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Introduction


When, one afternoon in 1859, Céleste de Chabrillan leaves the French Foreign Ministry in great despair, she does not know that her struggles to survive are far from over. Her claim to a pension as the widow of the French Consul to Melbourne has been rejected by a high-ranking ministry official. She is being punished for the scandal she had caused in 1854 when she, courtesan and former streetwalker, had married an aristocrat. Almost twenty years earlier, Céleste Vénard had entered a high-class brothel as a registered prostitute in order to escape the advances of her mother’s lover. Céleste soon worked her way up in the world of love for hire. She eventually left the brothel, gained fame under the name of La Mogador as a particularly supple dancer and daring circus rider and was able to attract a string of wealthy lovers. One of them, Lionel de Chabrillan, scion of one of the great noble families of France, could not let her go. After a passionate ten-year relationship, oscillating between tender love and violent altercation, they married in London in 1854, on their way to Australia. Lionel, financially ruined and with no prospects left in France, had obtained the post of consul to Melbourne. Unfortunately for both of them, before their decision to marry, Céleste had been persuaded to publish an account of her rise from poverty to courtesan fame. This autobiographical account, entitled Adieux au monde (Farewell to the World) had encountered enormous success when it was published in 1854, but had also caused a great scandal that reached as far as the Antipodes. As a result, Céleste found herself shunned by the polite society of Melbourne and lived in relative isolation in the bushland of St Kilda on the outskirts of Melbourne. She used this time, however, to educate herself and to write a novel set in the Victorian goldfields. Later, she would draw on her diary entries from that time to write a second autobiography in 1876, entitled Un deuil au bout du monde (Death in a Distant Land). The book presents a compelling and rather dark account of gold-rush Victoria at odds with most of the more celebratory Australian travelogues of the time. In 1856, after having spent two years in Melbourne, Céleste returned to Paris without Lionel. He had come to spend leave with her in France in early 1858 but returned alone to Melbourne about five months later. On the return journey, he contracted dysentery from drinking water in a bazaar in Aden and died in Melbourne on 29 December 1858. Céleste, left to fend for herself, was to live another fifty years.


The Lost Memoirs


Céleste’s first autobiography, Adieux au monde, continued to be published in several editions in the twentieth century and inspired several fictional accounts of a courtesan’s life in the nineteenth century.1 In 2001, it was translated into English by American scholar Monique Fleury Nagem and published under the title Memoirs of a Courtesan in Nineteenth-century Paris. Céleste’s second set of memoirs Un deuil au bout du monde, translated in 1998 under the title The French Consul’s Wife by Australians Patricia Clancy and Jeanne Allen, is considered an invaluable eyewitness account of the momentous period of the Victorian gold-rush in the 1850s. Yet the fate of her third set of memoirs, dealing with the period from 1859 to the end of her life, remained a mystery for more than seventy years. Scholars and writers who were fascinated by Céleste’s life story had long wondered about the whereabouts of the manuscript. It was as if it had vanished: nobody had seen it since the 1930s, when Françoise Moser had used it as basis for her biography, Vie et aventures de Céleste Mogador (1935). A 2009 monograph dedicated to Céleste commented on the mysterious disappearance of the third memoirs:


‘Nothing is more murky than the whereabouts and history of the transmission of these manuscripts which were in a small chest accompanied by correspondence to the Countess from Prince Napoléon. […] Are they lying in some dusty attic or buried in a long-forgotten private collection, or were they perhaps destroyed during the Second World War? For now these questions must remain unanswered.’2


The lost memoirs have now been found. They have been transcribed, translated, annotated and finally published. The manuscript had indeed been lying in a dusty attic, and as fate would have it, in the attic of Céleste’s own country manor in Le Poinçonnet, near Châteauroux, in central France. The manor had been built in the 1840s and was sold in 1862 to pay for her ill-fated venture as owner of a Parisian theatre.
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Céleste’s country house at Le Poinçonnet (photograph by Jana Verhoeven)


Luck played a significant role in my discovery of the memoirs. I had been introduced by a common friend to François Deshais, the current owner of the Le Poinçonnet manor. Fortunately, I had just completed re-reading Françoise Moser’s biography, and her description of the manuscript was still vivid in my mind: ‘about fifteen school notebooks, covered with her very idiosyncratic handwriting’.3 When Monsieur Deshais showed me the box with the notebooks, which he brought down to his study, I knew immediately that I had found the elusive final memoirs of Céleste de Chabrillan.


The manuscripts had witnessed an odyssey of their own. In Céleste’s possession at the time of her death in a retirement home in Montmartre in 1909, they passed through several hands, until they came into the possession of Elie Fabius, grandfather of the French Socialist politician Laurent Fabius. Around 1933, Elie Fabius’ son Emmanuel sold them for 2500 francs to Joseph Thibault, a fellow art collector and auctioneer. Thibault lent the manuscript to Françoise Moser who used them as source material for her biography of Céleste, Vie et aventures de Céleste Mogador.4 In the late 1930s another scholar, Thérèse Marix, also consulted the memoirs to write an article about Céleste’s friendship with Georges Bizet.5 Thibault had kept the notebooks in a leather case engraved with Céleste’s name. He died in 1980, leaving his collections to the departmental archives in Châteauroux. However, the sheer quantity of Thibault’s estate meant that most of the books were thrown away. The indecipherable notebooks of a forgotten courtesan from the last century were threatened by a similar fate, but were fortunately offered for sale to the current owner of Céleste’s manor, who was known to take an interest in her life and work. While Monsieur Deshais knew that these were notebooks in Céleste’s handwriting, he was unaware that he had acquired her final set of memoirs.


A few weeks after having sighted the manuscript of the memoirs, another coincidence led me to meet Alan Willey. He told me that he had been searching for the manuscript for years and had traced them to Thibault, but lost trace of them after the collector’s death. This conversation made me realise just how important my recent discovery was and led to the idea of transcribing and translating the manuscript.


It took me a couple of years to go back to Le Poinçonnet as I was completing my PhD thesis. In 2010 I accepted the kind invitation of François Deshais and his wife Brigitte to stay with them and photograph the entire manuscript. When I held it in my hands again, any lingering doubts were dispelled: these were truly the missing memoirs! I started transcribing them, but, as I had feared, bits of the manuscript were missing, although some parts could be reconstructed. I was very fortunate in securing Alan Willey’s craftsmanship in decrypting Céleste’s dreadful handwriting. The manuscript was not only almost undecipherable because of the messy handwriting, but also due to the haphazard orthography—Céleste was self-taught and disdained any spelling or punctuation rules, leaving it to her copyists to clean up after her. Nevertheless, the text started to come alive in the transcription. With every page of the diaries and notebooks a very personal and moving story unfolded through Céleste’s own voice.


For the final phase, that of translation, we were joined by Jeanne Allen, co-translator of Céleste’s second memoirs The French Consul’s Wife. Her expertise as a translator and her research on Céleste have been invaluable.


But the discoveries did not end there. In order to contextualise the manuscript and establish its relevance for nineteenth-century cultural history I undertook extensive archival research. In 2013 I located letters, photos and other documents related to Céleste’s life scattered all over Paris in various archives and libraries. However, it was the Archives Départmentales de l’Indre in the provincial town of Châteauroux that proved to be the most abundant source of documentation for my biographical research. It became evident that the significant amount of historical research that went into the initial biography, Vie et aventures de Céleste Mogador, was not so much the work of its author Françoise Moser, as that of Joseph Thibault, the art collector mentioned above. Not only had Thibault collected everything he could find in relation to Céleste’s life and work, but he had also visited most of the houses she had lived in. All the documents he had collected were painstakingly labelled and sorted, and Thibault had even taken photographs of the places he visited and the items he could not take with him. The boxes dedicated to Céleste, filled with her letters, photos and manuscripts, are of immense value. These materials enabled us to shed light on the last fifty years of her life.


Entitled Courtesan and Countess,6 this third set of memoirs takes up where The French Consul’s Wife leaves off: one afternoon in 1859. Céleste’s writing was the key to her survival strategy, but it was going to be both a source of good fortune and a curse. Although Céleste published about a dozen novels and wrote more plays than any other French woman in the nineteenth century, she never achieved the financial security she dreamed of. The scandal caused by her first memoirs was going to haunt her for the rest of her life—it prevented her from being fully accepted as a member of the writing guild and from being considered a respectable widow. Céleste’s last set of memoirs spans almost fifty years, and these years were dominated by her struggle to earn a living and find her place in the world.


In many respects, this autobiography is about what it meant to be a woman and a writer in nineteenth-century France. Certainly, there were many female authors around at that time, as writing was one of the few ways open to middle-class women to exercise a profession. Writing happened in the relative privacy of a home and, if need be, one could pretend to be a man, as did Céleste’s more renowned colleagues George Sand (Aurore Dupin) and Charles de Launay (Delphine de Girardin). But Céleste’s case was different: unlike George Sand or Delphine de Girardin she had to develop her writing skills without any formal education whatsoever. When she registered herself as a prostitute at the age of sixteen, she had to sign with a cross, as she was illiterate. However, intelligent and inquisitive by nature, she started to acquire some learning by frequenting well-educated men in the salons of the demi-monde. While Céleste might not have received as enthusiastic reviews as had Sand, she was as prolific, and had a great eye for melodrama and popular appeal.


Céleste’s memoirs, I argue, have aged better than her fiction. Although written for publication, they are rather candid in some points. While the manuscript shows that Céleste still struggles with her grammar and punctuation, it also showcases the three features that made her so successful as a writer: her talent for observation, her ability to compellingly dramatise key scenes of her life—this is where the seasoned playwright comes to the fore—and a great sense of humour. With the exception of the houses in which she lives, Céleste does not like to dwell on descriptions; she uses a matter-of-fact style that works well, considering she received no formal education. In terms of stylistic elegance, she might not have been able to compete with the great writers of her day, but the relative simplicity of her language contributes to an impression of timelessness for the modern reader. She hardly uses any slang words, but, from time to time, expressions from the world of theatre or even the demi-monde creep into the text, thereby rendering it more colourful.


The text reveals a fascinating woman: headstrong, opinionated and passionately immersed in her times. Over her long life Céleste witnesses key events of French and broader world history—in her first set of memoirs Adieux au monde she describes the 1831 silk-weavers’ strike in Lyon as well as the 1848 revolution. In The French Consul’s Wife she writes about the Eureka stockade in the Victorian goldfields. Céleste holds strong political views: she is a staunch supporter of the conservative Louis Bonaparte who reigned as Emperor Napoléon III from 1852–70. With her artist and journalist friends, who are mostly left-wing republicans, she often engages in heated discussions about politics. When Prussian troops lay siege to Paris in 1870, she not only provides a haunting description of the hardships of the Parisian population, she also takes action, forming an organisation running mobile field hospitals to take care of the wounded, the Sœurs de France (The Sisters of France). When she is not on duty as a nurse, she attends political meetings and does not shy away from making her voice heard.7 She believes that, with friends on both sides of the political spectrum, she can make a difference and prevent, or at least delay, the popular uprising which will be known as the Paris Commune (1871). Her interest in politics does not wane during the Third Republic—even as a septuagenarian she is deeply troubled by the Dreyfus affair (1894–1906) and the general strike of 1898.


In addition to the impact of political events, Céleste’s life and memoirs are marked by some key aspects which will be discussed in the following sections:


The Men


Even in her new life as an authoress, Céleste is more than ever dependent on men—be it theatre directors, newspaper editors, publishers or politicians. She describes many encounters with famous and powerful men of the time, and she begins by narrating her disputes with Théodore de Lesseps and her brother-in-law Théodose de Chabrillan, both of whom are putting pressure on her to give up her husband’s name and her title of comtesse. Céleste resists, establishing the dominating theme of the rest of her life: an honest upright widow, alone in the world, who is subjected to the prejudices of society. Nevertheless, she defines herself strongly in relation to men. To be considered a friend by them and, more particularly, their intellectual equal, is always very important to her. Disregarding the social conventions of her time, she spends a great deal of time alone with her male friends and is proud to be one of the few women allowed into their artistic and intellectual circles.


Céleste meets Léon Gambetta in 1864, as a dinner guest at a table d’hôte, while she is still recovering from a suicide attempt and bankruptcy proceedings. Gambetta seems to be fascinated by this strong-willed woman whose courtesan fame he still vividly recalls. The young firebrand lawyer, a fierce enemy of Emperor Napoléon III, is an up-and-coming name in politics. Céleste, however, is quickly bored by his ideological fervour. Their acquaintance does not develop beyond their mutual pleasure in arguing over politics.


Her relationship with Ernest Desmarest could not be more ambiguous. On the one hand, Céleste repeatedly professes her hatred for this intelligent and ambitious lawyer, whom she had met when at the height of her courtesan fame and who had persuaded her to write her first memoirs. She judges him responsible for all the problems she later encountered when trying to claim respectability. On the other hand, she accepts his generosity, and the reader is left wondering if their arrangements and interactions are as simple and straightforward as she claims them to be. Clearly, Céleste does not tell us everything here. Desmarest always supports Céleste in her artistic and intellectual development. He provides the infrastructure for Céleste’s mobile field-hospital project during the Franco-Prussian War and furthers women’s causes in multiple ways. Despite Céleste’s labelling of him as manipulative, careerist and spineless, he emerges as an interesting and multifaceted character. An ardent Republican, he nevertheless makes a fortune during the transformation of Paris, ordered by the despised Napoléon III and carried out by Baron Eugène Haussmann. It seems that Desmarest channels some of the money towards anti-Napoleonic propaganda, and subsequently enjoys a brief period of political power and influence under the Government of National Defence. His and Céleste’s sad and preposterous final scene, in which the senile septuagenarian offers to divorce his wife of fifty years to run off with Céleste, adds another facet to the mystery of their relationship.


Céleste’s friendship with Georges Bizet is better known and has been documented in an article from 1938.8 Some Bizet biographers even claim that Céleste’s life inspired the character Carmen,9 but this seems rather far-fetched. She feels privileged to have known this musical genius before his works became famous, and she gleefully hints at some amorous advances from the younger man. In a discussion she has with him—passionate and melodramatic conversations with male interlocutors became one of her stylistic trademarks—she empowers herself by rejecting Bizet’s offer, without however denying that a mutual attraction exists between them.


Despite protesting her love for Lionel and her resolution to stay true to his memory, Céleste enjoys the attention she gets from talented and powerful men, and their attraction is sometimes reciprocal. One of them, Gabriel Ranvier, stands out. On opposite sides of the political spectrum, the two feel drawn together at a time of political unrest. What they have in common is that they are both from the lower echelons of society, and that Céleste has a special link to Ranvier’s native Berry region, which was the site of Lionel’s château and her own country manor in Le Poinçonnet. Her description of him reveals a certain fascination: ‘Tall, slim, pale, with a dark, taciturn expression, he liked to watch you silently, but you could read his innermost secrets through his deep brown eyes.’ Ranvier, having just lost his wife, has emerged as one of the popular leaders of the Belleville10 unrest during the siege of Paris in 1870. He is unlike most men she knows: he doesn’t care about appearances, doesn’t judge her past, but resists her flirtatiousness. A puritan revolutionary, his heart is filled with passion for the cause of the Republic, and Céleste takes him on as a challenge. ‘He is not like Jesus, wanting to come to the rescue of fallen women like me. His friendship is like a forbidden fruit, it tempts me.’ But, as well as her personal attraction towards him, Céleste believes that she is on a mission: having witnessed his appeal to the Belleville masses, she thinks that by gaining access to him, she will be able to avert civil war. Unfortunately, her first letter to Ranvier, in which she lectures him on his oratory style, is lost—but we were able to recover in the Thibault papers four letters that Ranvier wrote to her during this period. True to his puritan revolutionary credo and withdrawn personality, he addresses her as ‘Citoyenne’—and, later, ‘Chère Citoyenne’. However, the content and tone of the letters reveal a true sympathy. Whether or not Céleste was actually able to influence Ranvier not to start a civil war before the end of the Franco-Prussian war is doubtful. When Ranvier is arrested in November 1870, Céleste not only tries to lobby Jules Favre, an old acquaintance and now a minister in the Government of National Defence, but also forces her old admirer Desmarest to become Ranvier’s lawyer and effect his transfer from the notorious Conciergerie prison to the Dubois hospital. Céleste remains coy about what exactly happened between herself and Ranvier, but, in early 1871, just before he was to break out of prison and play an important role in the Paris Commune, she refuses his offer to be his companion and collaborator in the upcoming revolution. Ranvier later flees into exile in London after the Commune is suppressed by government troops. They never saw each other again, but she kept his letters until her death. Regrettably, Ranvier’s biographers did not have access to these letters, and so seem to have lacked personal documents written by Ranvier for their appraisals of this fascinating revolutionary. The ‘Christ of Belleville’, as he was termed by biographer Alain Dulotel, remains a mysterious figure, although his letters to Céleste shed some light on his political and personal beliefs.


The next man she turns to could not be more different. The Comte de Naurois is a wealthy but difficult septuagenarian. They had met shortly before the war when Céleste was successfully staging her play L’Américaine in his theatre. They connect because Céleste is the only person who dares to contradict him. After the war, de Naurois supports her financially, and together they forge a project to transform her former house and land in Le Vésinet into a home for orphaned girls. One can never completely shake off the impression that Céleste entertains this friendship because she profits from it. But then, a single woman without regular resources was dependent on a protector, and an old, affluent, universally respected aristocrat was surely better than any other. Céleste was proud of what they achieved together with the orphanage, and she considers the friendship shown to her by de Naurois as an important milestone in her social rehabilitation.


And then, of course, there are the Dumas, father and son. Céleste has always loved Dumas père, his expansive and generous nature, his childlike innocence and his amazing talent. He had helped her more than anyone else, promoting her first novel, Les voleurs d’or (The Gold Robbers), and later crafting it into a compelling play, even renouncing his rights as an author. He then finds out how far the Chabrillans were willing to go in their efforts to thwart the staging of the play. He is also the one to introduce Céleste to the Société des Auteurs Dramatiques (Association of Stage Authors), an organisation that will provide crucial moral and financial support to Céleste in her almost destitute old age. Although she always prefers the father to the son, Céleste and Dumas fils remain close until his death in 1895. Being of the same age, they feel like survivors of a more glamorous era, the time of grand gala balls and powerful courtesans. We found a letter in the French national archives in which the ageing Céleste turns to Dumas for help when the purchase of a winter coat has made it impossible for her to pay other bills. Even as a supplicant she hasn’t lost her cheek: ‘And at seventy, we do fear the cold, don’t we?’


Another man with whom she is proud to be connected is Prince Napoléon, nicknamed Plon-Plon. Like his cousin, the Emperor Napoléon III, he was famous for conducting liaisons with actresses and courtesans. It is not clear whether Céleste ever had an affair with him; Moser hints at a night of passion before her departure to Australia, but the manuscript remains silent about it. However, Céleste proudly points out that she was a frequent guest at his soirées, often the only woman, and that her sprightly wit and her frankness were greatly appreciated by the intellectuals and artists present at these gatherings. Plon-Plon later helped Céleste get the licence for her theatre, and they kept up a correspondence almost until his death in 1891.


One of the very curious connections Céleste forms is that with Edouard Drumont, who gained notoriety as a right-wing anti-Semitic journalist in the late 1890s, during the time of the Dreyfus affair. They first meet in 1869, when the aspiring journalist writes a biography of Céleste and in the process misappropriates some funds destined for the printer. Almost thirty years later, when Drumont has made a name for himself in the world of newspapers as the editor of La Libre Parole and is running for a seat in parliament, the now impecunious old lady approaches him. With a mixture of sycophancy and threats, she blackmails him for a number of years over his financial indiscretion in his youth. This is not a flattering account that Céleste paints of herself. In her memoirs, she professes only disdain and hatred for Drumont, yet in her letters she stylises him as a worthy successor to the memory of her beloved Lionel, even giving him her late husband’s walking stick. One is left puzzled at the duplicity with which she manages this relationship. While she sneers at his anti-Semitism, having herself been treated very well by her Jewish publisher Calmann-Lévy, she is thoroughly anti-Dreyfusard and does not question anti-Jewish stereotypes. Nevertheless, at the very end of her life, Drumont seems to have provided one of the last remaining connections to her former world and, in her final diary entry, she mentions her visit to him that day.


The Women


Despite the importance of the many men in her life, Céleste is very much a self-made woman, and proud of it. In a newspaper interview she says: ‘Je suis un honnête homme (I am a respectable man)’,11 thus claiming male prerogatives of honour and dignity, but then slyly enjoying the gender confusion implied. But the very expression ‘honnête homme’ is emblematic of Céleste’s struggle, as her past prevented her from calling herself a ‘femme honnête’. Notwithstanding her proclaimed independence and assertive attitude, Céleste wants nothing more than social acceptance and is deeply grateful for any kindness shown to her by ‘honest’ ladies, given that she continues to be shunned by most women of society. To be in the presence of a former prostitute and, much worse, one who has published a book about her years of granting paid sexual favours, was still considered improper for any self-respecting lady of the bourgeoisie or the nobility. Only very few women flout this convention, but these few women meant the world to Céleste. After all, she made it her overriding goal of the latter half of her life to ‘rehabilitate’ herself, although even she uses the word ‘rehabilitation’ with some cynicism, having seen through the double moral standards of her time. Her deep gratitude to Madame de Nar-Bey, adopted daughter of the Comte de Naurois, and one of the few ladies who treat her with respect and kindness, is a vivid reminder of this desire. Céleste never speaks more highly of any woman, but even this friendship does not endure beyond the death of the Comte de Naurois.


Barred from the circles of educated upper- or middle-class ladies, Céleste has to content herself for the most part with the company of women from the lower classes, or fellow actresses and former courtesans. Her relationships with women from the theatre have always been dictated by a sense of competition and jealousy. The few women friends of whom she can be sure are often treated with condescension. Angèle, who alone stands by her after Céleste’s second suicide attempt, is characterised as a faithful simpleton. About Jeanne Essler, whom she frequents for a while, she says only: ‘We went out sometimes and I was flattered by her friendship. She had a name in the theatre world, but that was all.’ Even in her eighties, she has nothing positive to say about her talented and faithful friend of more than fifty years, Céleste Scrivaneck, remarking only on her bad taste in wigs and clothes.


Céleste’s inability to relate to women might stem directly from a broken relationship with her mother Anne-Victoire Vénard. Having been abandoned by her lover, Anne-Victoire stabbed herself with scissors while she was heavily pregnant with Céleste. The conflicted relationship with her mother is extensively revisited in her memoirs. Céleste never forgives her mother for failing to protect her or even believe her when she was sexually assaulted by Anne-Victoire’s new partner Vincent at the age of fifteen. However, Céleste takes care of her mother right to the end and makes sure that she wants for nothing. But not even death reconciles them, because her mother’s wish is to be buried next to Vincent. The bitterness that dominates Céleste’s attitude towards her mother might also have been a factor in her failure to develop maternal feelings towards her own goddaughter, Solange. Céleste had adopted Solange as a baby and taken her to Australia after the girl’s mother had died. While in The French Consul’s Wife, her efforts as a caring stepmother to Solange were intended to give her credibility as a respectable woman, the subsequent set of memoirs acknowledges her refusal to adopt traditional family-centred roles.



The Houses


Another interwoven theme in these memoirs is that of the dwellings that Céleste creates for herself and her dependents. She refers to her real estate investments, building and renovation projects, and the finishing touches of her decoration efforts with great pride and in great detail. To her, houses are more than just places in which she lives. They are the symbols of her capacity to survive on her own and they provide the space she needs to lead the independent life she has carved out for herself.


Although the country house in Le Poinçonnet was undoubtedly the most luxurious and prestigious dwelling she ever owned, Céleste does not mention the property in these memoirs, other than that its sale in 1862 helped her finance her establishment of the Théâtre des Champs-Elysées—sadly an ill-fated venture that ended in bankruptcy and another suicide attempt.


After the great artistic and financial success of The Gold Robbers, she is in a position to engage in a new real estate venture. In 1865 she buys a piece of land in Le Vésinet, one of the suburbs of Paris now easily accessible thanks to new train lines. She has a cottage built on it, which she designs herself and names ‘Chalet Lionel’ in memory of her husband. Building this house is also a symbolic act for Céleste in her quest for social rehabilitation: from the proceeds of her respectable work she provides a roof for her dependents. For Céleste, the chalet also means that she now has a space in which she can socialise with her bohemian friends, such as Bizet, without the restraints of convention imposed on single women.


However, Céleste is too much a Parisienne to enjoy being apart from her beloved city for too long. To escape the gloomy winters in the country, she accepts the offer of her former lawyer and admirer Desmarest to set her up in an apartment on the boulevard Poissonnière in 1867. She thoroughly enjoys being back in the heart of Paris. The apartment is ideal for a woman of letters: close to the theatres and cafés, large and bright enough to provide her work space. Again, Céleste uses the description of her living spaces to affirm her identity as a self-made honnête homme: ‘It was more like a man’s apartment than a woman’s, but that was how I liked it.’ The building still stands today and houses the Théâtre des Variétés, one of her former haunts.


While enthusiastically throwing herself into new real estate and construction projects, Céleste is somewhat negligent of the more mundane aspects of such ventures, such as paying off the mortgage. Consequently, she loses her property in Le Vésinet in 1873, after having failed to pay her debts. She rejects the offer of her protector, the Comte de Naurois, to buy her house back for her, and instead suggests a new venture that will give her quest for rehabilitation a new quality as a benefactress: to construct a home for the orphans of the Franco-Prussian War. This home, constructed on the grounds of her former abode, will provide young girls with a safe environment and future employment opportunities, away from the temptations of easy money to which Céleste herself had fallen prey in her youth. Although her reputation does not allow her to take a more public role in the project, she feels strongly involved in it. Not only does she inspire the Comte de Naurois to donate some of his wealth to the charity, she also insists that a little chapel be built on the site. She also mentions that her insistence on building the chapel had another reason, that of preventing the girls from being sent to the local priest, whose ‘particular tastes’ she knows very well. Although she neither financed nor designed the orphanage and the chapel, she is very proud of her role as the inspiration for it, and as the advisor for the founder of the home, her friend the Comte de Naurois. The orphanage and the chapel still exist today, and still shelter vulnerable children. Many of the architectural details Céleste mentions in her memoirs have survived and testify to her talent in describing the world around her.


Undeterred by her previous failures, Céleste embarks on yet another real estate project, this time a renovation. Having purchased a relatively large but slightly dilapidated house in Le Vésinet, she renovates it with the help of a generous architect and calls it ‘Chalet des Fleurs’. Once again she is able to take on the role of hostess for a circle of like-minded bohemians from Paris. When money runs short, she rents the house out or takes in lodgers, as long as they provide stimulating company. When one of her paying guests, a photographer, moves out, leaving some of his equipment and installations behind, Céleste cannot resist the drive to accept a new challenge. At the age of sixty, she reinvents herself as a photographer. After a while, she has to forsake this new passion for health reasons, and unfortunately we did not find any of the portraits she took. The house at 5 rue du Marché still stands.


In the meantime, Céleste had to leave her cosy pied-à-terre in the boulevard Poissonnière and move to a more modest abode in the passage de l’Opéra, situated nevertheless in the very fashionable boulevard des Italiens. It was a small room attached to a little shop-front in an arcade. The somewhat curious make-up of the rooms gave rise to speculations by journalists who visited her there.12 Did she run a reading room or even something more disreputable to compensate for the downturn in the income derived from her writing activities? We might never know for sure.


After she is forced to sell her ‘Chalet des Fleurs’ in the late 1880s, she considers a cheaper alternative, to rent just one lodging, in the suburbs but closer to Paris. For that she chooses Asnières, situated directly on the banks of the Seine and just a short commute away from the Gare Saint-Lazare. But even though she enjoys having more space and paying less rent, she finds the banality and small-mindedness of her new surroundings depressing. Asnières has become the geographical expression of her descent into poverty and oblivion. Her only way of escaping from the drudgery of Asnières is by taking the train to Paris, having a meal at Duval’s, a popular chain restaurant, doing some shopping at the Printemps department store, maybe going to see a show and visiting some friends. She needs the support of journalists and theatre people to bring her stage and publishing projects to fruition, so she ventures into Paris almost on a daily basis to solicit them. Her diary entries from that period are full of bitterness: she hates her life and wishes it would end soon, but doesn’t have the courage for another suicide attempt. More than her financial state and her loneliness, she laments the pettiness of her surroundings: ‘It is hard when you have spent your youth surrounded by people who are superior in many respects and you find yourself in old age surrounded by nonentities.’ Despite her tendencies to depression, she is still full of energy, writing tirelessly into the night. But her hopes are dashed each time, and her optimism is harder and harder to maintain.


In 1905 she can finally move back to her beloved Paris, having obtained a room in a relatively comfortable retirement home in the rue des Martyrs, just around the corner from the Moulin Rouge at the foot of Montmartre. Although the prospect of becoming a lodger in such an institution, ‘God’s antechamber’ as she calls it, had previously made her shudder, she realises that without the means to afford a maid or a companion, it is the only viable alternative. She still goes out, visiting the little stores in the neighbourhood and keeping in touch with friends. The bonnes sœurs, the nuns from whom she had always tried to stay away, seem to have taken good care of her and tamed her, to a certain degree. One of her carers would later confide that the old lady preferred to be naked in her room.


What Céleste Does not Tell


As revealing as Céleste’s last set of memoirs is, it is just as interesting to note what Céleste chooses not to tell. Why does she not mention the assassination attempt on her when, during the stage rehearsals of The Gold Robbers, she was stabbed with a knife by an unknown woman? Or is this story, published in the Figaro,13 a publicity stunt orchestrated to increase ticket sales for her upcoming show? And what are we to think of the curious incident, reported in the same newspaper a few months later, when she allegedly assaulted the young actress Louise Leroux in the foyer of the Beaumarchais theatre, the journalist describing her as a ‘mad fury’?14 Are the two incidents related? Céleste remains silent on that front.


It is clear that her writing cannot always be taken at face value. While she claims that her intervention with Gabriel Ranvier delayed the rebellion of the Belleville working class, she understates her role in the publishing of the newspaper La Comédie Patriotique. It seems that this journal was not a one-man but a one-woman enterprise. Did she later omit her activities as a journalist and as a vigorous participant in political debates during this time because she feared that it might hurt her artistic career or upset her aristocrat protector, de Naurois?


She might have skipped over other events to preserve the image of the grieving widow that she wanted to project. After all, when Lionel died, she was only in her mid-thirties, a woman full of energy and life. Some of her letters to friends and acquaintances paint her as quite a daring woman: to one of her new correspondents she simply says: ‘I like you, would you honour me with good friendship?’15 Another letter, dating from the 1880s, suggests that she enjoyed taking young male writers under her wing, while insisting in a rather flirtatious way on the irreproachable nature of these friendships: ‘Nothing makes me happier than getting news from you. Have I been discreet enough? I embrace you like a mother.’16


Her personal letters also show that Céleste was frequently reduced to the role of a supplicant, soliciting her more fortunate friends and acquaintances. They reveal just how difficult it was to survive as a single woman without a stable income.


Her correspondence with Bourdillat, the publisher of her infamous first set of memoirs, casts some doubt on her claim that she was manipulated into gaining this kind of notoriety. In the letters we find that she takes an active role in subsequent editions of the scandalous memoirs—they were reprinted in 1858, and again in 1876. Particularly at the later stages of her career, she forges close relationships with journalists in order to get media coverage or networking support. As the example of her friendship with Charles Chincholle from the Figaro shows, this sometimes amounts to stalking them over protracted periods of time. Seeing herself mentioned in the press is one of her rare pleasures, and young writers in search of survivors of a more glamourous past are still fascinated by her. But the realisation that she is a mere shadow of that past, a sad remnant of the balls and parties of the mid-century, contributes to her anguish. Jules Claretie entitled his 1899 article about her ‘Une revenante’—‘A Ghost’, haunting a society that had turned away from her a long time ago. To her great despair, Céleste is unable to find a publisher for her third autobiography. It does not contain the titillating stories of her early years as a courtesan, as in her first set of memoirs, nor the exotic descriptions of the Antipodes in the second.


*


So why take an interest in the reminiscences of a disgruntled ageing woman with a tendency to self-aggrandisement? Even as a courtesan, Céleste had been sort of a B-lister, unable to equal the financial and social successes of a Païva, Anna Deslions or a Comtesse de Loynes. As a writer, aware of her artistic limitations, she opts for quantity rather than quality. As a woman, displaying a tendency to self-interest and, occasionally, dishonesty, she leaves us with mixed feelings. Even her contempt for France’s worst anti-Semite of the time, Drumont, a man she blackmails for years, does not mean that she is free of anti-Semitism herself. But it is these very contradictions and ambiguities that make her life story such fascinating reading.


Just the drama of her later biography alone is spectacular in itself. After having worked her way up from the lowest possible point and having been unfortunate enough to lose the greatest symbol of her social success, her husband Lionel, Céleste not only hangs on, but she reinvents herself yet again. Unlike the heroine in her friend Dumas fils’ play La dame aux camélias (The Lady of the Camellias) she does not do the thing decent courtesans would do: she keeps on living. Against all odds, burdened with a scandalous past, she forges a career in literature and becomes the most prolific French female stage writer of the nineteenth century.17 Céleste is a true woman of the theatre: she not only writes plays, but she also directs and regularly stars in them, and establishes her own theatre, the Théâtre des Champs-Elysées. After each setback, and there are many, she pulls herself up and throws herself into yet another adventure. Céleste rejects the limitations imposed on her gender, instead claiming male prerogatives of freedom of movement and of speech. Passionate and curious, she is unable to stay on the sidelines of history.


Céleste had, as it were, ‘seen everything, done everything and met everyone’ in nineteenth-century Paris. But her memoirs and her diary also give a rare glimpse into what it meant to be a single, ageing and penniless woman in fin-de-siècle Paris. To the cultural historian, they are invaluable, as they reveal many fascinating aspects of the cultural, political and social world of Céleste’s time. She lives to the age of eighty-five, and keeps writing her diary up to June 1907, less than two years before her death. But apart from the fascinating content, the memoirs are also highly enjoyable to read. Céleste has a gift of observation and a wry humour that she draws on to provide a commentary on Parisian society in all its splendour and all its misery. Her refreshing lack of deference towards the politicians and artists of the day can add a new perspective to the way in which we consider the Second Empire and the Third Republic today. This is the fascinating account of an era, seen from the perspective of a woman who is no mere observer. She is a firebrand, always offering her opinion, passionate to the last about her world and its people.


Jana Verhoeven, June 2015
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Editorial Remarks


Céleste de Chabrillan’s manuscript was incomplete when we found it. Some passages, such as those covering the years 1861–63, were missing. Knowing that Moser closely based her biography of Céleste, Vie et aventures de Céleste Mogador, on Céleste’s complete manuscript, we borrowed the relevant passages from Moser’s book to reconstitute the missing parts. They are clearly referenced and refer to Céleste in the third person.


We added to the manuscript the preface and the postscript, which we found among the Thibault papers. Other passages, which we found on loose sheets, have been inserted into their respective time periods.


Some parts were still in a raw state, while others had already been edited by a copyist or by Céleste herself. As translators we therefore took on the task of editing the memoirs, as a publisher would have done. We inserted explanatory expressions, deleted repetitions and smoothed over some rough grammatical constructions. We also added annotations and illustrations.


The final part, Little Diary of the End of my Life, consists mostly of diary entries, some of which are trivial and unsuitable for publishing. We therefore shortened these considerably to make them enjoyable for the reader, taking into account that Céleste created her memoirs from her diaries and wrote her diaries with the intention of later using them for memoirs. For example, at one stage, Céleste edited parts of her diaries during a stay in hospital, which resulted in the more polished style of A Career Summed up from a Hospital Bed.


While the annotated translation still bears traces of the fragmentary state of the original manuscript, we trust that a coherent and autobiographical narrative has emerged.


The biographical information in the annotations is taken from the Archives Biographiques if not otherwise indicated.





Foreword


In 1852, after I had written up my life story to help win my long trials,1 Emile de Girardin2 introduced me to two of his good friends, the directors of the publishing house Librairie Nouvelle. They offered to buy my voluminous manuscript, and, following their terrible advice, I agreed to sign a contract with these gentlemen, drawn up by Girardin himself, for 50 per cent of the profits from the sale of these memoirs. This handwritten copy is still in my possession.


Shortly after the sale of these manuscripts, knowing that I was going to get married, I tried everything to have this horrid arrangement annulled, but this was impossible. Monsieur de Girardin was only interested in the sales and he defended the interests of the publishers.


I had just left with my husband,3 who was taking up his post as French Consul in Melbourne, when these gentlemen started an enormous advertisement campaign. They had split my manuscript into eight parts, which they published one after the other for five francs each volume. This was ridiculous, but Madame de Girardin had said, even written, that, after having read my memoirs and those by Rousseau, it was impossible to do better. The books sold like hot cakes. And since they were likely to be seized by the police due to the ‘scandal’ which the Librairie Nouvelle had purposely promoted to heighten public interest, Monsieur Lecuir, the head clerk of the publishing house, was given the mission to fill large containers in order to safely store the books away, as he told me later on. This way, even after the books were banned, they could still be sold, sometimes even for one louis per volume. These large profits were shared entirely by these men who had proclaimed themselves my representatives.


The ban was only a precautionary measure and was lifted without any conditions; the text was neither cut nor modified. The directors of the Librairie Nouvelle were subsequently accused of fraudulent bookkeeping, and retired from business when they had to present the accounts. Michel Lévy had bought up the entire stock of the Librairie Nouvelle, including all books and contracts. This is how he became my publisher, and I am still glad of it.


They say: who has drunk will continue drinking. They should also say: who has written will continue writing.


When I arrived in Australia in 1854, exile seemed unbearable to me. Despite the love for my husband I was homesick. I was almost always alone. The consulate was several miles away from our house, which was built out of wood planks in the midst of the bush. I worked very hard to learn English, and did not enjoy it. To distract myself a little, I secretly wrote a novel whose subject matter had taken hold of me. Time then passed by very quickly and I suffered less from the horrid weather that kills Europeans like flies. Eventually I told my husband, who had already guessed something, given my great use of paper. He made fun of me by saying: ‘Your untameable imagination has again got the better of you. Well, if it distracts you, go ahead, as long as it only means the waste of some paper and ink.’


I was upset and replied:


‘My imagination has travelled all around the country. You have lived in this dreadful place before bringing me here and since we have arrived we have had nothing but disappointments and financial losses. My health has deteriorated and yours is hardly any better. In order to prepare for any negative events I talked to Mirès4 and de Girardin before my departure. They told me that if I wanted to send them articles, or even a novel about Australia, they would publish it in their newspaper and pay me generously.’


The next morning, Lionel took the manuscript to his consulate in order to read it. I am sure he thought that he might criticise it and make me give up writing. In the evening, he brought it back and looked at me as if he had seen me for the first time. Then he hugged me and I could see that he had been crying. He was a very sensitive soul. The thought that I had hurt him by reproaching him for our misfortunes made me apologise immediately. I told him: ‘Let’s burn this manuscript together and I will promise you that I will never ever take up the pen again.’


He started laughing and said: ‘Do you always have to provide the answers to your own questions? Your novel is lively, well-structured, engaging. The proof is that I cried when I read the chapter in which Mélida dies.’


My nervous nature has always made me leap from tears to laughter. My joy was so great that it must have resembled madness. To deserve his praise was my greatest dream, my highest ideal. He told me that I could send the novel to de Girardin. In the belief that he might prefer it I added that I would sign it Céleste Mogador. But he was angry and replied gravely: ‘Céleste Mogador must disappear, even from your memory. You will sign your novel Comtesse Lionel de Chabrillan.’


I agreed. Then the dreadful series of events which I recounted in Un deuil au bout du monde made me give up all these plans, and the novel The Gold Robbers was not published by Michel Lévy until 1857.


The work had such an immense success that the formidable voice of the press which traverses mountains, oceans and maybe even the streets brought the news to Australia. Out of many reviews published in the papers I am presenting that by Jules Janin,5 who was called the prince of literary criticism.


A word about a book entitled The Gold Robbers. It is a real book, written in an active, lively style. It is simple and true. This book is full of energy and grace which are rarely to be found in women. But, if they have these qualities, nothing resists this eloquence and drive. Indeed, the author of The Gold Robbers is a woman. Today she calls herself the Comtesse Lionel de Chabrillan, and you will search her second work in vain for a trace of the first pages she wrote during her time of dissipation and nerviness. You will only find a gifted and smart woman who was able to transform herself. She achieves her rehabilitation through intelligence, renounces her adventurous life to take an honourable place among the distinguished women and talented writers of her time.


Jules Janin 1857


After having several times reread this review, which was generous and held promise for my future, Lionel told me while holding my hands:


‘Janin is a man of heart. In writing this article he has done two good deeds because the others will understand now why I have married and thus rehabilitated you. Your courageous devotion has surpassed the sacrifice I made when I gave you my name. Promise me that, if I leave this world before you, however much they might try to make you give it up, you will always keep it, to honour my memory.’
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