Colette

An Eye for Textiles
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The French writer Colette (1873–1954) is

now best known for her novels—some of them
slight (Gigi, for example) and others far more
substantial (La Vagabonde, La Naissance du
jour), but she had many strings to her bow. She
wrote regularly as a journalist in the daily and
periodical press, and though not generally a
reporter, she had a keen eye for contemporary
mores as they played out in the early part of
the twentieth century. In particular, she was
what we would call now an arts journalist. In
this capacity, a major part of her writing career
was devoted to les arts du spectacle, musical
performances and the cinema in the period
before World War One, the theatre for decades
after that, public gatherings and events in the
streets of Paris, and importantly during the
1920s, vestimentary fashion. It is to this last
category that I attend here.1
In exploring fashion Colette brings all
her observational talents to bear on the
transformation of women in modernity. Many
people have pointed out over the years that
Colette was not a ‘feminist’, in the sense of
being militant, or even particularly sympathetic
to the access of women to professional and
other roles in public life. But she herself was
primarily a journalist, and she used this
position to pursue her interest in women in
their daily engagement with the conditions of
modern urban life. Most significantly, it is in
Colette’s journalistic writing, far more than

in her novels, that we find her examining the
evolution of femininity and revealing for us
one of the deep paradoxes of modernism: at
the same time as women were laying claim
to various forms of emancipation, they were
lending themselves to the role of visual
object in new, informal though not unstated,
sumptuary laws. They had been used in this
way throughout the nineteenth century,
of course, when the sobriety of men’s dress
asserted equality, and the display of women’s
dress its opposite. A similar paradox is evident
in the early twentieth century, but within the
feminine realm: here the form of the dress
appears to assert freedom, but its materiality—
how it is worn, and what it is made of—have
other things to say. I have written elsewhere
about how the dress is worn.2 In this essay I
am concerned with what the dress is made
of. In an era remarkable for its conspicuous
consumption, the inventiveness of the textile
arts, their sumptuous richness in all senses,
and the luxury of their use in ephemera good
for a single season are the components of an
assertion of social dominion. This assertion is
made by the women who display them—and
who are displayed by them.
These art textiles of the 1920s are familiar
to us through their likenesses in picture books,
whether these be catalogues of exhibitions or
academic studies.3 Such books purvey splendid,
deeply pleasurable images, but they cannot give
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Fig. 1 Callot Soeurs,
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dress of printed silk
voile, lamé petticoat
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belt, Paris, ca. 1922.
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us the feel of these precious stuffs. Indeed, even
outside the books, they are seldom available
to the touch. Rare indeed is the museum
that would authorise a laying-on of hands.
So it has interested me to ask whether, in her
descriptions, Colette gives a place to tactility,
or whether her writing is primarily a writing
of the visual. I shall argue that, in general, the
latter is the case, but that the restriction to
visuality is no mere oversight on her part. It is
a significant aspect of her analysis of fashion,
and of that special dimension of it which is the
art of textiles, that she shows why it matters to
understand it as an art of spectacle.
I write ‘analysis’—Colette’s ‘analysis’ of
the art of textiles—for two reasons, of which
the first is polemical. In general, Colette
should, but does not, count as a major figure
in French literary modernism. This is partly
because much of her journalism is devoted to
fleeting moments, to ephemera and to women’s
business. Yet surely we should be suspicious of
such dismissals. Like a latter-day Baudelaire,
Colette’s attention to the momentary is devoted
to recording the everyday and to capturing
the non-monumental, but it is the feminine
everyday, ‘girls’ talk’ made remarkable. She
finds, or makes, art from subjects and materials
that do not have the status of high art. To
dismiss her for doing so is to remain within a
certain canon (that is, a rule concerning what
counts as Art); it is to fail utterly to understand
the extent to which Colette contributes to the
contestation of that canon.
My second reason consists in asking the
‘speech act’ question: what is she doing by
writing what she writes? This is a question
about genre. Colette’s attention to textiles is
the work of a cultural critic. She is interested
in the temporality of fashion; she is interested
in modes of production and consumption and
their commercial conditions; she is interested
in the relation between handwork and machine
work; she is interested in the luxury market and
in the moulding of women and of femininity
by industrial modernity. Granted, she develops
no theory of such things; my point is that
what she sees, what she makes us see, is far
more ramified than a simple image. But, on
reflection, ‘analysis’ is inappropriately used for
Colette’s modes of writing and engaging with
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her materials: she reads the moment, she reads
the desires and the fears and the playthings of
that moment; she reads its arts and its crafts,
its self-delusions and its hypocrisies. Colette’s
writing is not cast in the analytical mode: it is
satirical, and it is ekphrastic.
Ekphrasis has many places or functions
in literature, and we are most often drawn
to its use as a mise en abyme. But another
crucial function is in criticism of the visual
arts; the critic is expected to bring to the
gaze of her readers the visible object in all its
vividness. In Colette’s writing, this function
is associated with a second tradition inherited
from the ancient world: this is satire, a genre

that serves in Roman letters as the setting
for literary criticism. Only on the basis of a
pointed description could the critic ground his
judgements of a work, or of an author. We find
something of this sort at the beginning of the
Ars Poetica of Horace, when the poet invites
his reader to ‘Imagine a painter who wanted
to combine a horse’s neck with a human head,

the fashion parade. One is from the women
whose desire to possess the dresses is solicited
by the spectacle; the other is from their male
companions, who note particular features of
the styling, as they would ‘the characteristics
of a school of painting’ (‘Mannequins’, p. 1117).
Colette’s interest in this piece is with the
mannequin. The aesthetic gaze of the men

(left)
Fig. 2 Betty Joel,
furnishing fabric of
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silk, France, 1928.
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and then clothe the miscellaneous collection
of limbs with various kinds of feathers, so
that what started out at the top as a beautiful
woman ended in a hideously ugly fish.’4 He
goes on to draw his lessons from this failed
attempt at creative ingenuity. Roman literary
criticism was satirical because it made didactic
use of exempla, and the passage from Horace
shows the potential for this practice to extend
into the arena of the visual arts. When
description goes beyond itself to ask questions
of its objects and their social conditions, to
investigate them as behaviours encapsulating
values, it blends scopic pleasure with satire.
Colette, I shall argue, is writing criticism in
this rather lofty sense.
However, it is important not to confuse
criticism with the aesthetic gaze. In the
following description, Colette discerns two
quite different responses to the rhetoric of

disguises—as it always has done—a far more
predatory attitude:
Parmi les formes modernisées de la plus
luxueuse industrie, le mannequin, vestige
d’une barbarie voluptueuse, est comme un
proie chargée de butin. (‘Mannequins’, p. 1118.)
(Set amongst the modernised forms of this,
the most luxurious industry, the mannequin
is a vestige of pleasure-taking barbarity,
preyed upon for the booty she bears.)
Furthermore, mannequins, passive instruments
of the designer, are caught up in a ‘demoralising
vocation’ whereby pretty girls with no money
are used to display the outward signs of wealth
(‘Mannequins’, p. 1118).
Colette’s observations of this ambiguous
profession include her concern with the
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reduction of the physical body to pure image:
‘elle est la conquête des regards … la passive
réalisation d’une idée’ (the conquest of the gaze
… passively projecting an idea). If the task of
the mannequin is to address the artwork to
the men, and the mirage of the perfect, and
purchasable, body to the women, it is clear that
Colette’s interest in them is not assimilable to
either of these positions. She is interested in
these women as working women, and in the
instrumentalising of their femininity—indeed,
their sexuality—in the economics of desire.
So I return to the place of fabric in this
economy. Fashion is a luxury industry,
and Colette points out that the simpler
and skimpier the style of dress, the more
extravagant the textiles (‘Mannequins’, p. 1116).
Some designers are known for the richness of
their use of embroidery, while others work on
the assumption that their customers—like the
dandy of the early nineteenth century—may

(right)
Fig. 3 Steiner
& Co., printed
cotton voile
dress fabric,
Manchester,
England, 1920.
GIVEN BY THE
MANCHESTER DESIGN
REGISTRY.
© VICTORIA AND
ALBERT MUSEUM,
LONDON.
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well find it more tasteful, and more aristocratic,
to avoid ostentation. These are the weavers.
Figures 1 and 2 show this contrast.
Colette describes something like the fabric of
figure 2 as a fiction, the finest of silk hand-woven
to imitate the comfort, the discreet patternings
of woollen cloth (‘Soieries’, pp. 1177–78).
The choice of fabric was not confined to the
alternative between beading and embroidery
on the one hand, and weaving on the other.
Printed designs were all the rage, whether
on cotton, on satin or on silk velvet. In a
description of her fictional friend Valentine
(whose function is to represent everything that
Colette is not), we see that Colette’s interest
lies in the multiple dimensions of fashion, not
merely in the look of the thing. Fashion is a set
of behaviours—‘it’s chic to pop in on a friend
four hundred kilometres from Paris, looking
as though you’ve just turned up while taking
a walk’ (‘Vendangeuses’, pp. 1129–30). She is

noting the new casualness of visits given and
received. And fashion is also a relation with
the seasons, but in this case, that relation is
ﬁctional: the grape harvest is all the rage this
year, but not as an activity. It is a tableau printed
on cotton. Fashion is an urban phenomenon,
depending upon the practical separation of
urban life from rural realities. This separation
is both geographical and a matter of attention,
the involvement of persons in place and time:
Valentine simply does not see the landscape
she is visiting, just as the hunting outﬁt in ‘Poil
et plume’ (p. 1133), is not made for hunting: it
comports boots in glove leather, and a snow
white crèpe de Chine shirt which, Colette
remarks, would give the game all the warning
they would need to get away in time.
I wonder, too, if Colette is not making a
further point: like Valentine who has popped in
to show oﬀ the grape-harvesting outﬁt, fashion
is always just visiting, always a ‘tableau’, always

is not just about the look; it is about citation:
the master couturier ‘sings the praises of the
needlecraft of our grandmothers’ (‘Le Maître’,
pp. 927–28) and speaks of his ‘amusing little
touches’. The incongruity of the mix of knitting
with silk is similar to the decontextualised
tableau of Valentine’s little print; ‘la constante
prospection de l’avenir’ uses the past as a
repository of novelty. ‘Waiting for spring’,
the roses of a printed silk allude to a pictorial
tradition which was the taste of our mothers in
1880 (‘Soieries’, p. 1177), while alongside citation
from the past, we also ﬁnd citation from distant
traditions of the textile arts, Persian carpets,
for example (‘Soieries’, p. 1177).
It is in design, speciﬁcally in fabric design,
that the high visual arts meet the consumer
market, and here that the paradoxical
temporality of fashion mediates taste, and hence
desires both ﬂeeting and intense. The title of
the fashion magazine Art-Goût-Beauté seems

DESIGN BRINGS TOGETHER THE IMPER ATIVES OF NOVELT Y
AND THE FA MILIAR RE A SSUR ANCE OF ME MORY …

arbitrary in that it is divorced from the patterns it
borrows. Its own context—and the absence of the
context to which it alludes—is registered in its
temporality: it is ‘une constante prospection de
l’avenir’ (constantly prospecting for the future).
Nevertheless, this prospecting is marked
by the citation and recycling of the past. It is
precisely in, and through, the temporality of
fashion that modernity is always already postmodern. In one place Colette ponders the use
of new machinery for embroidery; in another,
she notes that a master couturier has decided
to adorn his creation with ‘une ﬂeur verte, en
laine tricotée, d’où pend une grappe saugrenue
de cerises bleues, en laine tricotée, sommée de
trois feuilles noires, en laine tricotée’ (a green
ﬂower in knitted wool, from which dangles a
preposterous bunch of blue cherries, in knitted
wool, surmounted by three black leaves, in
knitted wool).5 Her judgement coincides
with Chanel’s, whom she quotes elsewhere
as being horriﬁed at the idea of adding ‘little
doohickeys’ to ﬁne fabrics that can stand on
their own two feet (‘Chanel’).6 But again, this

to aspire to a traditional synthesis, while the
juxtaposition on its cover of nostalgic nosegays
and a bold geometric design is audacious.
Cultural memory does not provide the
ground for continuity so much as a collection
of motifs that can be quoted. Design brings
together the imperatives of novelty and the
familiar reassurance of memory, of memories:
they are souvenirs from another place and
time. Both these dimensions—novelty and
nostalgia—are to be found not only in the
visual design, but also in the technical
conditions of textile production. Thus, when
the master deposits a knitted ornament on
a silk dress, he is citing a manner of making.
Its opposite can be found in the strangest of
textile innovations. Colette’s satire is at its most
hilarious in this sort of case:
Le roi des tisseurs ne se borne pas à
inventer des tissus, il invente aussi leurs
noms. Néologismes hardis, sons aussi
riches que l’arabesque, aussi doux que la
laine thibétaine, vous caressez l’oreille
Humanities Australia 29

d’une harmonie qui participe de la sauvage
mélopée et de la fumisterie …
(Not content with creating fabrics, the
weaver king also creates their names.
My ears swoon to audacious neologisms,
sounds as rich as an arabesque and as soft as
Tibetan wool, their harmonies a wild mix of
recitative and trumpery.)
The juxtaposition of ‘mélopée’ with
‘fumisterie’—of the high-brow allusion to
antiquity with the radical absence of serious
content—pointedly reﬂects, as it reﬂects on, the
pretentious innovations of fashion. Her ears
lulled to the point of phonetic tipsiness, when
Colette reproduces, then mimics, this lexical
inventiveness, she is not merely engaged in
mockery, she is having—and making—fun.7
It is no mere coincidence that textile
invention is accompanied by textual
innovation: this is the period of the rise
of advertising and the fashion magazine. It
is also the period in which handwork was
industrialised, and in which looking was
subject to new technical conditions as a
result of electric lighting. As ever, Colette’s
attention to fabrics is ﬁrmly set in the material
conditions of their display. She gives us to
understand not only that fashion was the object
of representation in advertising, not only that
textiles themselves represented the world in
which they were displayed, but also that they

the ﬁrmament, their very brilliance rendering
them insubstantial. However, these ‘chocolate
wrapper’ dresses have the most unfortunate
eﬀect of reacting badly with body odour. The
dancers smell, writes Colette, like badly kept
silverware or the cloths used to polish copper
(‘Arrière-saison’, pp. 1163–64).
With characteristically careless misogyny,
Colette remarks that women’s senses are
‘unreﬁned’. Yet what we may nevertheless learn
from this throw-away line about women in this

IT IS NO MERE COINCIDENCE THAT TE X TILE INVENTION IS ACCOMPANIED BY TE X T UAL
INNOVATION: THIS IS THE PERIOD OF THE RISE OF ADVERTISING AND THE FA SHION M AGA ZINE .

(above right)
Fig. 4 Cover of
Colette et la mode,

éditions Plume
(Calmann-Lévy,
1991).

were, to borrow a term from Roman Jakobson,
‘autotelic’: they were designed to contribute
technically to their own spectacularisation. Ever
a creature of the theatre, Colette intimates that
the vogue for lamé was a response to artiﬁcial
light: ‘Que d’or, et d’argent, et de cuivre rouge,
mêlés à la soie!’ (All this gold, silver, and red
copper lamé with silk!) (‘Soieries’, p. 1176), she
exclaims, again noting the incongruity of silk
overlaid by metal: these precious stuﬀs were
made for artiﬁcial lighting which they reﬂected
back. The wearers of these garments became
themselves the source of light, the stars in
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period is that their very attention to their own
bodies is so controlled by the fashion industry
that they become eﬀectively oblivious to any
sense other than that of sight. Colette suggests
that the use of lamé is determined by the
conditions of its display under artiﬁcial light.
With its insensitivity to smell, and indeed to
tactility, with its tableaux and its placement in
tableaux, Colette shows fashion to be an art of
pure visuality, and the sensuality of women is
reduced accordingly.
‘Le luxe féminin’ is ‘exhibé’ she writes.
Fashion parades are the obvious way in

which this pure visuality is theatricalised
(‘Mannequins’, pp. 1116–17), but if the salons
were theatrical spaces, the very bodies of the
models were gallery walls, showing their rustic
scenes and anything else that could be turned
to the purposes of pure decoration:
Ah! ce dos! Quatre-vingts centimètres de
dos, sans pinces ni pli. Monsieur le Brodeur,
souriez: voici de quoi vous ébattre. Brodez,
sur ce dos vertigineux, des pagodes, des
fruits, des chiﬀres arabes, des scènes
champêtres, des frises pompéiennes et des
automobiles. (‘Trop court’, p. 1139)
(Oh that back! Eighty centimetres of smooth,
untucked and unpleated back! Monsieur
Embroiderer, rub your hands and smile. On
this vertiginous back you can embroider
pagodas and fruit, Arabian calligraphy and
rural scenes, cars and Pompeian friezes.)
Is there a prohibition on touch? Even the maître
de couture does not handle his design—let alone
his client—during a ﬁtting. He does not feel the
fabric (‘Le Maître’, p. 926). However, there is a
counter-example, the matchless Chanel (‘Chanel’,
p. 743) whose salon is a workroom; Chanel, her
mouth full of pins, ‘sculpts’ her customer:
Chanel travaille des dix doigts, de l’ongle,
du tranchant de la main, de la paume, de
l’épingle et des ciseaux, à même le vêtement,
qui est une vapeur blanche à longs plis,
éclaboussé de cristal taillé. (‘Chanel’, p. 744)
(Chanel works not only with pins and
scissors, but with her ﬁngers, her nails, the
side of her hand as well as the palm, right up
against a fabric that is made of mist splashed
with crystals.)
On her knees, using her arms, Chanel is a
craftswoman engaged in physical work like that
of a laundress whose task is to care for fabric.
She designs the intimate relation of the body
with that fabric, with its fall and its feel. She
is the very opposite of the pretentious maître
whose only concern is with novelty and look.
Nevertheless, the look and looking are our
business, and Colette’s concern with them is

not so much to condemn them but to make
us understand their centrality in fashion.
Fashion is one of the arts of spectacle, and
it fulﬁls its role there primarily through the
fabrics themselves. In one of the ﬁnest pieces
of ekphrastic writing she has given us, Colette
describes what she saw at a showing of fabrics.
We are not dealing here with the mannequins
and their audience, but with the exhibition of
the raw materials as such. Long before they
arrive at Chanel’s workshop, they are art in
their own right.
In the following, I dwell at some length on a
single piece, entitled ‘Soieries’:
D’une obscurité profonde, où parfois glisse
le reﬂet lent qui éclaircit les sources aux
eaux abondantes et paresseuses, monte
une ombelle énorme, une sorte d’astre. Son
dôme, qui affleure la surface de l’eau, porte
les couleurs du bégonia ardent, de la rose
sanguine, ses bords noyés redescendent
au rouge du métal chauﬀé, au grenat que
l’ombre violace. Derrière la ﬂottante créature
empourprée, une ramille traînante, digitée,
d’un vert d’algue se balance …
Il ne s’agit pourtant que d’un velours, et
d’une ﬂeur imprimée. L’auteur du dessin
assure: ‘C’est un pivot …’, et il le croit. Mais
moi je sais bien que ventrue, ombiliquée,
segmentée délicatement, frangée, et
remorquant une traîne ﬁlamenteuse, sa ﬂeur
est une méduse. Si je dis au dessinateur que
c’est une méduse, il protestera, sur un ton
digne d’artiste incompris. La mer originelle
est loin de nous. Le monstre ou la ﬂeur
qu’elle enfante en notre esprit émergent,
comme fait le fruit de la châtaigne d’eau,
au bout d’une tige si longue que nous
ne pensons plus à sa racine submergée.
Mais la beauté de la matière ouvrée révèle
le secret d’une inspiration: au sein d’un
velours riches en moires, touché du reﬂet
aquatique qui court sur une surface buveuse
de lumière, le pavot est devenu méduse.
(‘Soieries’, p. 1175)
(A deep dark, shot through from time to time
by a gleam like those in slow-moving springs:
rising there, an enormous umbel, a sort of
star, with a dome brushing the surface of
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Fig. 5 Raoul Dufy,
woodblockprinted cretonne
furnishing fabric –
La Danse, France,
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the water, coloured like a brilliant begonia,
a blood-red rose, its submerged edges taking
on the hues of heated metal, or a garnet
turned mauve by the shadows. Behind this
ﬂoating, purple creature, swaying ﬁngers,
tendrils as green as seaweed.
Yet it is only a printed ﬂower on velvet.
The artist is certain that it is a poppy. But
I know better: bulging, omphaloidal, ﬁnely
segmented, its fringe and the ﬁlaments
trailing behind it, his ﬂower is a jelly-ﬁsh.
And if I tell him so, he will protest like
a misunderstood painter. Far away is its
origin in the sea. Like the fruit of the water
chestnut, the monster, the ﬂower born from
it in our mind’s eye emerges from the tip of
a stem so long that we forget its underwater
root. But the beauty of the worked material
reveals the secret of the inspiration: in the

heart of a rich moiré velvet, touched by the
watery gleam that runs across a surface
thirsty for light, the poppy transﬁgured has
become a medusa.)
Colette describes the image as if she was
describing the real thing: we have a modern
version of the story of Zeuxis’ grapes. But
the reality eﬀect denounces itself as the art
of illusion: it’s nothing but a ﬂower printed
on velvet. Furthermore, as Andrew Sprague
Becker notes in his ﬁne book on the Greek art
of ekphrasis, ‘ekphrasis describes an experience
of representations, not just their appearance’.8
This experience was physical—Colette tells us
that she found it just too much at times—and
it was an experience of interpretation. Thus
Colette’s reading of the image diﬀers from
the artist’s intentions. As in the tableau of
the grape harvest, we are a long way from the
sea. This is worked material whose art is such
that it produces not just a realist illusion, but
a metaphor which then deconstructs itself as
a simile. Similes draw attention to themselves
as a verbal art, and as Colette shifts between
the double illusion—the realism of the ﬁrst
image, its metaphorical transformation as the
fleur-méduse—she requires us to read her own
art. We are required thereby to note that this
is a verbal text. Ekphrasis draws attention to
itself, to the fact that it is diﬀerent from the
experience of viewing. It is made of words while
the image is made of moiré velvet.
One of the ways in which ekphrasis draws
attention to itself is by drawing attention, as
Becker puts it, not only to the referent of the
image, but also to the relation of that referent
to the artisan and the artistry: in the case
of Achilles’ shield, this is achieved through
the medium of worked metal;9 in the case of
Colette’s fabrics, it may be the weaver’s art, or
it may be the new-fangled machines that have
come to replace handwork:
Les roses que je froisse baignent dans
une brume légère, dans un air tremblant
de chaleur, et je songe aux miraculeuses
machines dont le doigt d’acier, posant ici un
reﬂet de nacre, ici une goutte de lumière, ici
le vert miroir d’une feuille mouillée, ne se
trompe jamais. (‘Soieries’, p. 1177)
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(The roses I rumple bathe in a ﬁne mist, in
an atmosphere trembling with heat; I think
about the miraculous machines, their steel
ﬁngers placing glints of mother-of-pearl,
drops of light, the green reﬂecting surface of
a wet leaf, unerring.)
Another example makes these two aspects of
ekphrasis very clear: Colette describes both
the material art of the material, and her own
experience of viewing it: she has to touch it to
understand how the illusion is produced, she
has to show us both the image, and how she
deciphered it. As she is ‘separated’ from the
roses by an ‘illusion of mist’, so are we separated
from the experience of seeing; as she is drawn
in, so are we. And as she multiplies her similes
and her metaphors, so are we left with a double
art of words, one that interposes itself like ‘a
spider’s web in ﬁne silver’ between us and the
fabric, and yet reveals it to us (‘Soieries’, p. 1176).
We have visual metaphors here, but we also
have metaphors of the visual:
Je vois qu’on aime ici une certaine sorte
de fantasmagorie, de duperie optique qui
est bien près de l’humour. Des avenues de
pastilles multicolores, énormes, vous giﬂent
l’œil, puis s’en vont selon la décroissance
vertigineuse des réverbères nocturnes. Un
jeu de lignes creuse, sur un crêpe candide,
de trompeuses perspectives, et sur un autre
crêpe l’œil embrasse à vol d’oiseau, comme
du haut d’un avion, des cimes et des cimes
d’arbres, des frondaisons crépues que
souligne un petit trait, un bleu vif d’éclair.
(‘Soieries’, p. 1176)
(I see here a taste for phantasmagoria, for
optical tricks, that borders on humour.
Avenues of huge multi-coloured pastilles
assault you, then grow smaller, like street
lights in the distance. Plays of curved lines
on crepe, trompe l’oeil perspectives, then, on
another crepe, in a bird’s eye view as from an
airplane, the eye surveys mile upon mile of
tree canopy interspersed with curly fronds
underlined in bright blue.)
Yet the textile arts are diﬀerent from the
textual arts, seeing is diﬀerent from reading. In
my ﬁnal example, Colette draws our attention

to those diﬀerences by drawing a parallel
between them as arts. Discovering the ‘artists’
tricks’, Colette reveals her own by mentioning
the very business of lexical choice as she writes:
‘if I may put it this way’. She does not merely
create the metaphors and similes for how an
‘invisible grey’ aﬀects the experience of seeing
the profusion of colours; she also asks us to
note them in their quality of stylistic tropes. In
our experience of reading, what is this ‘invisible
grey’, if not the line of writing and its unnoticed
powers? The accumulation of riches is matched
by the lists and the repetitions—‘all this gold,
embroidered with gold, on a gold background’—
which make fun of themselves as they distance
the reader from the experience of glut, keeping
her attention as the writer’s art defers the
moment when we must look away.
Colette was a professional critic, and it is in
this capacity that she attends the exhibitions
and visits the showrooms. I have sought to
convey an inkling of the writing work that she
took this to involve. It is an art of words that
describes what she sees and makes us see it; it
mediates the image through its own art; and it
is an art of satire that takes us into the social
and the cultural issues that are raised by ‘la
plus luxueuse industrie’. This satire is both
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deeply serious, and very funny, and the people
who invited her into their salons were quite
aware of the risks they were taking. Recall the
maître de couture who knows full well who she
is, and ‘poses, not knowing whether to expect a
ﬂattering portrait from me, or a caricature’ (‘Le
Maître’, p. 927).
Colette’s attention, however, is not merely
drawn to individuals with dodgy taste. Her
critique reaches farther into the whole textile
industry. We have read her describing fabrics;
they are sometimes absurd, sometimes sublime,
always the object of the most exquisite verbal
attention. But fabrics are also tactile, an
experience of the skin. Colette’s eye for textiles
is an eye for how the visual has overridden all
the other senses—not merely that it has done
so, but how. Industrial modernity and the drive
to innovation do have the strangest eﬀects.
From her matchless hands comes, in fine, a
biting critique of fashion as industry and as
fetish. She notes dyed marabou feathers, which
are, moreover, shaven: why not shave a chicken,
she asks, or pluck an angora?
Étrange industrie que celle qui s’empare
d’une parure animale duveteuse, légère,
chaude, suave au toucher, pour la détruire
par la chimie ou l’électricité, et proclamer
ensuite: ‘Voyez cette peau méconnaissable,
dont nous avons fauché l’herbe vivante
et laissé le chaume! Voyez ce balai quasi
chauve.’ (‘Nouveautés’, p. 1158)
(What a strange industry this is, to take
possession of some animal ﬁnery—light,
downy, warm, soft to the touch—only
to subject it to chemical or electrical
destruction, and then to proclaim: ‘Behold
this unrecognisable skin. We have mown
down the living grass to the straw beneath.
Behold this balding broom!’)
¶
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This is a somewhat condensed version of a chapter
to appear with the same title in The Art of the Text,
ed. by Susan Harrow (Cardiﬀ: University of Wales
Press, 2013), ch. 8.
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