steel helmets, stood up against a wall and pumped full of lead by the maniacs’ bullets.” Hauled into the street, the mummified body of one Duke of Courland was tossed into the river, then dragged out again to be propped against a wall. They tried to hold him upright for use as a target by the crowd, which cheered when his skull exploded.


The formal attire worn by the mummified corpses when they were found is exhibited in the little museum. The decorative ribbons, hats and dresses displayed in the vitrines are in excellent condition, not in the least shabby. During the Terror, the corpses of the kings of France were wrenched from their tombs at Saint-Denis. The corpse of Henri IV, perfectly preserved, was propped against a pillar. The crowd plucked hairs from his white beard and kept them as souvenirs.


A few yards from the necropolis, the café welcomes students from the agricultural college. They look lost in the vast corridors of the castle, which was built by Rastrelli, the architect of the Winter Palace in St Petersburg. There is nothing to remind one of Louis XVIII, who spent some of his exile here, apart from a print depicting the monarch and his niece, Madame Royale, wandering about in the snow, driven out of Mitau by Tsar Paul I.


Mitau is a palace of illusions. The building was destroyed in 1944. Everything, apart from its basic components, the foundations and the walls. And what walls! One of the most splendid examples of eighteenth-century European architecture, and God knows the era abounded in fine houses, mansions and palaces, most of them masterpieces.


Mitau is a mere façade. The mirage recalls the abstract grandeur of St Petersburg, the unreal solidity of certain buildings in Baltic Europe. Courland, where the most modest village boasts a manor house at the very least, is a good example of this: there, mansions have been destroyed, lie in ruins or are on the verge of collapse. Constructed by Germano-Baltic barons, they witnessed eventful times. I’ve never stopped encountering their secret past.


Courland belongs to my life, to my history. I set off in search of a name. I embarked upon the pursuit of a memory.





I
THIRTY YEARS LATER






MARA FROM CANADA


Her name was Mara,* usually written with a macron over the first “a”. It all happened thirty years ago. I knew her in Montreal when I was completing my national service, doing voluntary work overseas. I was twenty-two. In order to pay the fees for her Modern Literature course at McGill University, Mara was working in a bookshop that I frequented from time to time. I noticed her immediately. How could one not? She was blonde and unusually beautiful – a term I do not use lightly – one of those radiant, shy Nordic beauties. Her attraction had a good deal to do with a lack of confidence. She did not know that she was beautiful. Despite her twenty years, her perfect features lent her a dignified air belied by a lack of guile that one could see straight away was not affected. In her ingenuousness, she was vaguely aware of the turmoil she inspired, but she appeared to have made up her mind not to take any notice.


I reckoned that I would have a hard time seducing her. In those days I was quite a daredevil. Quebec – “La Belle Province” as it was known – was emerging from two centuries of obscurantism. It was not difficult to break down the resistance of Québécoise girls, who had been completely freed of their inhibitions during the “peaceful revolution”. I was not the only one to show an interest in Mara; there was a clear influx of customers on the days when she was working. I didn’t realize this at first, but the way in which her admirers leafed mechanically through books while ogling her suggested a certain voyeurism, not in the least unwholesome incidentally, in that the individual concerned suspected nothing. This lack of awareness could eventually have become irksome. Was she so innocent, in fact? Yet you only had to ask her for information, the title of a book or the name of an author you couldn’t remember, to realize that she was not dissembling. The sincerity in her voice rang true.


I had initially assumed Mara was a Québécoise because – even though she didn’t have the characteristic accent of “La Belle Province” – certain turns of phrase, if you listened carefully, led you to suspect that French was not her mother tongue. I had deduced that she was an English-speaking Canadian, but this didn’t quite tally.


In the bookshop, I enjoyed asking her questions to which I knew the answers, just to hear her voice, study her face close up and see how she coped. She was rarely caught out on the subject of post-war French literature. She had a good knowledge of Sartre, Simone de Beauvoir and Camus. De Beauvoir especially; Mara clearly admired her. How, I asked myself, could someone admire the author of The Second Sex, not exactly a wide-eyed innocent, quite so much and be as naïve as Mara was? What is more, she discussed de Beauvoir’s work intelligently, within the strict limits of her studies, without ever expressing an opinion that might give her away. Her attitude wasn’t premeditated; she was naturally shy. She was less reliable on the nineteenth century, though well informed about Hugo, Stendhal, Balzac, Flaubert, de Maupassant and Zola. Stendhal was her favourite. She knew his entire oeuvre, even the little-known Les Privilèges, a short essay she suggested I read. I found it hard to understand how such a respectable girl could have recommended a book in which Stendhal imagines having all his unmentionable, perverted desires satisfied. (I recently came across this work, which consists of twenty-three paragraphs. Article 3 concerns the mentula, “like the pointed finger for hardness and movement, on demand”. At the time, I was not aware that this mentula is none other than the phallus, and that Stendhal was writing about masturbation. Was Mara unaware of this too?)


I tried to embarrass her by asking complicated or inappropriate questions. She responded with the patience of an angel and a desire to say the right thing that compelled admiration. I did my best to embellish my questions with jokes and innuendo, but she always ignored them. The boundary between her work and her private life would not be breached. This quiet determination intrigued me. Did she have a lover? Apparently not. No young man was ever waiting for her outside the bookshop. At 7.15 p.m., she would catch the bus a few blocks away and make her way home.


One day when I was giving up hope of being able to break down Mara’s reticence, I chanced upon her in one of the city’s parks. She was sitting on a bench, leafing through a book. Without asking permission, I sat down beside her. The book she was reading was by de Beauvoir. I can still remember the title – Pour une morale de l’ambiguïté – which did not accord, to say the least, with Mara’s own clear-cut personality. I asked her what she liked about de Beauvoir. Was Mara a feminist? Her replies were trite and noncommital: “I like her style”; “She describes her characters so well”, etc. Nothing could shake Mara’s self-control. My cause was hopeless. I had to face the facts: I was not her type.


I was about to get up when she asked what the book was that I had in my hand. Feeling slightly ashamed, I showed it to her. It was a biography of Louis XVIII, hardly the most fashionable of monarchs. Louis XIV, Napoleon I, might just about pass muster, but this plump, totally unpretentious Bourbon? I was a compulsive reader; I would read everything that fell into my hands. It is also true that at that time the period following the fall of Napoleon interested me more than the Empire. The Restoration of the Bourbon Monarchy is the literary period par excellence. The confrontation of the old monarchic order and the new world occurred precisely during the reigns of Louis XVIII and Charles X. It is this shift that forms the backdrop to the novels of Balzac and Stendhal.


I grudgingly showed Mara the book. The gout-plagued king would certainly not improve my lot with her. Did she even know who he was?


“Louis XVIII? How extraordinary! He lived in my country.”


She must have been mistaken. Be that as it may, I had never seen her look that way before. Her face lit up at last! This vivaciousness accentuated her features, lending them an almost sensual harmony.


“What do you mean, in your country? Louis XVIII lived in Paris, at the Tuileries. The palace was burned down during the Commune.”


“Yes, but before the Tuileries.”


Her expression was transformed. It was not that she had been inscrutable or even sullen before; she presented a pleasant, if impersonal, demeanour to everyone. No … what struck me at that moment was that she was no longer on the defensive. She pronounced “Les Tuileries” oddly, as “les Tueries”, or something similar.


“Before that, well, I think he wandered around Europe. He lived in exile during the Revolution and the Empire. He lived where anyone would have him.”


“Look it up in your book. He took refuge in my country, in Courland.”


To tell the truth, I had only just started the book: the childhood at Versailles; the rivalry with his brother, the future Louis XVI; his marriage to the daughter of the King of Sardinia. I can’t pretend that the figure of this somewhat hypocritical prince enthralled me.


Courland … the name must have made an impression, though I can’t be certain. Its appeal had much to do with Mara. Without her, would the word have attracted me in the same way? Courland … Phonetically, its French pronunciation gave off a particular shading, more precisely a shimmering effect that I associated with embroidery, with flounced ribbons hung in festoons. These connections were not unfounded, as I was to realize later: during the summer solstice celebrations, girls in Courland wear floral crowns while boys dress up in oak leaves. Courland adorns itself with pagan decorations, making the country resemble one of those barbaric Northern kingdoms.


“Aren’t you Canadian?”


A stupid question. In North America, people always come from somewhere else, even if, after several generations, parts of the population have lost all traces of their origins. The Québécois are an exception; virtually all of the descendants of the 60,000 French men and women who remained in Canada after the defeat of 1759 know where their forebears had set sail from.


“I am Canadian,” she said, cut to the quick.


Her parents had become assimilated into the English-speaking population. At the time I did not know where Courland was, but there was no question of my confessing my ignorance. I was more or less certain that it was somewhere in Northern Europe, but was incapable of saying whether or not it was an independent nation. I risked nothing by asking about the circumstances in which she had left.


“I don’t know my homeland, alas. I was born in Germany. At the end of the war, my parents left their country clandestinely aboard a fishing boat, taking refuge on the island of Gotland, in Sweden, before moving on to West Germany. They stayed for seven years, convinced that the Soviet occupation was not going to last. Like many Latvians, my parents were convinced that right was on their side. They probably thought that international pressure would force the Russians to retire behind the frontiers fixed at the time of independence. One of my uncles stayed put. He was a member of the Brothers of the Forest, an anti-Soviet resistance movement. He disappeared without a trace. It was at that time that my parents decided to leave Europe and settle in Canada. They had realized that Latvia was not going to regain its sovereignty.”


The Brothers of the Forest: I imagined a band of Robin Hoods repeatedly attacking the occupying forces. The truth, I would learn later, was nowhere near as entertaining as Walter Scott.


All these details provided by a now loquacious Mara meant that the polite indifference she had shown me was starting to disperse. I wasn’t just anybody. It was that old fatty, Louis XVIII, whom I had to thank for this. He suddenly struck me as rather attractive. But the game was far from won. Mara’s indifference might have disappeared, but it had given way to a wariness bordering on mistrust. I felt that she was waiting for something to happen. Today I reckon that she was right to be on her guard. Courland was her weak spot; one did not need to be a great strategist to realize that this was the direction in which to attack.


It was not easy in those days to obtain information about such a subject. Google did not exist. The details provided in dictionaries and encyclopaedias were scant. There was no book about Courland in the library, apart from one or two biographies of Dorothea of Courland, Duchess of Dino, a character I had foolishly overlooked. A duchess after Louis XVIII! I told myself that I was not going to win Mara over with one of these characters from the past. One of the many strange things about Courland – yet another discovery I was to make later – was Dorothea’s unusualness. Although not beautiful, she possessed, according to her contemporaries, an uncanny charm. Nicknamed the “Circe of Europe”, she was, moreover, endowed with exceptional intelligence. Dorothea gave Talleyrand a helping hand at the Congress of Vienna. His principal assistant, she was probably also his mistress.





THE “GRAND ORAL”


My voluntary stint overseas having come to an end, I extended my stay in Quebec, for Mara’s sake, by working for a magazine. Every self-respecting newspaper at the time was equipped with a sizeable information department, so I asked the one where I was employed for help. It wasn’t for lack of searching: I could find nothing about Courland. Until the day that a recherchiste – which is what they are called in Quebec – advised me to look under “Latvia”. This revelation, however useful, provided me with no information of any substance except for two or three facts. I discovered that Courland corresponded to Latvia’s coastal area, and that the Soviets kept a particularly close watch on that coastline. I was naturally keen to flaunt my recently acquired knowledge to my lovely Courlandaise. She was not in the least impressed. She may have been innocent, but she was no fool. She knew very well that my curiosity was not disinterested. But I think she was touched by my persistence and my eagerness to find out more.


She displayed the same impartiality at the bookshop. The only difference was that I was permitted to wait for her when she left work and to accompany her as far as the bus stop, to the great indignation of my rivals, who prowled around the shop aware that I was gaining the advantage with every passing day. When the bus arrived, I would jump aboard. This astonished her.


She didn’t let it show, but the tone in which she said, “You’re totally crazy” made me feel that I was making progress.


However many points I accumulated, though, I was not gaining much ground. This bantering could have gone on for weeks, even months. I was patient. I had postponed my return to France for Mara’s sake. Merely being able to talk to her, to have a casual relationship with her – all relative, it is true – to be able to gaze at her at my ease rather than ogle her surreptitiously as all those other voyeurs did, was enough to make me happy.


It is possible that my confidence may have secretly irritated Mara. I was convinced that a new stage would be reached, that it was merely a question of waiting. She was quite capable of sending me packing, yet she did not do so. She allowed me a few liberties, such as kissing her goodbye – at that time one didn’t kiss just anyone on the cheek. These ruses, which seem very old-fashioned today, fostered an atmosphere that already had something of a flirtation or lovers’ intimacy about it. From the way people looked at her, Mara was beginning to have an inkling of the seductive power she had been unaware of until then. I was launched on the divine pursuit described by writers I respected. And she felt that she was being admired. While remaining aloof, she was probably grateful to me for this discovery. We talked a great deal. Everything was conspiring to nurture that mutual knowledge through which we each received a magnified image of the other.


She still refused to come up to my room. We spent hours at a time, in the evening, sitting on the staircase in the dark. I held her hand. She loved me massaging her palm and responded with long, gentle squeezes. One day, she brought me a book. Even though she worked in a bookshop and was well versed in French literature, this book was an unexpected choice for an English-speaking Canadian, even though, in the late 1960s, the author was far from unknown.


“I take no credit,” Mara said. “The book is set in Courland in 1919–20, when the Bolsheviks were occupying our country and the Germans were trying to create an independent territory called Baltikum.”


The book was Marguerite Yourcenar’s Coup de grâce,* which had been published a few months before the start of the Second World War. It is the story of three young Germano-Baltic aristocrats cut off with German commandos in a mansion in Courland surrounded by Bolsheviks. I enjoyed the twilight world the story depicted. There was something desperate about these besieged characters in the midst of a wintry landscape. If Mara did not care for the book, it was out of exaggerated pride: “Those Baltic barons did a good deal of harm to Courland.” I objected that the background was of secondary importance. All that mattered was the love affair between Sophie and Eric.


Mara evaded this remark. She had no wish to discuss those characters’ equivocal feelings, which would, I imagine, have forced her towards certain discoveries about herself.


The fact that a country should have crystallized feelings of love may scarcely seem credible nowadays. Embellished with every splendour, Courland was becoming a fabled land for both of us, all the more unreal because Mara had never set foot there. She was literally overwhelmed by her origins. Yet she was no longer a child. She could easily have escaped the hold her family had on her, which must have been burdensome. At the time, this didn’t cross my mind. We were being crushed by the weight of tradition. “The old world is exhausted, let’s ready our ships”: I had pinned Max Jacob’s remark above my work table, proof that we had not yet succeeded in setting sail.


Mara felt Canadian, that went without saying. She had no sense of being an exile. I assumed that in this respect she was different from her parents, who had waited in vain for the situation to improve before setting out for the New World. Had they relinquished their homeland for good? She often spoke about them. They had apparently settled in without difficulty. The father was a wealthy businessman who worked in the aeronautics field. The mother was a housewife. Mara had two younger sisters. The family lived in the smart district of Outremont.


One day Mara announced that her parents had invited me to a Mid-summer’s Day party. This celebration of the summer solstice is Latvia’s most important annual festival. The invitation struck me as being just like our important oral exam in France, known as the “grand oral”.*


“The grand oral! But it will be very easy! You French people express yourselves so well.”


I haven’t mentioned that being addressed as tu also featured among the points accumulating in my favour. Mara did not know about the French grand oral.


“The grand oral is an exam. Do you think that your parents will pass or fail me?”


“They’re not like that. I’m sure you’ll like them.”


I was a bit anxious. Things were getting serious. What plot were Mara and her family hatching? It was all the more intriguing since nothing had happened between us. Was it a trap? But I was ready to do anything to please Mara.


The great day arrived. I rang the doorbell. The wait seemed endless. I was about to ring again when the door opened. A woman, an older version of Mara, appeared, her head wreathed in flowers. Her beauty was just as disturbing as her daughter’s. Like Mara, she lacked ease and assurance. There was a certain stiffness to her manner that lent coldness to her face and, at the same time, true perfection. The flowers on her head, however, belied her stern expression. The wreaths worn by Mara and her sisters were less lavish, seeming to indicate that it was the mother who wore the crown whereas the three daughters had been allotted mere tiaras.


It was a rare sight, and is for ever imprinted on my memory. Long afterwards, when admiring paintings by Botticelli, I often thought of the four women in Montreal. The comparison was not entirely apt. The artist’s goddesses and madonnas belong to the Florentine world. The purity of their faces and their finery is restrained, which was not the case with the four Courland graces, Nordic beauties whose features were at once compact and seemingly weightless, with something indestructible about them. The two younger girls still had a delicate freshness, though they resembled Mara and their mother in their robust, vaguely chilly expressions, and there was an almost barbaric magnificence about them. I did not know at the time that this feast of Saint John had its origins in a pagan festival, the ligo. It was not a Christian saint whom the Latvians were celebrating but the sun god.


What a splendid evening it was! When the mother began to sing a sort of lament, the rest of the family took up the chorus. I discovered later that this recitation was a daina, a short poem that describes the secret of the human adventure. A sort of bible for the Latvians, the daina has played a vital role in maintaining national pride.


It was harder to determine what sort of man the father was. I realized much later that his courteousness, his apparently good-natured manner and his jokes were means by which he took advantage of the person to whom he was talking. In fact, he never stopped observing people, testing them, sizing them up. Behind his shyness, one sensed a troubled spirit. Smiling and ruthless, he reminded me of a character in a Bergman film – it was the period of Persona: “You desire my daughter, this treasure whom Heaven and I myself have created? I know that she must leave us one day. I have been preparing for it for a long time.


I have enough influence over her to get rid of suitors whom I do not like. You, clearly, are not ready.” Such must have been the thoughts of Mara’s father. At least, that is what I imagine them to have been. I remember, too, how brazen I was in those days, how totally trusting. I had also drunk a great deal of the Latvian speciality known as “black balsam”, a deceptively strong liqueur made from berries, herbs and spices.


“My parents liked you very much,” Mara told me the following morning.


Later, she would confess that this was untrue. Her parents had made no comment. Paradoxically, this lack of any reaction, tantamount to a negative response, worked in my favour. Was this Mara’s first act of rebellion against her family? It is possible; her attitude had certainly changed. She was considerably more relaxed. Later, she would say, “As far as I’m concerned, you passed the grand oral.”


A week after her parents’ invitation, Mara became my lover. In truth, I had not expected it, at least not so soon. She had taken the initiative by suggesting that we go to my place, having previously refused my invitations. What had happened? Even today, I wonder about this surrender. I could not help questioning her on the matter. She claimed that before the party at her parents’ home, she had not been sure about me, but, watching me with her family, she had realized that she was in love with me. The problem was that I have only a hazy memory of that evening. I wonder what it was that had won her over.


“Beware of Frenchmen; they are libertines.” Mara’s notion of France had been formed largely through her reading. She thought that we were all schemers like Julien Sorel, or perverts like Lucien de Rubempré. “You’re all debauched”, she would often say. I find it difficult to imagine what would have led her to think of me as being immoral. I was not in the least. She, on the other hand, astonished me. To begin with, she was not a virgin.


In those early days of sexual liberation, there was nothing surprising about that. Being aware of her earlier attitude and her good-natured lack of response, however, I was momentarily nonplussed. I did not dwell on the fact – I even found it curiously comforting – that such a solemn and delicate act could have been accomplished by someone else.


I was amazed by the transformation in Mara; I no longer recognized my Courlandaise. How could the shy, inhibited person of those early days have turned into this resourceful, totally unconstrained creature? Sex with her was an intense moment of surrender and exultant passion, totally free of any sense of original sin. She had a brazen beauty. I nicknamed her after the Spanish maja so dear to Goya; it pleased her immensely to be compared to his Maja desnuda in the Prado. Not that she looked like Goya’s maja, who is dark-haired, has a small waist and is slightly plump; Mara was tall, blond and slender. Although she was proud of her real name (Mara is the chief goddess of the ancient Latvians), it amused her to hear it pronounced in the guttural Spanish way.


Mara regarded lovemaking as a natural exercise, something pleasurable, which it undoubtedly is, but not solely. Being more romantic, I was probably dreaming of an impossible merging of soul and body. I did not criticize her, but had she really benefited from reading Stendhal and Balzac’s portrayals of introspective love? If so, what had she retained?


The months I spent with Mara were among the most carefree of my life. I loved to hear her sing. She hummed the songs of her homeland in a soothing and melancholy voice. I adored this strange language and its inflexions, which were both hard and muffled. “There is nothing sad in these songs. They are about man’s happiness in harmony with nature”, she would say. Sometimes I asked her to translate them. They were to do with the sun, the wind, the water, presented as characters in everyday life.


I again delayed my departure for France. For a while, I even considered staying on in Canada, but one thing put me off: the endless winter with its continuous snow. This whiteness, which blanks out all shapes and brings everything to a standstill, is for me the colour of desolation.


I hesitated. Strangely enough, it was Mara who made me decide to leave Montreal. As I have indicated, she, unlike her parents, did not feel in the least bothered about being cut off from her native land. But the atmosphere at home had engendered a sense of loss, a lack of fulfilment, which, I felt sure, affected her sensibility.


Yet everything was so simple where she was concerned! Too simple, perhaps. I remember only too well the day I told her that I was going back to France. It was April. There were still patches of snow in the streets, and, as always at that time of year, snowstorms were interspersed with milder spells of weather, making the pavements slushy. That day she was wearing an elegant fur hat that made her irresistible. I walked beside her, mesmerized by this beautiful Nordic Diana, by her flowing stride, by her riding boots that accentuated the nonchalant air she had acquired since she had become my lover. She burst into tears, asserting that, like all Frenchmen, I was degenerate: “Now you’ve got what you want, you’re dropping me!”


I comforted her by telling her that she could come to France. I was not abandoning her. Had she not expressed the intention to spend a year studying in Paris? I was leaving to prepare for her arrival.


It was not an abrupt separation. We would write to one another and see each other soon. I was sincere. She pretended to believe me.





CIRCE


Never … Love stories need conclusive words so that we should not forget them.


I never saw her again.


Our letters became less and less frequent until, after eight or nine months, they stopped completely. I’d begun a new life. It was impossible to know what had happened to Mara.


I think of her often. She is the symbol of my Canadian period, my younger days, the image of a certain perfection and lost innocence. My memories of her survive on account of Courland. For thirty years, my brain has automatically registered any information having to do with that country, a more or less conscious appropriation of data that has gradually extended to all of Latvia. There’s no doubt that I left part of myself in Canada. This represented neither desertion nor absence. I became unaccustomed to Mara; I did not forget her. The memories have not died, but her colours have faded. Therefore the word Courland, which I associate with my beautiful bookseller, continues to transmit hazy signals in my memory. A vague lookout system operates in my brain. It is related to the frivolity of my youth and the distinctive qualities of that unaffected girl who taught me to make the most of every moment.


After being away for over three years, I readjusted to living in France without too much difficulty, though not without a certain sense of remorse, which I quickly dismissed when I remembered that Mara was just as forgetful as I was. I would be reminded of her a few years later, without her being aware of the fact, by a television serial, La Demoiselle d’Avignon. At that time, there were only three channels in France. Twenty million viewers were enthralled by the love affair between Koba and François Fonsalette, played by Marthe Keller and Louis Velle. Koba, the foreign student, was in reality a princess from the North: Kristina de Kurlande. This semi-fictional land was reminiscent of a Scandinavian kingdom, but the coincidence was disconcerting, particularly since Marthe Keller much resembled Mara. Without exactly looking like her, she possessed the same radiant freshness, the same delicate, sculptural beauty, and her accent reminded me of Mara’s. The princess from Kurlande wore a ring that was almost identical to the one I had given Mara before my departure; it symbolized the union between her country and the sea. I could not help thinking of Duke Jacob, who had dragged Courland into its maritime adventures long ago. Then the television serial came to an end.


I accumulated a great deal of information about Courland in a disorderly way. I still had fond feelings for Louis XVIII. In the 1980s, I was fascinated by the work of Marguerite Yourcenar;* I even called on her on her island of Mount Desert. The meeting was not a success. During those years, I also discovered the remarkable figure of the Duchess of Dino, as well as her no less extraordinary sister, the Princess of Sagan.


When I was working at Le Matin de Paris, there was a young woman who intrigued me. She never spoke to anyone, and she would cross the newsroom in a great hurry to get to her office, which was on the top floor. Her expression was impenetrable, but she stood out because of an elegance and natural ease that discouraged all forms of familiarity. There was nothing surprising about her stylish manner, since she was responsible for the newspaper’s fashion column. Her first name was Dorothée. I eventually made her acquaintance. I had been mistaken: she was affability personified. Sweet yet determined, and not easily influenced, she went steadily about her job with a lack of affectation that lent her a good deal of charm: “When I don’t know someone, I assume a mask of indifference. This is the essence of civility.” Although this is how she behaved, in actual fact she was very sociable. When you got to know her, her mask fell away and her apparent lack of receptivity disappeared completely. She observed the menagerie at Le Matin with amusement. Many of the staff tried to chat her up, not in the least deterred by her “snooty” manner. Which must have run in the family. Reading a biography of the Duchess of Dino, I discovered that Dorothée was a direct descendant of Dorothea of Courland.


“I didn’t know that you were interested in her,” she said.


I replied that it was Courland that interested me.


“Believe it or not, I’ve never been there. My father insisted on giving me the name Dorothée. What do you think of her?”


Yet another Courlandaise who had never set foot in her own country! I told her what I knew about her forebear, the great seductress nicknamed the “Circe of Europe”. Had she not succeeded in casting a spell on Talleyrand? I suspect that Dorothée knew just as much as I did, if not more, about her ancestor. She was testing me.


In 1991, the independence of the Baltic states, of which Latvia was one, resonated with me, but that was all. “Mara must be pleased”, I must have said to myself.


This section of my Courland memoir must resemble an antique shop, an array of objects, circumstances and impressions that I have never thought of labelling or putting in order. It has become a topic about which my wife Joëlle teases me and which comes up now and then. I have told her about Mara. What was the reality of this love affair?


When I informed Joëlle that I had accepted a commission to write a feature article about Courland, she said, “I’d love to see the place. I hope you’ll take me with you.”


That had not been part of the plan. But why not?





WHERE IS COURLAND?


Henri S. is one of my oldest friends. We went to journalism school together in Lille. He enjoys an excellent reputation within the profession; I have watched him rise steadily to the top. Henri has always progressed upwards: department manager, deputy editor-in-chief, editor-in-chief … Managing staff is his métier. At present, he is editorial director of a travel magazine. He is a born leader, never has to make demands or put constraints on people. The journalists who work for him, a highly sensitive lot, are grateful. There is no-one quite like him when it comes to reassuring them, massaging their egos or cheering them up.


Henri is an old fox without any illusions, a slightly world-weary man who has lived on his reputation for forty years. He is seen as being indispensable, the good mechanic who can fix anything and get one out of trouble. All of the proprietors of the large newspaper groups think of him when one of their publications is going through a difficult period. Henri resolves nothing, but he restores confidence in editors, readers and shareholders alike. Conflicts suddenly abate; in the majority of cases, sales pick up again. The method is tried and tested. Henri is no fool. This is what makes him likeable. My old friend is probably an impostor but of the most lovable kind; he is neither spineless nor arrogant. We frequently have lunch together. Sometimes he tries out ideas on me, but imagination is not his forte. His strength is to make himself useful with remarkable discretion. Lots of common sense but few ideas. It is usually his assistants who come up with the ideas. His freelancers too. “I’m fortunate to have them; they’re the salt of the earth. But as soon as I give them contracts, they dry up,” he says with a sigh.


One day Henri said to me, “We are preparing a special issue on the Baltic states. My reporters have run out of ideas. I keep saying that they shouldn’t deal with them country by country. That’s not interesting. In any case, people confuse the countries. I sometimes get mixed up myself. Vilnius is the capital of Latvia, isn’t it?”


“Of Lithuania, actually.”


“You see the problem! This is why I’ve suggested a transverse approach.”


“‘Transverse’?”


“The Russian-speaking minorities, for example … That’s all I’ve come up with so far. Can you help me out here?”


“I know something about Courland, but that hardly fits with what you’re looking for. It’s not ‘transversal’.”


“Courland …”


He grew thoughtful. I have often noticed that people become thoughtful when this name is mentioned. Probably because of the sonority, which is both unusual and familiar. It is the name of a foreign country and vaguely suggests something, but what?


“Put me in the picture, will you? As far as I know, Courland is part of one of the three Baltic countries. I bet it’s in Estonia.”


“Wrong again. It’s in Latvia.”


I tell him what I know about Courland, which is not much. I allude to the manor houses of the Baltic barons. He interrupts me: “Real manor houses, like in Brittany? That’s great. At least it will mean something to people. Can one visit them?”
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