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Dedicated to Christopher, my loving husband and favorite traveling companion.


“If you are lucky enough to have lived in Paris as a young man, then wherever you go for the rest of your life, it stays with you, for Paris is a moveable feast.” — Ernest Hemingway


“To err is human. To loaf is Parisian.” —Victor Hugo


“It sounds like a paradox, but it is a very simple truth, that when today we look for American art we find it mainly in Paris. When we find it out of Paris, we at least find a good deal of Paris in it.” — Henry James


“France has neither winter nor summer nor morals — apart from these drawbacks it is a fine country.” — Mark Twain

Special thanks to Alison Picard, my agent, for seeing the beauty in this book from the beginning, and to Andrea Norville, my editor, for making my job so easy. Thanks also to Marie and Andrew Hartness for sharing little things about Paris that only native Parisians would know.
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INTRODUCTION

The first time I went to Paris I was seventeen and quite certain that I would sit in a café and write a great novel. Having just read a lot of Hemingway and Fitzgerald, and having learned enough about Gertrude Stein to be envious, I thought I might even meet some fellow aspiring writers and together we would achieve literary greatness.

Well, this didn't happen — except for the part about going to Paris and sitting in cafés. I went with friends who knew how to have fun but had no interest in writing, and I didn't meet any aspiring writers the whole time I was there. Although there was one young man, obviously American with his white tennis shoes, sitting at a corner table of an outdoor café who looked pensive while scribbling frantically in a spiral bound notebook (this was before laptops), he didn't seem to be enjoying himself, which was a shame, because there is so much in Paris to enjoy. I decided that all of those novels that I read must have been written with a fair amount of talent and a whole lot of hard work, rather than divine inspiration and good wine. But there's no denying the city's charm and the way, if you allow it, Paris can broaden your senses and open your imagination. Perhaps that's the reason why experiencing Paris is practically a literary tradition.

In Tropic of Cancer, Henry Miller talks about a writer's need to go to Paris. “It is no accident that propels people like us to Paris. Paris is simply an artificial stage, a revolving stage that permits the spectator to glimpse all phases of the conflict. Of itself Paris initiates no dramas. They are begun elsewhere. Paris is simply an obstetrical instrument that tears the living embryo from the womb and puts it in the incubator. Paris is the cradle of artificial births. Rocking here in the cradle each one slips back into his soil: one dreams back to Berlin, New York, Chicago, Vienna, Minsk. Vienna is never more Vienna than in Paris. Everything is raised to apotheosis. The cradle gives up its babes and new ones take their places.…”

I was reminded of Miller's words the first time I read Hemingway's memoir, A Moveable Feast, which covers his younger days in Paris. He opens the book with a scene in a Parisian café where he is trying to write his short story “Up in Michigan.” It's a terrific piece proving, for him at least, that Michigan was never more Michigan than when he was in Paris.

But writers visiting the city of light also wrote about life in Paris, even if they waited until they no longer lived there.

The idea for this book was born when I began thinking about all the novels set in Paris and how each story seem to say, “This is my Paris. I may love it, I may hate it, but this is my Paris.” You'll find a story about a country woman from rural France going to Paris, an ex-convict trying to rejoin Parisian society, a hip single French woman meeting a stranger with the hopes of finding love, and an undercover German soldier during the War.

These stories, all written by master storytellers, reveal a turbulent Paris, a stylish Paris, an industrious Paris and a Paris of romance and loneliness. After all, who better than Émile Zola to give us a lesson in the sophisticated yet turbulent world within Paris? Or a gifted German writer like Michael Wallner to remind us that people are people no matter the time or place? Who better than Victor Hugo to capture the political climate within the city and Anna Gavalda to remind us that love is hard to find even in the city of romance?

In the writings of these authors, you will find different takes on the same places, and similar wit in very different times. I have placed Edmund White's piece just before Zola's since they cover much of the same parts of Paris at such different times in history. I also thought it would be nice to have two of America's best humorists back to back — Mark Twain and David Sedaris. Not since Twain has an American written about Paris with such a sharp wit.

Throughout the book you will find notes about the places visited by the literary characters. Perhaps when you take this little book to Paris, you will find a café on rue Mouffetard to drink your rum St. James while watching it rain like Hemingway did, or dine at Deux Magots like everyone else, or maybe you'll find a new place right where you expected something entirely different. After all, places change. One thing that won't change, however, is the quality of these stories and the part of Paris they reveal. That will never change, and I find that comforting.

If you find yourself strolling down Saint Germain-des-Prés after reading Gavalda, you may wonder if a handsome stranger is going to ask you out to dinner, or if you get the chance to visit the Musée du Montparnasse, you may imagine the Bohemian life that Baldwin wrote about but no longer exists. Even if you never go to Paris, Hemingway makes it easy to imagine yourself walking down rue Mouffetard in the rain.

I find the scenes from great stories coming to mind when I least expect it, and that's probably the best thing about being a well-read traveler. You're never completely alone even if you appear to be dining by yourself in a Paris café.









Giovanni's Room



BY JAMES BALDWIN (1956)
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Boulevard Clichy, 1908

Born in 1924 in Harlem, New York, to a single mom, James Baldwin was still a boy when his mother married a Pentecostal preacher named David Baldwin. Baldwin adopted James and at fourteen James Baldwin became a minister. While in high school, however, he discovered he had a knack for writing. A turning point in his literary career came early on when he met writer Richard Wright who helped him secure a writer's fellowship so he could devote his time to writing and reading literature. In 1948, Baldwin moved to Paris where he was able to live more comfortably with his skin color and his homosexuality while dedicating his time to writing. He became famous with his first book, Go Tell It on the Mountain. After nine years in Paris, he returned to an America in the midst of a Civil Rights Movement and was outraged by what he witnessed. He wrote three books of essays dedicated to the topic: Nobody Knows My Name (1961), The Fire Next Time (1963), and More Notes of a Native Son.

Eventually Baldwin returned to France and lived there for the remainder of his life. Over time, the people of France came to consider him one of their own and named him Commander of the Legion of Honor in 1986. He died one year later in Saint-Paul-de-Vance. His body was returned to the United States and he was buried in Harlem.

Much of Baldwin's work deals with racism and personal exploration. His stories were written in a personable, friend-to-friend manner and he chose his words carefully in order to ignite the reaction he wanted from his readers — usually shock and action. The language he used, no matter the genre, was both powerful and eloquent. Even if the subject was ugly, his words were beautiful and written with the elegance of great poetry and an uncommon fluidity.


Giovanni's Room was Baldwin's second novel and largely controversial because of its homoeroticism. In Giovanni's Room, Baldwin's Paris is both gritty and breathtaking. Set in Paris post — World War II, David, both the narrator and main character, keeps company with the Saint Germain gay crowd and falls in love with a young Italian bartender named Giovanni. David is also engaged to an American girl at this time in an effort to squash his unwanted sexual desires. Giovanni, however, proves to be too great a temptation and they quickly become lovers. This scene has one of the novel's many spot-on and memorable descriptions of Paris.

FROM CHAPTER THREE

At five o'clock in the morning Guillaume locked the door of the bar behind us. The streets were empty and grey. On a corner near the bar a butcher had already opened his shop and one could see him within, already bloody, hacking at the meat. One of the great, green Paris buses lumbered past, nearly empty, its bright electric flag waving fiercely to indicate a turn. A garçon de cafe spilled water on the sidewalk before his establishment and swept it into the gutter. At the end of a long, curving street which faced us were the trees of the boulevard and straw chairs piled high before cafes and the great magnificent spire, as Hella and I believed, in Paris. The street beyond the place stretched before us to the river and, hidden beside and behind us, meandered to Montparnasse.


MONTPARNASSE

Located on the Left Bank along the Seine River, Montparnasse became a popular gathering place among writers, painters, and poets in the early 1900s. It was the creative center of the city with jazz clubs and late-night discussion. Pablo Picasso and poet Guillaume Apollinaire met nightly in one café or another here, as did some well-known writers like Ernest Hemingway, Henry Miller, and Ezra Pound. After War World II, the area was never the same.



It was named for an adventurer who sowed a crop in Europe which is being harvested until today. I had often walked this street, sometimes with Hella, towards the river, often, without her, towards the girls of Montparnasse.


MONTPARNASSE TODAY

In 1972, Paris's tallest office building, the Montparnasse Tower was built and set a strikingly different tone for Montparnasse compared to the bohemian lifestyle that thrived in Baldwin's days. However, small café-theaters have sprung up in the past few years causing moviegoers to gravitate to the area and the most well-known cafés that once served the great writers and artists never left — the clientele has simply changed.



Not very long ago either, though it seemed, that morning, to have occurred in another life.

We were going to Les Halles for breakfast. We piled into a taxi, the four of us, unpleasantly crowded together, a circumstance which elicited from Jacques and Guillaume, a series of lewd speculations. The lewdness was particularly revolting in that it not only failed of wit, it was so clearly an expression of contempt and self-contempt; it bubbled upward out of them like a fountain of black water. It was clear that they were tantalizing themselves with Giovanni and me and this set my teeth on edge. But Giovanni leaned back against the taxi window, allowing his arm to press my shoulder lightly, seeming to say that we should soon be rid of these old men and should not be distressed that their dirty water splashed — we would have no trouble washing it away.

“Look,” said Giovanni, as we crossed the river. “This old whore, Paris, as she turns in bed, is very moving.”

I looked out, beyond his heavy profile, which was grey — from fatigue and from the light of the sky above us. The river was swollen and yellow. Nothing moved on the river. Barges were tied up along the banks. The island of the city widened away from us, bearing the weight of the cathedral; beyond this, dimly, through speed and mist, one made out the individual roofs of Paris, their myriad, squat chimney stacks very beautiful and varicolored under the pearly sky. Mist clung to the river, softening that army of trees, softening those stones, hiding the city's dreadful corkscrew alleys and dead-end streets, clinging like a curse to the men who slept beneath the bridges — one of whom flashed by beneath us, very black and lone, walking along the river.

“Some rats have gone in,” said Giovanni, “and now other rats come out.” He smiled bleakly and looked at me; to my surprise, he took my hand and held it. “Have you ever slept under a bridge?” he asked. “Or perhaps they have soft beds with warm blankets under the bridges in your country?”

I did not know what to do about my hand; it seemed better to do nothing. “Not yet,” I said, “but I may. My hotel wants to throw me out.”

I had said it lightly, with a smile, out of a desire to put myself, in terms of an acquaintance with wintry things, on an equal footing with him. But the fact that I had said it as he held my hand made it sound to me unutterably helpless and soft and coy. But I could not say anything to counteract this impression: to say anything more would confirm it. I pulled my hand away, pretending that I had done so in order to search for a cigarette.

Jacques lit it for me.

“Where do you live?” he asked Giovanni.

“Oh,” said Giovanni “out. Far out. It is almost not Paris.”

“He lives in a dreadful street, near Nation,” said Guillaume, “among all the dreadful bourgeoisie and their piglike children.”

“You failed to catch the children at the right age,” said Jacques.

“They go through a period, all too brief, hélas! when a pig is perhaps the only animal they do not call to mind.” And, again to Giovanni: “In a hotel?”

“No,” said Giovanni, and for the first time he seemed slightly uncomfortable. “I live in a maid's room.”

“With a maid?”

“No,” said Giovanni, and smiled, “the maid is I don't know where. You could certainly tell that there was no maid if you ever saw my room.”

“I would love to,” said Jacques.

“Then we will give a party for you one day,” said Giovanni.

This, too courteous and too bald to permit any further questioning, nearly forced, nevertheless, a question from my lips. Guillaume looked briefly at Giovanni, who did not look at him but out into the morning, whistling. I had been making resolutions for the last six hours and now I made another one: to have this whole thing “out” with Giovanni as soon as I got him alone at Les Halles. I was going to have to tell him that he had made a mistake but that we could still be friends. But I could not be certain, really, that it might not be I who was making a mistake, blindly misreading everything — and out of necessities, then, too shameful to be uttered. I was in a box for I could see that, no matter how I turned, the hours of confession was upon me and could scarcely be averted; unless, of course, I leaped out of the cab, which would be the most terrible confession of all.

Now the cabdriver asked us where we wanted to go, for we had arrived at the choked boulevards and impassable side streets of Les Halles.


LES HALLES IN THE 1950S

during Baldwin's day has more in common with the Les Les Halles during Baldwin's day has more in common with the Les Halles Émile Zola knew in the 1800s than one might think. Up to that time little had changed, but it wasn't long after Baldwin wrote Giovanni's Room that the Market was forced to the outskirts of the city and the Forum was built.



Leeks, onions, cabbages, oranges, apples, potatoes, cauliflowers, stood gleaming in mounds all over, on the sidewalks, in the streets before great metal sheds. The sheds were blocks long and within the sheds were piled more fruit, more vegetables, in some sheds, fish, in some sheds, cheese, in some whole animals, lately slaughtered. It scarcely seemed possible that all of this could ever be eaten. But in a few hours it would all be gone and trucks would be arriving from all corners of France — and making their way, to the great profit of a beehive of middlemen, across the city of Paris — to feed the roaring multitude. Who were roaring now, at once wounding and charming the ear, before and behind, and on either side of our taxi — our taxi driver, and Giovanni, too, roared back. The multitude of Paris seems to be dressed in blue every day but Sunday, when, for the most part, they put on an unbelievably festive black. Here they were now, in blue, disputing, every inch, our passage, with their wagons, handtrucks, camions, their bursting baskets carried at an angle steeply self-confident on the back. A red-faced woman, burdened with fruit, shouted — to Giovanni, the driver, to the world — a particularly vivid cochonnerie, to which the driver and Giovanni, at once, at the top of their lungs, responded, though the fruit lady had already passed beyond our sight and perhaps no longer even remembered her precisely obscene conjectures. We crawled along, for no one had yet told the driver where to stop, and Giovanni and the driver, who had, it appeared, immediately upon entering Les Halles, been transformed into brothers, exchanged speculations, unflattering in the extreme, concerning the hygiene, language, private parts, and habits, of the citizens of Paris. (Jacques and Guillaume were exchanging speculations, unspeakably less good-natured, concerning every passing male.) The pavements were slick with leavings, mainly cast-off, rotten leaves, flowers, fruit, and vegetables which had met with disaster natural and slow, or abrupt. And the walls and corners were combed with pissoirs, dull-burning, make-shift braziers, cafes, restaurants, and smoky yellow bistros — of these last, some so small that they were little more than diamond-shaped, enclosed corners holding bottles and a zinc-covered counter. At all these points, men, young, old, middle-aged, powerful, powerful even in the various fashions in which they had met, or were meeting, their various ruin; and women, more than making up in shrewdness and patience, in an ability to count and weigh — and shout — whatever they might lack in muscle; though they did not, really, seem to lack much. Nothing here reminded me of home, though Giovanni recognized, revelled in it all.









Claudine in Paris



BY COLETTE (1900)
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School Girls, 1906

Born Sidonie-Gabrielle Colette in the Burgundian village of Saint-Sauveur-en-Puisaye in 1873, Colette moved to Paris when she was twenty years old, and soon married writer and music critic Henri Gauthier-Villars (Monsieur Willy). The Claudine series of novels was originally published under her husband's name, since the idea of women writing was frowned upon at that time. Tired of Henri's affairs, Colette left him and explored her own sexuality by having relationships with both men and women. Her lack of inhibitions made her as famous as her writing — perhaps even more. In 1912, she married Henri de Jouvenel. This marriage lasted until 1924. Eleven years later she married Maurice Goudeket and changed her legal name to simply Sidonie Goudeket. Colette lived most of her life in one Paris apartment at 9 Rue de Beaujolais with a view of the Palais-Royal. She died in Paris in 1954.

Considered one of France's leading twentieth-century novelists, she created a sense of place in her subjective style, with a child-like sense of the world, an epicurean philosophy of life, and a musicality in her prose.


Claudine in Paris is the second of four installations in the Claudine series that Colette published under her first husband's pen name, Willy. Her creation of a rebellious young French woman — experiencing life, Paris, and marriage — made the series a huge success. In this section, Claudine, a teenager who has always lived her life in Montigny, France, learns that she and her father will be moving to Paris.

The following excerpt was translated from the original French text by Marie Emmanuelle Hartness.

FROM CHAPTER TWO

The journey, the arrival, the beginning of settling in are getting lost in a fog of anxiety. The dark apartment, between two courtyards on sordid, destitute rue Jacob, left me in a sorrowful stupor. Without moving, I saw the cases of books arrive one by one, and then the furniture in its new scenery; I watched Papa, excited and restless, hammering on shelves, pushing his desk from one corner to another, rejoicing at the location of the apartment: “just around the corner from La Sorbonne, very close to the Geographical Society, and library Sainte-Geneviève a hop, skip and jump away!”


THE SORBONNE

The name Sorbonne refers to the historic University of Paris founded in 1257 by Robert de Sorbon. The Collège de Sorbonne, as it was often called, was closed during the Revolution, but Napoléon reopened the institution in 1808. It finally closed in 1882, but the name Sorbonne lived on as the buildings were used for the Academy of Paris. In 1970, the University of Paris was divided into thirteen autonomous universities, but are managed under a common chancellor. Despite this reorganization, there is no system that binds the universities academically.



I heard Mélie whining about the smallness of her kitchen, despite it being on the other side of the landing, and in addition to it being one of the most beautiful rooms in the apartment; and I suffered after she served us, under the pretext of our unfinished and difficult settling-in, some foodstuff … which was unfinished and difficult to ingest. I was inhabited by only one thought: “How is it that I myself stand here, is it me who made this folly possible?” I refused to go out. I obstinately refused to take charge of anything useful; I wandered from one room to another, my throat constricted and I had no appetite whatsoever. After ten days I looked so queer that Papa himself noticed, panicking right away, because he does everything fully and without moderation. He put me on his knee, against his tricolor beard, and rocked me, holding me in his gnarled hands that smelled of pine from having built so many shelves … I said nothing while I gritted my teeth, because I was still harboring a fierce grudge against him … And then, my tense nerves finally gave in to an hysterical tantrum, and Mélie put me to bed, quite feverish.


[image: illustration]


My first outing took place in March. A sharp sun and an acid wind; Papa and myself in a carriage with inflatable tires. With my red cape from Montigny and my astrakhan polo, I look like a poor little boy in a skirt. (And my shoes having become so unwieldy!) Slow-paced strolls in the Luxembourg gardens, where my dear father entertained me with a comparison of the merits of the Nationale and the Sainte-Geneviève Libraries.


SAINTE GENEVIèVE LIBRARIES

In 1837 this already popular library added evening hours to accommodate its patrons (though women were not allowed to attend in the evenings until 1898). With these additional hours the number of visitors rose exponentially. In 1851 a new library was built and even still, patrons had to wait for a seat. During Colette's time the library continued growing in popularity. For example, in 1910, over 222,000 readers were admitted, compared to a combined total of 37,000 patrons visiting the other two libraries. Today it is an inter-university library for all thirteen campuses of the University of Paris.



The wind makes me dizzy, as does the sun. I find the long, broad planted rows quite beautiful, but the abundance of children and the absence of weeds shock me, one just as much as the other.
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