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Excerpt from All the Time in the World

A Note About the Author




 


I don’t know what I may seem to the world, but, as to myself, I seem to have been only like a boy playing on the seashore, and diverting myself in now and then finding a smoother pebble or a prettier shell than ordinary, whilst the great ocean of truth lay all undiscovered before me.

—SIR ISAAC NEWTON
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Great effort has been made to be certain that all the information found in this book is factual, accurate, and up-to-date, as well as amusing. Notification of any errors or inaccuracies would be greatly appreciated: queries@encyclopediaoftheexquisite.com.
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INTRODUCTION
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This book first took form in my grade-school jewelry box, designed to look like a small birdcage with a faux canary swinging behind brass bars. In its shallow drawer I kept a prism that made rainbows, two Mexican pesos, an unusually large acorn cap, a miniature seashell, the face of my father’s old Timex, and a sample vial of Patou’s Joy—all my treasures.

The word “exquisite” comes from the Latin verb exquīrěre, to search out, or to seek. It means uncommon delicacies, carefully selected, and the kind of beauty that can “excite intense delight or admiration,” as explained in The Oxford English Dictionary. For many years, I wrote for a slick magazine, trying my best to invoke that sense of delight by lending a fashion designer’s story haute romance, giving a new shop an old pedigree, or dusting off an antique idea to make it sparkle anew. Becoming part of the luxe fantasy was as easy as swiping a credit card. That is, if you could afford it. But in real life, in my life, I didn’t make enough to land the fancy trinkets I wrote about. I was Holly Golightly with my nose pressed against the glass.

While those years taught me to recognize beauty of all kinds, to respect it, and to allow myself the time to ponder the exquisite, by contrast, this book is an ode to life’s many luxuries that don’t require much spending. It’s about how knowing the royal lineage of a common Bartlett pear or the origins of the top hat can make you feel rich, and about how learning the history of the Japanese kimono or of confetti can turn the world vast and strange.

The earliest encyclopedias, like Pliny the Elder’s thirty-seven-volume Natural History (first century AD), celebrated nature’s marvels, describing fantastic creatures of Africa and Asia, incredible gemstones, and miraculous plants. Similarly, Renaissance authors compiled books of knowledge with an exotic bent, like cabinets of curiosities assembled by the nobility. They’re brimming with mysterious artifacts, religious relics, and intriguing clockworks, presented alongside the occasional unicorn tusk. This spirit of renewing old sources of beauty guided my search.

My encyclopedia is also like its predecessors in that its scope is far-flung, extravagant, and maybe a little eccentric. And like those early books, it’s also very personal. Wikipedia represents the accumulated knowledge of the general public. These entries sprang directly from a file I kept on my desk, bulging with scribbled scraps, Xeroxed articles, quotes, and curious images I’d come across—anything that lit a spark, or excited “intense delight.” In my mind I called the collection “Why I Like It Here,” “here” meaning on the planet. If I was having a bad day, flipping through the file could sweep me into a dreamy demimonde where things didn’t seem so bad.

Yet, unlike the couture collections and black-tie balls I wrote about for my job, many of these pieces of ephemera illuminated an esoteric world independent of big-ticket luxury, and one that gave off an aura of wonder that was even more beguiling. I’ve often found myself defending frivolity when in serious-minded company. This book is an homage to frivolity—though again, I don’t mean the empty gesture of spending too much: doing something frivolous means doing something pretty and purposeless. And what better reason to do something than for no reason at all? I believe it’s essential.

At every step along the way, the obscure, exquisite, and twinkling facts I gleaned filled my notebooks, fueled my imagination, and delivered an exhilaration that splurging on some new bauble could never do. To me these carefully compiled tales of folly are the treasures that make it all worthwhile.
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The art of hot-air ballooning

By 6 A.M. carriages blocked the road from Paris to Versailles, where a fire raged in the château’s courtyard one September morning in 1783. Black smoke funneled into a heaving aerostatic machine, the bulk of it painted blue with gold curlicues. The hot-air balloon, as it is now known, was slowly swelling and coming to life.

King Louis XVI and Marie Antoinette stood by. People crowded the streets watching the sky. Spectators climbed onto nearby rooftops and filled every window of the château, as attendants placed a trio of passengers into the balloon’s basket—a duck, a sheep, and a rooster, history’s first aeronauts. Up they went, drifting for eight minutes before sinking into the woods, where a recovery crew on horseback raced to find them. Dazed, but otherwise unharmed, the pilgrims were presented to the king, who was so pleased he promptly ordered the creatures cooked for his dinner.

The balloon, invented by the enterprising French brothers Joseph-Michel Montgolfier (1740–1810) and Jacques-Étienne Montgolfier (1745–1799), was inspired, Joseph claimed, by seeing Madame Montgolfier’s chemise fluttering as it dried near the fire. A month after the first flight, it was the first contraption to ferry humans into the “aerian ocean,” when the twenty-six-year-old daredevil Pilâtre de Rozier (1754–1785) rose to a height of eighty feet in a Montgolfier balloon held in place by ropes.

Still, no one had flown untethered. The king had decreed that only a condemned inmate could fly freely, in exchange for a pardon. But, working his connections at court, de Rozier convinced King Louis that aerostation was safe, and Louis watched from below in the Bois de Boulogne park as Rozier and his aristocratic copilot the Marquis d’Arlandes (1742–1809) climbed aboard their aerostatic machine.
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They lifted off without a sound. “I was surprised at the silence and the absence of movement which our departure caused among the spectators,” wrote the marquis, who, admittedly, wasn’t a great pilot. “I was still gazing, when M. Rozier cried to me—‘You are doing nothing, and the balloon is scarcely rising a fathom.’ ” The two grabbed pitchforks and shoveled hay into the fire that kept their balloon filled with hot air, rising again. But only for a moment. The marquis took another break to stare at the marvelous Seine below. “ ‘If you look at the river in that fashion you will be likely to bathe in it soon,’ cried Rozier. ‘Some fire, my dear friend, some fire!’ ” They fell toward the Paris rooftops, just missing the bell towers of Saint-Sulpice.

One of Benjamin Franklin’s (1706–1790) more skeptical friends doubted the usefulness of the balloon, but Franklin, who was also watching the scene from below in the Bois that day, shot back, “What is the use of a newborn baby?” In truth, the hot-air balloon was impossible to steer, but it was lovely. Aerostation became all the rage. “We think of nothing here at present but of flying,” wrote one observer. “The balloons engross all attention.”

Eleven days later, a crowd of 400,000 turned out to see French physicist Jacques Charles (1746–1823) and his assistant Noël Robert take off from the Tuileries to ride in the boat-shaped wicker basket of their speedy hydrogen-powered aerostatic machine. The duo waved banners as they floated over the countryside and shouted to the astonished people below. “We cried, ‘Vive le Roi!’ ” wrote Charles. The people below shouted back, “My good friends, have you no fear? Are you not sick? How beautiful it is! Heaven preserve you! Adieu, my friends!” The pilots landed two hours and twenty-seven miles later, along the way dropping a blanket onto the dome of a church for fun.

In flying, Charles found perfect bliss. “How great is our good fortune!” he told Robert. “I care not what may be the condition of the earth; it is the sky that is for me now.”

[image: ] ALFRESCO

Out in the fresh air

Poised between civilization and the wild, picturesque picnicking and outdoor dining alfresco—“in the fresh air,” as the Italians say—offered stiff, cinched Victorians a chance to escape the city and to breathe. Chaperones kept an eye on young picnickers, but “even the rigidest disciplinarian will romp a little when there is green grass underfoot and a blue sky overhead,” as one writer pointed out. Alfresco etiquette was as loose as the tone of the sunny invitations. “Dear Jo, What ho!” began one fictional epistle, sent to Little Women’s Jo March and her sisters. “Some English boys and girls are coming to see me tomorrow, and I want to have a jolly time. If it’s fine, I’m going to pitch my tent at Longmeadow, and row up the whole crew to lunch and croquet;—have a fire, make messes, gypsy fashion, and all sorts of larks.”

Bolstered by flirtation, sunshine, and good food, the ancient Romans began the grand tradition. Average citizens celebrated festivals under giant tents, in imitation of the nomadic kings of the East, who traveled in sprawling tented cities. The wealthy put on deluxe banquets in their gardens, as rich Florentines of the Renaissance era would later do. During the Renaissance, even alfresco meals were exactingly formal. Servants hauled out a giant sideboard, and every dish on the long stone table was arranged symmetrically on top of a triple layer of fine damask cloth, right down to the perfumed finger bowls. The French took a self-consciously laid-back approach, heading outdoors in the eighteenth century with their fêtes champêtres, rosy pastoral parties celebrated by painters like Watteau, Fragonard, and Boucher. Silken Parisian ladies and their gallants ate at tables brought into the Tuileries, then lazed under the trees by the Seine.

At the end of the nineteenth century, before air-conditioning kept people indoors and before Prohibition corked the good times, the alfresco meal took on a dazzling urban veneer at New York’s flourishing rooftop cabarets. “From early June until late September nightfall brings to birth a new and fairy city on hotel tops,” one journalist wrote, “a city of pleasure, of suave shaded lights, of tinkling fountains, of gay music, song and dancing, of luxurious food and wine.”

At the block-long roof garden above Oscar Hammerstein’s Olympia Music Hall, swans glided on a faux lake and lovers cooed in the arbors under three thousand twinkling lights. The rooftop at the nearby Republic was done up like a Dutch farm, complete with a mini-windmill, a duck pond, and two live cows stationed outside a miller’s cottage where a stork’s nest was perched on the chimney. The most fabled of New York’s alfresco spots, however, was the sprawling pleasure garden atop the Hotel Astor on Times Square, which opened in 1905 and accommodated five thousand guests. Gazebos, mossy grottoes, and thousands of blooms—roses, Virginia creeper, moonflowers, and fuchsias—turned the place into paradise. Fountains sprayed water into the air. Fish swam in the lily pool, and the white-columned promenade ran on for a quarter of a mile.

With the addition of a glass-roofed restaurant situated under a waterfall, the Astor was still thriving in 1920. “Every New Yorker,” the New York Times reported that summer, “and every stranger in New York who can possibly make it is trying to get on some roof somewhere, somehow.”

[image: ] AMORINI AND PUTTI

Cupids, cherubs, and baby angels

The tumbling swarms of pudgy pink cupids fluttering through the artwork of the Renaissance and Baroque eras are known both as amorini, a diminutive of the Italian amore, or love, and as putti, a diminutive of putus, Latin for “boy child.” But their origins are as old as antiquity. Delivering messages for the Greek gods, the fleets of flying babies first took to their wings on the crowded sarcophagi of the fourth century BC. Known as erotes, these guardian sprites protected living humans, then ushered their souls to heaven. Putti were pixies with a taste for the finer things in life. They frolicked, boxed, wrestled, blew horns, or bowled hoops. They hauled heavy garland swags, celebrating wine’s delicious intoxication and the heft of the harvest, or otherwise cavorted around, dancing like dervishes.
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Recast as angels, cherubs flitted through early Christian imagery, though they fell out of favor during the Middle Ages, when artists took celestial inspiration from goddesses in long flowing gowns instead. They reappeared during the Renaissance, when the sculptor Donatello (1386–1466) fashioned a new breed of naughty putti as brazen as their bacchanalian ancestors. Most often, however, then as now, the amorini stood for earthly love in the form of Cupid, setting lovers aflame with mini-torches and targeting their hearts with his arrows.

Cupid hit a bull’s-eye in 1464, when Bartolomeo Benci, a young lover from Donatello’s hometown of Florence, fell in with Love’s winged crew. At carnival time, Benci costumed himself as Signor Amante (the inamorato), wearing a set of wings over his fashionable armor, and led through the streets a horse-driven love-themed carnival car mobbed with amorini figurines and topped with the image of a bleeding heart. A cavalcade of some 150 young men paraded behind him, and when they reached his sweetheart Marietta’s house they sang and shouted Love’s praises. Then, to prove the fierceness of his affection, Benci, with a sweeping gesture, threw his wings into the car and caused the whole thing to burst into flames, setting off devices that shot exploding arrows from the amorini’s tiny bows into the night sky. “And so it burned, and with such great shouting and thundering that the noise rose even to the stars,” wrote one witness. “One arrow indeed flew into the house of said lady, so that it was said that one had entered into her heart, a sign of her compassion for the said lover.” Having made his point plain, Benci took his leave, coaxing his horse backward until they were out of sight, never once turning his back on his beloved. We can only assume that they lived happily ever after.

[image: ] ATTITUDES

Bodily postures and poses implying an action or mental state

Although the auburn-haired muse Emma Hamilton (1765–1815) wasn’t born wealthy, bright, or ambitious, she made the most of her statuesque assets, posing for Regency England’s artists as a stand-in for ancient heroines—a fresh-faced Circe, a coy Medea, and, most often, a frolicsome bacchante. Artist George Romney (1734–1802), smitten, called Hamilton “superior to all womankind,” and during her early days in London he painted the runaway teenager dozens of times. His work was well received, but by transforming her goddess routine into a live performance—nimbly reenacting a brisk series of classical poses, her “Attitudes”—Hamilton caused a sensation across Europe.

A blacksmith’s daughter turned professional beauty, she worked her way through a string of aristocratic lovers before winding up in louche Naples as mistress to Sir William Hamilton (1730–1803), the recently widowed British ambassador. Sir William, whose keen eye for antiquities supplied treasures to the British Museum, hosted a constant stream of well-heeled visitors at his Palazzo Sessa overlooking the sea. He played tour guide, taking guests to Pompeii, and stepped in as an interior designer, fueling the taste for Greek revivalism by brokering antiques deals.

Doing her part to entertain their visitors, Emma slipped into a white gown and, working a shawl or a prop tambourine, posed rapid-fire in imitation of well-known Greek and Roman statues. She buried her face in sorrow one moment and flung out an arm in vamped victory the next. The legend of her Attitudes spread. “Sir William has actually married his gallery of statues,” Horace Walpole (1717–1797) said of their 1791 nuptials. Sir William was sixty to Emma’s twenty-six.

At the height of her reputation, Hamilton was, as the visiting poet Johann Wolfgang von Goethe (1749–1832) put it, “the universal prototype for heroines, muses and demigoddesses.” Artist Élisabeth Vigée-Lebrun (1755–1842), another lover of Greek art, just arrived from Paris, painted Emma as a bacchante and as Ariadne in 1790. But while she appreciated Emma’s antiquated beauty, Vigée-Lebrun judged Emma as having no style and “very little wit.”

Frankly, most sophisticates found her less than scintillating company. “No Grecian or Trojan princess could have had a more perfect or commanding form,” admitted Georgiana Cavendish, Duchess of Devonshire (1757–1806), though Emma was, she added, “coarse and vulgar.” William, Lord Beckford (1760–1844), called her “not at all delicate, ill-bred, affected.” Elizabeth Vassall Fox, Lady Holland (1770–1845), criticized Emma’s lower-class accent. “Just as she was lying down, with her head reclining upon an Etruscan vase to represent a water-nymph, she exclaimed in her provincial dialect ‘Don’t be afreared Sir Willum I’ll not crack your joug,’ ” Holland huffed. “I turned away disgusted.”

The Hamiltons took their act on the road at the turn of the century, touring Europe with Admiral Nelson, Emma’s lover, and inciting gossip along the way. Before long, however, both men were dead, and Emma arrived alone on French artist Vigée-Lebrun’s London doorstep.

Vigée-Lebrun was more successful than ever, having recently left Catherine the Great’s St. Petersburg court. Emma was obese, alcoholic, and desperate. Out of pity, the artist invited her former model to perform at a party for some visiting French nobles. Though Emma’s drinking shocked the Duc de Bourbon, once more her Attitudes did not fail. “She went from sorrow to joy, from joy to dread, so well and with such swiftness that we were all amazed,” Vigée-Lebrun wrote in her memoirs.

Nineteenth-century dance masters laid the foundation of classical ballet—another dynamic series of postures—on Hamilton’s Attitudes and the evocative poses she lifted from antiquity.

[image: ] BLACK

Black, the timeless color of mourning and of elegant restraint, is also the color of resistance, worn head to toe by both seventeenth-century religious reformers and 1960s-era revolutionaries. In imitation of the strict Catholic Spanish court of the 1600s, nobles across Europe adopted an austere all-black wardrobe, an unwavering sobriety carried on by Dutch merchants and English Puritans. Perky brights offended God, argued the Protestants, and anyone who wore them was “but a blowne bladder, painted over with so many colours, stuft full of pride and envy,” as one grumbled.

Centuries later, black epitomized the ascetic reserve so admired by Victorians. First among them, of course, was Queen Victoria (1819–1901), who buttoned herself into mourning clothes at age forty-two, when Prince Albert died, and was still dressed in black forty years later at her death. “A mourning dress does protect a woman while in deepest grief against the untimely gayety of a passing stranger,” one etiquette writer explained in 1884. “It is a wall, a cell of refuge.” Inspired by their queen, proper widows throughout the era shrouded themselves in black for two and a half years, from their black dresses to black gloves, and from jewelry made from jet—carved black coal—to black bonnets with crape streamers, and black veils. Their petticoats were slotted with black ribbon. Their stationery was bordered in black. Some even dressed their beds in black. And widows were expected to remain at home, lest seeing a mourner at a party snuff out everyone else’s fun.

But when mourning dresses began to follow fashion more closely in the 1860s, black took on a theatrical new edge. French actress Sarah Bernhardt (1844–1923), who kept an ebony coffin in her bedroom and lay in it “to learn my parts,” liked to wear black velvet gowns onstage. Silent-movie vamp Theda Bara (1885–1955) dressed in black to play the femme fatale, as did the film noir vixens who followed. All this set the stage for the success of Coco Chanel’s now-iconic Little Black Dress of the 1920s.

Few have worn black to better dramatic effect, however, than the women of the Black Panthers did in the 1960s, standing together at a rally shaking their fists in the air in sleek black skirts and knee-high boots with their Afros coaxed high, embodying the Black Is Beautiful ideal. Kathleen Cleaver (1945—), a diplomat’s daughter, dropped out of Barnard College to join the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee, and married founding Panther Eldridge Cleaver a year later. “At the time we weren’t running around thinking ‘we look cool,’ ” she remembered. “That wasn’t on the top of our minds.” Cleaver’s style was cool by necessity, as her limited wardrobe consisted of only one black dress, one black jacket, and one black skirt.

With the release of style-heavy films such as Cleopatra Jones, Shaft, and Superfly, the Panthers’ rebellious look turned trendy and nearly overshadowed their political agenda. But by then the real revolutionaries had moved on. Eldridge had been shot by California police. The Panthers’ slick separatist style was too easy to target. “The orders went out for everybody just to wear regular clothes,” said Cleaver. “We didn’t want to encourage police by standing out. So we just stopped wearing that stuff.”

[image: ]BLANCMANGE

A milky, sweet, almond-flavored pudding

Blancmange tastes like heaven. Creamy, fluffy, and sweet, it’s an old-fashioned white pudding flecked with ground almonds and scented with rose water. It’s easy enough to make, but it’s a little ritzy, too. Back in the fourteenth century, when going on a pilgrimage was rough and hiring a private chef for the trip was expensive, blancmange was one of the delicacies that made doing so worthwhile. Geoffrey Chaucer’s Cook in The Canterbury Tales, a rowdy, ribald Londoner, is known for his nasty temper and his questionable hygiene, but is redeemed by his blancmange: “That he made with the best.”

The dish, originally thickened with capon or chicken bones, probably came from Arabia to medieval Europe via Spain and appears in some of the oldest existing French cookbooks, grease-spattered manuscripts detailing refined menus of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, when aristocrats developed a taste for sugar. (Its name—whether blankmange, blancmanger, or blanc-mange—comes from the French: white, blanc, and to eat, manger.)

Naturally, France’s first true culinary star, chef Antonin Carême (1784–1833), was big on blancmange. Carême, a Left Bank urchin abandoned during the Revolution, cooked his way to the top with a chip on his shoulder, and, at the height of his career, created the wedding cake for Napoleon and his empress. His heavy, two-volume Le Pâtissier royal parisien includes his recipe for blancmange, which, at its best, is lighter than a crème brulée but richer than a mousse. When making the dessert at Château Rothschild, Carême pressed almond milk through a piece of silk. He spooned alternate layers of creamy pudding and fresh orange marmalade into hollowed-out orange peels, then arranged his clever concoctions into pyramids garnished with laurel leaves.

The fanciful dessert did not die with Carême. Like the famed chef, American photographer Solomon Carvalho (1815–1897) was devoted to blancmange. In 1853 he was invited by explorer John Frémont to document an expedition from Missouri to the Pacific, and, despite being a novice to the trail, signed on for the five-month trip. In the Rocky Mountains that winter, when temperatures fell to thirty degrees below zero and the snow was neck-high, food rations ran dangerously low. The men butchered their horses for meat when the time came. Then they took a solemn pledge not to eat each other.

On New Year’s Day, Carvalho, born in Charleston, South Carolina, did both Chaucer’s English pilgrims and the French chef Carême proud. Hidden in his luggage were two tin boxes: one filled with preserved eggs, the other with powdered milk. He mixed the contents together with arrowroot to thicken it, boiled up some snow, and made for the starving crew “as fine a blancmange as ever was mangéd on Mount Blanc,” he wrote to his wife. “The satisfaction and astonishment of the whole party cannot be portrayed when I introduced, as dessert, my incomparable blancmange …”
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Blancmange

from Dorie Greenspan’s Paris Sweets: Great Desserts from the City’s Best Pastry Shops


1 packet (2½ tsp) powdered gelatin

3 tbs cold water

1½ cups chilled heavy cream

¾ cup whole milk

¾ cup ground blanched almonds

½ cup sugar

2 to 3 tbs kirsch or to taste

1 peach, peeled, pitted, and cut into small dice

2 slices canned or fresh pineapple, cut into small dice

½ cup strawberries, preferably fraises des bois, hulled and halved (if using larger berries, cut them into small dice)




	Have ready an (8×2-inch) round cake pan or springform pan, preferably nonstick. Fill a large bowl with ice cubes and cold water and set out a smaller bowl that fits into this ice-water bath.

	Sprinkle the gelatin over the cold water. When it is soft and spongy, heat it for 15 seconds in a microwave oven to liquefy it (or do this stovetop); set aside. Whip the chilled heavy cream until it holds medium-firm peaks; refrigerate.

	Bring the milk, almonds, and sugar to a boil in a medium saucepan over medium heat, stirring occasionally to make certain the sugar dissolves. At the boil, pull the pan from the heat and stir in the dissolved gelatin, as well as the kirsch. Pour this into the set-aside small bowl and set the bowl into the ice-water bath. Stir regularly, and lift the bowl out of the ice bath as soon as the mixture cools and starts to thicken.

	Working with a flexible rubber spatula, fold in the whipped cream. Still working with the spatula and a light touch, fold in the fruit. Scrape the blancmange into the pan and refrigerate for at least 2 hours or for up to 24 hours.

	To serve, unmold the cake onto a cake plate. (If you’ve used a cake pan, the easiest way to unmold the blancmange is to dunk the pan into a sink full of hot water. If you’ve used a springform, warm the sides of the pan with a hairdryer before opening the latch.)



Keeping: Once assembled, the blancmange can be stored in the refrigerator, away from foods with strong odors, for 1 day, although it is preferable to serve it the day it is made.

[image: ] THE BOB

A women’s style of short haircut


“Do you think I ought to bob my hair, Mr. Charley Paulson?”

Charley looked up in surprise.

“Why?”

“Because I’m considering it. It’s such a sure and easy way of attracting attention.”



So wrote the twenty-four-year-old F. Scott Fitzgerald (1896–1940), conjuring Bernice, a society belle on her way to becoming “a society vampire” in his story “Bernice Bobs Her Hair,” published in 1920, when a woman’s threat to visit the barbershop for a bob stupefied, and when the sight of her there could draw a crowd.

History credits French libertines with inventing the scandalous hairstyle, cut sharp and short at the jawline. Take, for example, the eurhythmic dancer Caryathis, who, when rejected by a would-be lover, lopped off her tresses in a fit of heartbreak in 1913, and inspired her dance student Coco Chanel to do the same. Across the ocean in America, where short hair and short skirts defined an audacious new breed of coquette called the flapper, incredulous style watchers traced the bob’s origins to bolshevism. Intellectual Russians on the run adopted the style “for convenience in disguising themselves when the police trailed them,” the New York Times explained. Once they’d escaped, they settled in Greenwich Village, where they were imitated by artists like Clara Tice, who bobbed her hair in 1908. (In the seventeenth century, “bobbed” described a short traveling wig, and later the blunt cut of a horse’s tail.)

A lithe American dancer, Irene Castle (1893–1969), popularized the racy hairstyle in the United States. Castle and her dashing husband, Vernon, known for their smooth tango and mincing maxixe, were ballroom idols when she gave herself a drastic pre-appendectomy haircut, making headlines in 1914. “I just couldn’t stand the thought of having strange nurses and attendants fussing over my head,” she said. “The next week, 250 women had their hair cut. The week after it was 2500—and then it was impossible to keep count.” A ribbon decorated with pearls—soon called the Castle band—held flyaway locks in place, as did the newly invented “bob pin.”
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As popular as it was, the look was still controversial. Conservative matrons played it both ways, wearing bobbed wigs. Others suffered. One foreign correspondent explained that the bob offered her “comfort for the first time in my life,” free from the burden of styling her long, unruly hair. Still, she grew it out before returning home from covering the war in France. “My husband is numbered among the group opposed to bobbed hair.”

Opposition was formidable. Schoolteachers, nurses, shopgirls, and railroad office workers were prohibited from wearing the cut in various regions. “If a girl goes so far as to bob her hair, her work will probably be affected and she could not give 100 per cent efficiency,” argued a Baltimore insurance executive, convinced a bob demonstrated a distracting vanity. Newly shorn teens explained their haircuts to parents and policemen with “Jack-the-Clipper” tales. A Bronx girl said a highwayman seized her on the street and chopped her hair, while an eighteen-year-old in Queens claimed “an Italian man of 50” had snipped off her flaxen braids.

Modernization called for drastic measures. The story of Fitzgerald’s Bernice grew from a pointed ten-page letter he’d written from Princeton at age nineteen to his sister Annabel, then fourteen, instructing her on how to become a fascinating, modern woman. He told her to groom her eyebrows, choose jaunty hats, refine her awkward walk, and kid the boys, while cultivating a “pathetic, appealing” expression to win them over (head hung, staring up directly into their eyes). “You have beautiful hair,” he conceded, assessing her best traits. “You ought to be able to do something with it.”

[image: ] BON CHRÉTIEN

The most commonly grown variety of pear in the Western world

We assume Eve served Adam an apple, though the book of Genesis never actually names the forbidden fruit. Mightn’t it have been a juicy pear? The pear has a democratic, sober reputation, but its easy-bruising delicacy makes it all the sweeter—and that much more tempting.

The Bon Chrétien, a singularly delicious pear brought in 1481 by Saint Francis of Paola (1416–1507) from the saint’s home in Calabria all the way to the sickbed of Louis XI (1423–1483) in France, was later named the “good Christian” in the saint’s honor, or so the story goes. The variety was later called Williams’ Bon Chrétien, or the Bartlett, after its first distributors in England and the United States. But by any name, it is tender, perfectly granular—and juicy.

The saint’s reputation preceded him in France. Francis, a precocious hermit, retired to a cave at age fourteen and quickly began racking up miracles after his six-year stint in solitude: he strolled into a blazing furnace without getting burned; resuscitated a favorite lamb by calling its name; and cured the paralyzed and the blind. Disciples followed his pious example, refusing meat, eggs, or milk. His fame grew, and soon enough Louis XI, determined to stave off death, summoned the miracle worker to his château at Plessis-les-Tours, though Francis refused to come until Pope Sixtus IV gave the order.

The king, lonely, isolated, and grim, let the world know he was alive by shopping—ordering horses from Naples, a leopard from the Duke of Ferrara, and reindeer from Scandinavia. No one was allowed to speak the word “death.”

When Francis arrived at the château, after delivering two cities from the plague en route, the king asked him to work his magic. But Francis was frank. “The lives of kings are in the hands of God and have divinely appointed limits,” he said, advising Louis to put his affairs in order and to prepare for death. Francis presented the king with a Calabrian pear he’d brought from home (pears can be kept for several months), and, eventually, they became friends. Louis ordered sweet oranges sent from Languedoc for the vegan saint. Soon after, the king died in Saint Francis’s arms.

More than a century later, Francis’s lingering reputation brought the French queen Anne of Austria to pray each week in the Paris chapel housing one of his vertebrae. She had yet to bear an heir to the throne after two decades of marriage, when she finally—miraculously—gave birth to Louis XIV, who took the crown at four years old and soon acquired his grandiose taste.

[image: ]

Thanks to innovative hothouse techniques, the royal gardener at Versailles, Jean-Baptiste de La Quintinie (1624–1688), could accommodate Louis XIV’s cravings for asparagus in December, peas in April, and strawberries nearly all year round. The Bon Chrétien pears that La Quintinie produced—prized distant cousins to the one Saint Francis delivered to Plessis-les-Tours—were so luscious that Louis gave the fruit to favorite courtiers as gifts. “One must agree,” La Quintinie wrote, “that nature has not given us anything as beautiful and as noble to see as this pear.” In 1996, Versailles gardeners reintroduced the Bon Chrétien pear to the château’s celebrated kitchen garden, the Potager du Roi. Beyond Versailles, and better known as the Bartlett, it’s the most widely grown pear in the Western world.

[image: ] BOUDOIR

A woman’s private lair

Lying in her bed, Catherine de Vivonne, Marquise de Rambouillet (1588–1665), oversaw France’s first true salon, then called a ruelle, the name for the little alleyway between the bed and the wall where a lady’s friends sat to chat with her while she lounged. The horizontal marquise, raised in genteel Italy, retired early from Henri IV’s licentious Parisian court, claiming ill health, and established instead a weekly rendezvous of the city’s brightest lights—Madame de Sévigné, Guez de Balzac, Richelieu, La Roche-foucauld—in her boudoir, the famed chambre bleu. There, she reigned for over forty years, surrounded by admirers, hundreds of lit candles, and baskets of fresh-cut flowers. The scene that was, as one habitué noted, “less crowded and more refined than that at the Louvre.”

Rambouillet’s cozy boudoir, built to encourage conversation, caused nothing short of a revolution in domestic architecture. Her rooms were more intimate than the grand halls in old-fashioned houses, and much easier to heat. And they were bright—accustomed to Italy’s sun, the marquise had her windows enlarged and elongated to the floor. Queen Marie-Thérèse soon emulated Rambouillet’s scheme—as did the rest of Paris—constructing, beyond Versailles’ formal reception rooms, a petit appartement of her own, which included an intimate boudoir, a refuge from the rigors of court life.

Regal European bedrooms of the era were of two sorts: the rooms where the master or mistress of the house actually slept, and opulent rooms anchored by a lit de parade, an imposing canopied bed, where every morning a clutch of courtiers—sometimes as many as one hundred of them—gathered to watch their betters pretend to wake up. To be allowed such intimate contact with royalty was thought to be an honor. The boudoir was something in-between, a cozy, feminine hideaway where select friends were invited.

The word “boudoir” comes from the French verb bouder, to brood or sulk, but in the eighteenth century it also became a place of pleasure. The grand courtesan Anne-Victoire Dervieux (1752–1826), supported in her prime by a consortium of dukes, was the daughter of a washerwoman. She made her stage debut as a dancer at thirteen, then switched to singing opera. Her town house perfectly matched her theatrical urge. Decorating her domain, Dervieux amassed 124 chairs, showed her collection of embalmed exotic birds behind glass, and devoted a whole room to her porcelain collection. Her bathroom was done in a Pompeian motif, while her formal lit de parade dripped with Persian fantasy—swagged in blue brocade and topped off with a spray of ostrich feathers, with the inside of its canopy lined in mirrors.

But a sumptuous boudoir—a “little temple of Venus,” according to one lucky guest—was her sanctuary. Continuous mirrors covered the ceiling, walls, and the floor, “so two lovers could, in the midst of their voluptuous embrace, consider themselves in each attitude,” wrote memoirist Antoine Caillot (1759–1830). Cushions strewn around the room were the plush weapons of her “amorous combats.” Yet, as racy as it was, Dervieux’s tantalizing boudoir set the tone “for young ladies of quality and bourgeois women of the better sort.”

When one of those women, a duchess, wanted a firsthand glimpse of the place, she badgered her lover, who knew the courtesan, to get her inside. Thinking they were alone in the house, she offered her noisy opinion about Dervieux’s infamous boudoir. “Oh, this is too much,” she shrieked. “It could only be equaled in the Arabian Nights!” Just then, a hidden door swung open, and there was the famous courtesan herself, laughing. “You are right,” she announced, “and I doubt much whether you could offer anything half so charming.” After years of pleasing the men around her and pillow fighting, Dervieux married her architect.

[image: ] CAROUSEL

A tournament of horsemanship, or a merry-go-round ride

The carousel, that spinning joyride, with its gaudy flash and old-world pomp, has been around in one manner or another since at least the sixth century, when dizzy thrill-seekers rode in big twirling baskets tied to a strong center pole, as seen in a Byzantine bas-relief. Likewise, low-tech rides swung daring riders through the air in India, as well














[image: ] CHAMPAGNE

Sparkling white wine from the French region of Champagne



















[image: ] CLAUDE GLASS

A convex hand mirror used to view landscapes





[image: ] CONFETTI

Scraps of colored paper thrown during festive occasions







[image: ] COUNTESS DE CASTIGLIONE

A nineteenth-century Italian noblewoman of legendary beauty







[image: ] COUNTESS DE CASTIGLIONE, POSTHUMOUSLY







[image: ] CRICKETS

Chirping insects







[image: ]CUMULONIMBUS

A vast, extremely dense cloud, usually producing heavy storms





[image: ]DAHLIAS AND GLADIOLI

Two of the showiest blooms in the average garden
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A swank literary salon-cum-nightclub in 1920s Harlem
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A low, plump couch








[image: ]ELEPHANTINE COLOSSUS

One of several elephant-shaped buildings erected during the late nineteenth century







[image: ]ENTHUSIASM

“Passionate eagerness,” according to The Oxford English Dictionary
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A flourish sounded by horns, often accompanied by timpani







[image: ]FAR NIENTE

Sweet idleness







[image: ]FAUX JEWELS
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Members of the cat family








[image: ]FIREWORKS

Explosive devices set off to generate colored flares and lots of noise
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Any costly structure demonstrating the foolhardiness of its builder








[image: ]FRILLY LINGERIE

Women’s lacy undergarments and nightclothes









[image: ]GIOCHI D’ACQUA

Whimsical waterworks and trick fountains of the Renaissance garden






[image: ]GLOVES

Hand coverings made with a separate sheath for each finger and for the thumb









[image: ]HEELS

Shoes built up at the sole to make the wearer taller
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A word used in greeting, especially over the telephone





[image: ]ITALICS

A slanting font used in printing







[image: ]JESTER

A jokester or fool employed to entertain









[image: ]KIMONO

A long Japanese robe with wide sleeves
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The living goddesses of Nepal








[image: ]L’ART POUR L’ART

Art for art’s sake






[image: ]LAZZI

Comic gags used by actors during the Renaissance







[image: ]LIGHTNING

Visible electricity traveling across the sky or down to the ground







[image: ]LOVE NOTES

Written communications expressing affection






[image: ]MARAVIGLIA

Marvels, in Italian






Buontalenti Gelato












	In a heavy pot, warm the half-and-half, sugar, and tiny pinch of salt over medium heat until steaming, but never boiling, stirring occasionally to dissolve the sugar.

	Temper the egg yolks by whisking in a bit of the warmed half-and-half, and then whisk the egg mixture back into the pot. Continue gently cooking, as you would custard, stirring constantly until the liquid thickens just slightly and coats the back of a wooden spoon. The temperature should be 170 degrees F. But beware—if you boil the custard, you’ll have to start all over again.

	Off the heat, pour the custard through a strainer into a metal bowl. Place the bowl in another bowl full of ice. Stir in the heavy cream and amaretto. Chill covered with plastic until cold, and up to 4 hours. Freeze the custard mixture in a gelato maker. Either serve it immediately—topped with crushed amaretti cookies, if you like, or sliced toasted almonds—or keep in a container in the freezer for several hours to harden it up.



[image: ]MASQUERADES

Masked parties and disguised amusements






[image: ]MILK BATHS

Bathing in a tub of milk







[image: ]MIRACLES

Inexplicable events thought to be the work of divine intervention





[image: ]MISERERE

A seventeenth-century choral composition






[image: ]MORITSUKE

Traditional Japanese rules of food arrangement







[image: ]MOUCHES

Fake beauty marks
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