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Hadrian says

I was afraid of dispelling the mystery we attach to people whom we know only casually.

Colette's writing is not just sensual. It is sensory. Her descriptions invite recollections from all the senses.
She evokes the scent of opium smoke, tinted red by the lights. She brings forth details in conversation, of
sneering parted lips, limp cigarettes and folded smock coats. The writing style is lavish and decadent as the
jewelry dripping off the dancers' bodies.

The back blurb on my edition says this book is autobiographical. That is a partial truth. It is a collection of
biographies of those Colette has knownn, chosen because of their deviation from the standard image of what
'love' was at the time.

There is the callous Don Juan who boasts of never being truly attached to anyone; a lesbian poet, clad in all-
black and moving as a shadow, who died as she lived (tragically); a May-December couple; crossdressers
and eccentrics and deviants of every kind. Colette is still there, of course, as her narration takes on the tune
of a bemused safari-goer. Some of these stories have a tint of scorn in the narration, even for the one
wholesome story of two women who lived together in pastoral bliss in Ireland for forty years. Colette finds
something else to judge them on (a perceived lack of sex) but even she cannot help but find something
beautiful in this.

But what most stands out to me from this book is a feeling of distance. It's not just the separation between
what is acceptable and what is deviant now and then, although that is still a substantial part of it. But even
more, what stands out here is how distant people are from each other. Nearly all of these moments are
ephemeral, nearly all seem built on fragile ground and meant to collapse (the main exception being two Irish
ladies). The idea of a more enduring relationship, of a real act of unifying two souls, is so rare that it
becomes an intangible myth. It can only be seen through clouded glass, or maybe like someone boring their
eyes into the windows of a cabaret on a dark night, longing for what's inside.

Yolanda says

This was a re-read. I first read 'The Pure and the Impure' at the age of 21, borrowing my mother's copy. By
chance, I seem to have re-read it just in time for a film about the life of Colette, which is pretty exciting.

The book is a factual book, a philosophical musing on the interactions between males and females, females
and females, and males and males. I agree with some of Colette's observations and not others (come on,
some gay men are very bitter towards women... because people are people, and have varied emotions!) but
the entirety makes the reader think, whether one agrees or disagrees. I also have the idea that others would
still find parts of this book shocking or signs of decadence, especially its descriptions of a few adult
relationships with a large age gap, and an elderly former actress describing her bisexual affairs, but I don't. If
you do find this offensive then hey, maybe you SHOULD read this text and challenge yourself.

Colette's literary and ideological domain was the demi-monde and the bedroom and she was very happy to
keep it that way. I couldn't read books like this ad nauseum, because for me, broad horizons are everything,
and a bedroom is confining. However, books like this that deal with sex and love absolutely are important,
and are a pretty good foil to an increasingly serious, staid kind of atmosphere in modern times around
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romance, sexuality and gender identity, which to an extent should be playful.

Madeline says

1. What an odd kind of a book. It's one of those early twentieth century novels that seems as equally a
memoir - the line between fiction and autobiography is, well, not much of a line. I mean, The Pure and the
Impure is definitely a novel. But it's not simply a novel. "Colette" recalls conversations with fictionalized
(some of the fictionalizing is more robust than others) acquaintances, her friendships and so on, on the topic
of love/sex. So far so Collete, I suppose - her work hews rather closely to her life.

2. Judith Thurman's introduction thinks rather more highly of Colette's sexual politics (actually, Colette's
own phrase, "sexual militant" is rather more apt, and Thurman is right to adopt it) than I do. But there is
something revolutionary about Colette's writing on sexuality, and not just "for her time." For our time too. I
think it's something like . . . she foregrounds subjectivity. She rejects structures - which is definitely
optimistic and maybe delusional, but sort of admirable for all that.

"I'm devoted to that boy, with all my heart. But what is the heart, madame? It's worth less than
people think. It's quite accommodating, it accepts anything. You give it whatever you have, it's
not very particular. But the body . . . Ha! That's something else again! It has a cultivated taste,
as they say, it knows what it wants. A heart doesn't choose, and one always ends up by loving.
I'm the living proof." (22)

3. Secrets of the Flesh, which is excellent, is now a bit hazy in my memory but Colette's life is vivid enough
that even those hazy memories are of some use. Again, it's not a thinly-veiled autobiography or anything -
but it's helpful to know a bit of what's going on already because, as Thurman's introduction notes . . . Colette
doesn't go out of her way to make this an easy read. It is easy and pleasant to read, but difficult to figure out.
There is much that's merely alluded to - is there an annotated edition? There ought to be. - and little that is
explained, which is odd, maybe because it's a fairly discursive kind of book.

Steve says

The Pure and the Impure

I've just finished re-reading the only book of Colette I have ever read. When I first read it, so many years
ago, my French was not up to the challenge - fortunately, that is no longer the case. It is evident from the
earlier reviews that this book is many things to many people - indeed, I find when reading some of the earlier
comments that I must remind myself that we are all talking about the same book, for it is certainly not
evident.

To me, it is a collection of relatively brief portraits, usually emphasizing just one aspect of the person's
character: the middle-aged woman with the lover over 20 years her junior; the past-middle-aged cockhound;
the truly ruthless Don Juan; the lesbian poet who excels in every form of eccentric extravagance (and who is
dead at 32); the aged and querulous lesbian actress; the Georgian lesbian couple in their bucolic Welsh
cottage; a band of dishing queens from whom only two emerged as individuals - a man in his 70's who lives
with his centenarian mother (!) and a crossdressing 17 year old butcher's apprentice, who, according to our
author, shot himself in the face a few days after his somewhat less than successful appearance at her salon
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(!). These very partial portraits are drawn with great precision, if not subtlety, in a language often enjoyable
to read; they merit savoring. The portraits are leavened with some rather airy, bordering on empty, theorizing
about the differences between male-female and female-female relationships. Mildly irritating is her
occasional tone of worldly grande dame observing the natives in their habitat (unhappily, she actually begins
the book in this stance); much more irritating to me are her occasional generalizations (and not just in the
reported conversations, but also in the narrator's voice) signaled by "toutes les femmes", "les hommes" and
the like. And I wonder how many lesbians would agree that "only sapphic [my emphasis] libertinism is
unacceptable" ?

In sum, this book is a unicum - I haven't read anything else like it. But I expect this will be the last time I
read it...

Rating

http://leopard.booklikes.com/post/716...

Jesse says

Please note that the above star rating is less indicative of the quality of the novel than of my shortcomings as
a reader: I realize in retrospect that what I wanted was an engaging, gossipy yarn dissecting the sexual
practices of the affluent and/or artistic circles Colette moved in in the fifty years spanning from the fin de
siècle to her death just past the midway point of the 20th century... What I got instead was a nuanced, diffuse
and delicately textured meditation on love, sexuality and sexual practice. And even though she is particularly
interested in various "deviant" sexualities, the author—to her great credit, of course—is less interested in
recounting details of lascivious excess than in trying to understand the motivations and psychology of sex in
all of its diverse forms. In the end, there's hardly any sex to speak of.

The main reason I took up this novel was for its now-famous chapter devoted to poet and author Renée
Vivien, who was Colette's neighbor and (in a loose sense of the term) friend in the years leading up to
Vivien's early, tragic death. And one can see why Natalie Clifford Barney was appalled by the
portrait—Vivien comes off as eccentric if not actually mentally unbalanced, and much of the rather
sensational mythology that sprung up around her certainly has many of its roots here. But it's also not nearly
as vicious as Barney regarded it as either, as Vivien comes off as a complex individual, lively and vivacious
and intensely melancholic in turn. If it does come off as a rather sad depiction in the end, it's also deeply
sympathetic and even a bit moving. And it's certainly the most vivid and absorbing section of the novel,
perhaps because its the most concrete in its sharply-observed details (something Colette is masterful at) and
the least ruminatory in nature.

I fully intend to return at some point with my expectations recalibrated and more attuned to the intricate
complexity of Colette's project. And when I do, I expect that it will yield a higher star rating.

Jesi Brubaker says

Colette's The Pure and the Impure is a meditation on sexuality/sexual relationships. It was an interesting read
but there were times when I had trouble following the narrative, and that's why I refer to this book as a
meditation. Many times I would have to go back and re-read several paragraphs in order to understand what
or whom or who Colette was talking to. But I did gather a great quote, one that I can relate to:
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"'I am neither that nor anything else, alas,' said La Chevaliere, dropping the vicious little hand. 'What I lack
cannot be found by searching for it.'"

Hannah says

I believe that Colette is the most underestimated and underemphasized French author I have come across so
far. Colette understands language and human nature so deeply that every line of her book is deeply moving
and profound. I think I wept at least once in every chapter and had to put it down several times just to ponder
over what I was reading. This is not a light or a fun read, this is something that takes time and needs to be
digested. But if you are in the mood for a wondrous, underappreciated author than please, take the time to
read this book.

Celeste says

Ho passato metà della lettura a stupirmi che fosse così bello, e l'altra metà a rammaricarmi di non potergli
dare 5 stelline. Ed è un peccato, perché la complessità dei giudizi che si possono formulare su un libro,
dentro al sistema delle stelline, non ci sta proprio.
Questo è il primo libro che leggo di Colette. Non gli do 5 stelline per due motivi molto diversi, che si
mescolano da qualche parte, a metà strada:

1. quello più obiettivo, relativo a un uso viziato di ottime capacità stilistiche: l'autrice si compiace della
propria raffinatezza, e qua e là cede a troppi ossimori, che diventano ostentati, alle infiorescenze simboliste,
che costruiscono mitologie sulle persone, le falsificano e le ingessano in "tipi" estetici e sociali, a scapito
della singolarità onesta del loro carattere, che pure c'è, si sente, seppellita dai mascheroni che portano. Più di
uno scrittore che proprio non ce la può fare, mi rammarica uno scrittore che ce la fa in modo eccelso, ma è
troppo auto compiaciuto per essere sincero.

2. sfuma nel primo ma è in realtà un giudizio più personale: un certo gioco della seduzione - immagino, da
non praticante - è sociale, suddivide le persone in tipi e le singole storie in motivi narrativi, che iniziano con
" le donne" "gli uomini" "i gay" "le lesbiche" e via così. Immagino che per i concorrenti siano queste le carte,
questo il modo "a scacchiera" di pensare.
Io non riesco a vedermici. Non sono buono con i tipi di persone, con i "si fa così", i sentimenti manierati.
Osservo queste manovre da lontano, come l'antitesi e il veleno dell'affetto, dell'amore o dell'attrazione. E qui
riconosco, con un po' di vergogna, che non sono un decadente ma un romantico.

Tony says

There are glib moments here to treasure:

"I'm of the opinion...that in the ancient Nativities the portrait of the 'donor' occupies too much space in the
picture."

and...

"What I lack cannot be found by searching for it."
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and...

All amours tend to create a dead-end atmosphere. "There! It's finished, we've arrived, and beyond us two
there is nothing now, not even an opening for escape," murmurs one woman to her protégée, using the
language of a lover. And as a proof, she indicates the low ceiling, the dim light, the women who are their
counterparts, making her listen to the masculine rumble of the outside world and hear how it is reduced to
the booming of a distant danger.

But mostly is laying around and thinking or saying 'men are like ...' and 'women are like...' It's more
complicated than that. We change seasonally, daily. Who I am depends on who you are, at that moment
when we intersect.

Get me out of this opium den.

una_sussa says

Nella mia classifica di Letture della Vita.

"Non appena festeggio le uguaglianze, le affinità, scorgo la fine della mia gioia, e mi avvedo che respiro un
malessere simile a quello che regna nei musei d'arte, in mezzo alla ressa dei capolavori, di volti dipinti, di
ritratti nei quali la vita continua ad affluire con un'abbondanza malefica... Toglietemi di torno ciò che è
troppo incantevole! "

Frances Coles says

This is a book that I found to be strangely mesmerizing, once I got into it. It has no plot at all - it is more a
series of encounters or interviews between 1) either Colette herself or an authorial stand-in named "Colette"
and 2) various types of what you might call sexual outlaws - and it is frequently quite hard to follow, despite
its lurid subject matter. But really Colette's subject matter is not so much sex itself as the performances that
different people put on around sex, and she writes about this already rarefied topic in an incredibly fine and
abstruse way. Even while I sometimes could not follow her train of thought from one sentence to the next,
there was something about this kind of fine, high attention that I loved and found strangely luxurious. As I
said, there is no plot; the book is pure unfettered sensibility, and when you think about it there is something
kind of decadent - in a good way - about that. It makes me think of some rich challenging (French) dessert,
involving dark chocolate. I also just love the implicit insistence in this book that the subject of people's erotic
emotional lives matters, and is worthy of close attention. I am not sure that I "agree" (as one of my old 101
composition students might put it) with some of her ideas, or attitudes: for instance, that sexual jealousy is
good for one and puts one in a state of almost supernaturally high alertness, like that of a soldier on a
battlefield. (I myself have found it to be an ultimately draining and boring emotion, but then again I am not
French.) But even when I find her views nutty, I still like reading about them (the bit about sexual jealousy
was one of my favorite parts of the book) and there is something about the whole project of the book that I
find to be radical and brave. I think that you go to some writers for bravery, not necessarily for balanced
views.
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Kobe Bryant says

What I've learned is that when the goodreads description says 'erotic', it never is

Dvora says

When published, many people found this book shocking. I suspect that many people still would. I am not one
of those. I didn't much like it because I simply wasn't interested.

Juliana says

4,5 stars.

Aubrey says

The word "pure" has never revealed an intelligible meaning to me. I can only use the word to
quench an optical thirst for purity in the transparencies that evoke in it—in bubbles, in a
volume of water, and in the imaginary latitudes entrenched, beyond reach...

It is a peculiar mood this piece evokes, the kind of "you had to be there, without any knowledge of what the
future would bring" sensibility that renders all modern day desire for Victorian Age living both misinformed
and masochistic. Said sort of desire implies free time enough to breed such old world nostalgia, as well as the
comfortable complacence that discourages any delving deeper into the sordid truth of the matter entire. If
you wish to fall in love with such things, stick to the surface tension of vision made beautious by rare
circumstance, and refrain from falling in. Should you be anything but white or male and some flavor of
heterosexual, there is nothing for you here in full. Here in this work of choreographed fiction, there is not
even that, refraining as it does from entitled portraits of one true love.

There, you will find the pretty poetics, the poignant potency, the shadow crystal every so slow by flickers of
motion, cries, glittering eyes passing and praying and parsing out individuals for its own particular whims.
Sexuality for same and both and every which way for boys and girls, for despite the records glutted with
guns and beards and trappings of the masculine fashion, women are perfectly capable of preferring
themselves to the opposition. There are simply less hot house institutions for ensuring virulent growth.

This is because, with all due deference to the imagination or the error of Marcel Proust, there
is no such thing as Gomorrah. Puberty, boarding school, solitude, prisons, aberrations,
snobbishness—they are all seedbeds, but too shallow to engender and sustain a vice that could
attract a great number or become an established thing that would gain the indispensable
solidarity of its votaries.

Ah yes. Did I mention that the narrator has several bones to pick with prestigious Proust? Sentences scattered
hither and thither that would easily be swallowed up by a single volume of the ponderous ISoLT, but where
they strike, they strike true.
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In these days, anything deviating from the (man + woman) norm was a sin, so all that is left is the self and a
certain aesthetic the encompasses pleasure and pain alike. It is the senses that are at stake here, bounded
among the extraneous side effects of emotion, desire, and even a small whiff of morality here and there, but
slight. Ever so slight. The stories here are of those who survive until they do not, hiding, revealing, flitting
behind their fantasies, every so often exiting forevermore when life has not sufficed. Good and evil have no
place amongst these self-proclaimed monsters, self-sanctioning with every breath and act of love that even if
not behind closed doors would prove ever so harmless. They reappopriate the glitz and glory of a world that
caters only to the dichotomy, all in hopes of finding something along the lines of that Fruit of Knowledge
that will never let them go back.

For here, there is the unnerving:

For instance, a mere boy, issuing from the distant times when good and evil, mingled like two
liqueurs, made one, gave an account of his last night at the Élysée Palace-Hôtel:
"He made me feel afraid, that big man, in his bedroom..I opened the little knife, I put one arm
over my eyes, and with my other hand holding the knife, I went like this at the fat man, into his
stomach...And I ran away quick!"
He was radiant with beauty, with roguishness, with a kind of incipient madness. His listeners
were tactful and cautious. No one exclaimed. Only my old friend C., after a moment, casually
said, "What a child!" and then changed the subject.

There is the delight:

On my way, I would rap on the window of the garden flat where Robert d'Humières lived, and
he would open his window and hold out an immaculate treasure, an armful of snow, that is to
say, his blue-eyed white cat, Lanka, saying, "To you I entrust my most precious possession."

And above all, there is Colette, her thoughts, her memories, where her talents and sensibilities led her and
what she has deemed suitable to be performed in prose. Take her hand, stay a while. Time has long left her
worded world far behind, and there is as little hope of capturing it now as there was then. But a taste? That is
guaranteed.

Michael Armijo says

In the early 1990s I saw a film called BECOMING COLETTE. Ever since I've always been intrigued by
COLETTE. I came across this book and decided to read it after reading the first sentence in the
INTRODUCTION page:

THE PURE AND THE IMPURE is an investigation into the nature and laws of the erotic life.

It was a bit of a yawn 'here and there'; however, after completing the book and doing my review of the
sentences that impacted me I realized that I did come away from it with an interesting view from the eyes of
Colette (who always considered THIS one her best book).

Also, author Erica Jong wrote: "Colette has always seemed to me the most authentic feminist heroine of all
women writers."

Here are the lines/sentences in THE PURE AND THE IMPURE that made me raise an eyebrow for some
reason or another:
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A child of either sex, she perceives, has urges to penetrate, devour, and possess, to be cherished, dominated
and contained.

For Colette: To be pure means to be unhindered by any conscious bonds of need or dependence, or by any
conflict between male and female drives.

THE PURE AND THE IMPURE is not only a penetrating treatise on homosexuality, promiscuity, misogyny,
and ancient enmity between sexes, it is a meditation on the way human beings eroticize---with tragic
consequences---their primal, affective bonds.

The strong take the offensive: they attempt to recover an illusion of wholeness through domination, and they
become the sadists and seducers of both sexes.

…any shut-in and unfamiliar place makes us uneasy.

…so few women know how, with empty hands, to remain motionless and serene.

The average man overflows with confidential talk when he is with a woman whose frigidity or sophistication
sets his mind at rest.

“I was never spared a single embrace by any of them.” (He did not say “embrace,” but used a blunter term
that refers to the terrible paroxysm of male sexual satisfaction.)

Like most men capable of servicing (if I may put it that way) a great many women, possession, which is
lightning quick, provoked in him a wretched feeling of hopelessness.

I have always greatly appreciated his confiding in me and I hope our confidential talks are not ended.

“I talk to him, then, about Don Juan and tell him I’m surprised that he has not yet written a Don Juan novel
or play, and he gives me a compassionate look, shrugs, and charitably informs me that “period plays” are as
out of fashion as cape-and-sword romances. And suddenly he exposes the child hidden in the heart of every
professional writer, a child obstinately infatuated with technique, flaunting the tricks and wiles of his trade.”

“Don Juan, believe me, my dear, was another one of those men who think only of taking, another one of
those grasping men whose way of giving is no better than what they give.”

There comes a time in LIFE when one feels on safer ground alone than when trying to find pleasures with
another.

He has everything. He’s one of those men I call ‘the well-endowed’. He has an extraordinary animal
magnetism, a handsome head, silver threads among the gold now, of course, but there’s still a look of youth
about him…”

Youth is not the time to seduce, it is the time to be seduced.

“What memory do you believe you left with the women, with most of them?”
“Why, without a doubt, a feeling of not having had quite enough.”

My eyes rested on his fine mouth, I reflected that there was something about it that aroused ideas of
sweetness, of sleep, something secret and gentle and sad—and still youthful. And I remembered the adage:
“A kissed mouth never grows old.”
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I wanted him to give way to anger, to make some kind of row that would prove him to be illogical, weak, and
feminine---what every woman wants every man to be at least once in his life.

Listening is an effort that ages the face, makes the neck muscles ache, and stiffens the eyelids looking
fixedly at the speaker….not only listening, but interpreting.

’Did you never give a woman time to get used to you….to relax?”

Oh, the charm of a sleeping man, how vividly I recall it! From forehead to mouth he was, behind his closed
eyelids, all smiles, with the arch nonchalance of a sultana behind a barred window.

“What I lack cannot be found by searching for it.”

Unhindered by any ambiguity, she spoke openly, and what she spoke of was not love but sexual satisfaction,
and this, of course, referred to the only sexual satisfaction she knew, the pleasure she took with a woman.

I fear there is not much difference between the habit of obtaining sexual satisfaction and, for instance, the
cigarette habit. Smokers, male and female, inject and excuse idleness in their lives every time they light a
cigarette.

A woman whom a man betrays for another man knows that all is lost. Containing her cries, her tears, her
threats, which comprise the main part of her forces in an ordinary case, she does not struggle, but digs in or
says nothing, fulminates scarcely at all, occasionally tried to find the way to an unrealizable alliance with the
enemy with a sin that dates as far back as the human race, a sin she neither invented nor
approved…..Disillusioned she renounces with bitter hatred and carefully conceals her great uncertainly,
wondering, “Was he really destined for me?”

Homosexuals: They know precisely what they like and dislike. They are aware of the perils of their chosen
life, know the bounds of their particular prejudices, and if they pay lip service to caution, they often forget it.

He pressed both hands against his heart that was at long last torn, and shut his lips. For a man has the right to
murmur audibly “Paloma” or “Kelly” and to kiss in public the portrait of a lady, but he must stifle the names
of “Chad”, “George” or “Christopher”.

It would be a pity to let the memory of all this be lost.

It is wise to apply the oil of refined politeness to the mechanism of friendship.
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Bastet says

No sé qué vi en este libro autobiográfico de Colette que hizo que lo puntuara con cuatro estrellas cuando lo
leí hace más de una década. Puede que las lesbianas y los gais maduros se sientan identificados con Colette y
su círculo de amistades. Como no es mi caso, me ha resbalado casi todo lo que cuenta esta escritora francesa.
Creo que la idea de libertad sexual que plasma en estos retratos de excéntricos bohemios parisinos ha
envejecido mal.
De todos modos no puedo valorar positivamente una traducción tan poco profesional y tan mal editada,
plagada de errores de concordancia.

Cameron Van Sant says

The Following Review Is Not Totally A Review, Rather, A List Of Thoughts On Colette and Queerness:

I first heard about Colette not for her writing, but as a member of the long list of people who Natalie Clifford
Barney hooked up with. When I did a little googling, I found Colette dated someone even more interesting to
me: The Marquis de Morny, who she caused a controversy by kissing on stage--and had a relationship with
for six years.

The Marquis is person who seems to be perceived as a woman by the upset crowd watching the stage, by
history, who relentlessly genders the Marquis as female, and (as I'll discuss in a minute) by Colette. But
when you pay attention to the Marquis' behavior, you wonder what the Marquis' opinion was.

(Colette on the left, with the Marquis de Morny.)

The Marquis, who wore men's clothes almost always, and was followed by all sorts of "scandalous" rumors:
That the Marquis had a double-mastectomy, that the Marquis had a hysterectomy, that the Marquis had the
servants refer to the Marquis as Max, or as Monsieur le Marquis.

All very womanly stuff.

It's so bizarre to me that many people consider him a transsexual, but no one thinks to male-pronoun him.
"He's a man, but no one in his lifetime called him one, so we're off the hook. Whew! I'd hate to make a dead
transsexual happy."

Yeah, there's evidence for his transness. And maybe he wasn't trans. Because the Marquis is dead, I am open
to people interpreting what they need to out of the Marquis. If the butch lesbians need him to be a butch
lesbian, there's evidence for that. If the non-binary folks need him to be non-binary, there's evidence for that.
I'm cool with with either. But I think that people at least need to be open to the idea that we're talking about a
transgender person, and possibly a man.

I was very curious to read the chapter that Colette describes the Marquis, (identity hidden as "La
Chevalière") and very sad when Colette never alluded to them as a couple. I didn't really expect her to refer
to the Marquis as a man, but I thought she'd at least admit that they had been together, as she did so publicly
on stage in front of an audience. But apparently not. She paints the scene as if she happened to have an in to
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the Marquis' fabulous dapper-butch parties, where (she remotely describes) the attendees spend a lot of
money and take instruction on how to appear that most like a cisgender man. The most skilled is the
Marquis, who takes the younger butches and trans men under his wing and instructs them in his ways.

Here's one very trans line from Marquis' chapter: "[A young man] gave to La Chevalière a name that made
her blush with joy and gratitude: he called her "my father." (81)

---

As for the rest of the queer content in this book:
Colette describes Renée Vivien, the tragic lesbian poet, English-born, French-by-choice, and a fellow woman
listed on Natalie Clifford Barney's conquests. Colette isn't a big fan of Vivien's poetry or her life choices, but
I find her first-hand profile of Vivien interesting (and sometimes humorous).

Colette also describes hanging with a group of queer men, and she isn't very kind to them. Like the Marquis'
friends, she goes into anthropological mode, and gives the members of the group all one character. Though
it's an interesting glimpse into the queer history of her time, it's not a very kind portrayal. (She refers to one
person who came once, wore women's clothes (again, another proto-trans figure) who she describes unkindly
and then matter-of-factly reports that the person kills herself. Not the kind of paragraph that plays well to
trans audiences.)

One chapter she spends describing two Welsh women she never met who lived together, and describes them
as silly, and says that women can't sustain a relationship together.

Maybe Colette is censored (this was Nazi France that she was writing in), maybe Colette is censoring herself,
but there was no unambiguous positivity towards any of these queer people that she seems to keep hanging
out with. Remembering that Colette is queer herself, probably some flavor of bisexual, I'm not sure how to
read her tone here. Perhaps she's interpreting choices she made in her life ("I prefer relationships with men")
as universal human condition ("Everyone should be straight.") I'm making inferences; I have no idea. I
wonder if there's some internalized homophobia happening, or perhaps she feels like she has to tamp down
her discussion of queer people with some negativity in order to maintain her reputation, or whatever.

Maybe I got used to Colette's style, but by the time I read The Tender Shoot and The Vagabond, Colette
briefly describes lesbians and was much more sympathetic. In the Vagabond, though the fictional narrator
uses some word like "reprehensible" for lesbians, she's mad when her boyfriend insults her lesbian friend's
sexuality. Colette initially pulls something similar in the story Bella-Vista in the Tender Shoot. (though
ultimately Colette-the-author is pulling too many strings, and the couple is bizarrely revealed to be a straight
couple, but apparently the man is a criminal on the run, so he disguises himself, which Colette-the-narrator is
appalled more than if they had been as they appeared. Is it transphobic? Is it homophobic? Who knows.)

This book is invaluable as a peek into the lives of queer people of turn of the 20th century Paris. It's also
great insight into the lives of Marquis de Morny and Renée Vivien. If you're just a casual queer reader who
isn't excited by queer Paris of a hundred years ago, I'm not sure I would recommend the book.

Jeff says

A sensuously written peek into the Parisian erotic underworld of the early 19th century. While it must've
been scandalous when first published, much of it seems quaint now. Execept for the lesbian opium den
orgies, that's still pretty titillating.
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"He waved both hands in a complicated gesture which fleetingly indicated his chest, his mouth, his genitals,
his thighs. Thanks no doubt to my fatigue, I was reminded of an animal standing on its hind legs and
unwinding the invisible. Then he resumed his strictly human significance, opened the door, and easily
mingled with the night outside, where the sea was already a little paler than the sky.”

Praj says

"But what is the heart, madame? It's worth less than people think. It’s quite accommodating, it accepts
anything. You give it whatever you have, it's not very particular. But the body... Ha! That's something else
again! It has a cultivated taste, as they say, it knows what it wants. A heart doesn't choose, and one always
ends up by loving."

Colette writings were on my wish list as long as I can remember. Her life and ideas of sexual liberation
enthralled me with the very thought of it being played in the early 19th century. To pine for such
independence, moreover live it to the fullest fancies me as even today in this post-modernization era sexual
taboos thrive with the strongest clout.

Colette’s writings are a bit peculiar and candid without being mechanically strategize to create a pre-planned
ambience. The exceptional quality can be observed in this book. Colette focuses on the eternal pursuit of
jouissance, an extreme pleasure to pacify the bodily hunger with a prevailing element of love. She questions
the legitimacy of love when engulfed with sexual bliss develops into an expression of narcissism or self-
obsessed endeavor. All her characters in this novel are in a never ending pursuit of love defining their own
rules yet never seem to have a happy ending. The several protagonists varying from:-

Charlotte:- a 45 yr old woman who tries her best to hide her true feelings from her ravishing young lover.
Renee Vivien:- Seek for acceptance and love in her several lesbian relationships, ultimately rendering to
commit suicide with a lonely heart.
Lady Eleanor:- who live a quaint and indiscernible life with her companion Sarah for 53 years.
Pepe:- A Spaniard of nobility who was in love with rugged men in blue overalls.

All of them are chained in sexual inhibitions and failing miserably in achieving self- satisfaction over sought
after pleasures. Colette’s notion of the quest to attain pure jouissance brings rejection and vacant
contentment solidifying the “impurity” of any relationship.

Colette’s scripts are not strictly feminist or homosexual values; it is a novel implicating the idea of women
flouting societal norms of conventional sex, power and love, by discovering their sexuality. Her open
acknowledgement of homosexuality as a legitimate and external character and androgynous women
delineates her rebellious temperament in a sexually repressed era. Colette’s callous abnegation for “normal”
people is reflected in the following excerpt:-

"The viewpoint of "normal" people is not so very different. I have said that what I particularly liked in the
world of my "monsters" where I moved in that distant time was the atmosphere that banished women, and I
called it "pure."
"O monsters, do not leave me alone. . . I do not confide in you except to tell you about my fear of being
alone, you are the most human people I know, the most reassuring in the world. If I call you monsters, then
what name can I give to the so-called normal conditions that were foisted upon me? Look there, on the wall,
the shadow of that frightful shoulder, the expression of that vast back and the neck swollen with blood. . . O
monsters do not leave me alone. . ."

The book reveals the restless soul of disgruntled relationships, similar to what Colette experienced in her



Read and Download Ebook The Pure and the Impure...

PDF File: The Pure and the Impure... 15

personal life. With two failed marriages and feral affairs she constantly longed for approval and love just like
her characters. Thus, I wonder whether ‘love’ is the purity of pleasurable impurity.


