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  Before Beginning


  “Dead scandals,” wrote Lord Byron in Don Juan, “form good subjects for dissection.”


  Indeed, they do. But what his lordship did not specify was which party made the “good subject” for dissection—the person whose behavior was scandalous, or the person who was scandalized. Perhaps, by reading the lurid but factual case histories that follow, the reader will be able to clarify this point for himself.


  I, for one, am quite frankly captivated by the outrageous, rebellious, obsessed people in our past, especially by those feminine in gender who have behaved scandalously.


  Scandal, we know, is brought to life by gossiping. And I fully agree with Oscar Wilde’s remarks, in Lady Windermere’s Fan, that gossip is charming, and that history is merely gossip. Where I part company with Wilde is when he adds, “But scandal is gossip made tedious by morality.” Quite the opposite is true, I would suggest. Scandal is gossip made alive and exciting by the very fact that it threatens and conflicts with prevailing morality. Webster’s Dictionary tells us that a scandalous act is behavior “offensive to public or individual sense of propriety or morality, exciting reprobation.” Exactly. Exciting reprobation—or possibly secret admiration and envy—and certainly wonder and curiosity.


  I have always wanted to bring together, in one book, a gallery of women, of varied ages, backgrounds, talents, whose lives and personalities have intrigued me—and who were well-known or infamous in past times or in times since, because they behaved scandalously and became controversial figures.


  All of the ladies in this book, young and old, possess a common bond: Each and every one was involved in a scandal, or in many scandals, and each and every one gained fame or reaped infamy for conduct that affronted her family, friends, peers, and the public in general. Most of these women, perhaps all, by choice or accident, became scandalous figures because they were maniacs.


  Now, a maniac is not necessarily a person who is mad, bereft of his senses. A maniac is also, by dictionary definition, a person with an intense or exaggerated or excessive enthusiasm or desire for someone or something. Thus, a nymphomaniac is “a woman suffering from abnormally strong and uncontrollable sexual desire,” and a hedonomaniac is a woman “who feels intensely that pleasure is the chief good.” Thus, also, a monomaniac is “a person with a pathological obsession with one idea.”


  Every woman in this book had a mania, became a maniac, because of her overenthusiasm either for a man—or many men—or for an idea. And because these women did not conceal their manias, they created scandals.


  Their overenthusiasms were varied. Lady Jane Ellenborough was considered a nymphomaniac. Her behavior was scandalous because of her sexual excesses. Lady Emma Llamilton was very likely a hedonomaniac. And so, too, was Pauline Bonaparte. They caused scandals because they defied their societies’ mores and sought pleasure according to their own standards. On the other hand, Anne Royall, Delia Bacon, and Victoria Woodhull were monomaniacs. They started scandals because each was obsessed with an idea—Anne Royall with fighting government institutions, Delia Bacon with proving that Shakespeare was a fake and a hoax, Victoria Woodhull with battling for female emancipation and women’s rights.


  They differed, one from the other, these women. Yet, they were alike in the fact that each one revolted against the ideas or morals of her time and each ran counter to conventional behavior—and each, to some degree, caused gossip and furor and anger among her contemporaries.


  Because they were free people, free and unafraid, these women appealed to me. Now, I have brought them together—thirty of these women in sixteen chapters, fourteen of the chapters recounting individual stories at length. The lives of these women I have researched across many years in American cities, in London, in Paris, in Rome, in Madrid.


  Nine of these biographies are new, written for this book, and they appear in print for the first time. Seven biographies have appeared in a considerably different form in two of my early books.


  All of these women and their stories, I believe—the ones I have written for this volume and the ones I have brought forward from my earlier writings and have extensively revised with the addition of new researches for their inclusion here—belong together, combined at last in a single book. Few of my ladies modified the course of history. Few were movers or shakers in terms of changing the course of events, of fostering progress, of adding to our security or happiness or pleasure. Yet each one, in her way, contributed something to the cause of individual freedom—the right to do your thing, to find your way, to behave as you please if you do not harm society, or to object openly to old shibboleths and crusted moral yardsticks. And, perhaps, each in her way, unwittingly, did much to cast light on a society that was rutted and dulled, and therefore jolted and scandalized into giving second thoughts to its more hidebound ideas.


  Some of these ladies were probably foolish, wrongheaded, exasperating, self-serving in their behavior, offering little and so achieving little of lasting value. Yet all of them are here, basically, because I found them unusual or entertaining or beautiful. With each, I had a literary love affair. Some proved too old for me, some too young, some too flawed, some too neurotic—and some were just right, indeed perfect, for me. Yet, perfect or imperfect, each won my heart, or else she would not have been invited into my life and onto these pages.


  I have enjoyed my scandalous maniacs—and I can only hope that my reader will equally enjoy the stimulation of their sometimes pleasing and sometimes irritating—but always unorthodox—company.


  Book One


  THE MISTRESS AS A SCANDAL


  I


  The Kept Women


  For me thou art repose from cares, light even in a night of darkness, a throng among the solitude.


  —Tibullus


  On an afternoon in 1675, the tiny, red-haired Nell Gwyn, who had served drinks in a brothel as a child, had portrayed a daughter of Montezuma on the stage, and had become the royal favorite at the age of nineteen, stepped into the carriage that Charles II had presented to her, and rode through London town on her daily outing. Quickly, observers identified the carriage—but not the occupant. The irate onlookers, crowding about, thought the occupant was Louise de Keroualle, the Duchess of Portsmouth, a Frenchwoman sent by Louis XIV to entertain Charles. The mobs of people were incensed, because they knew that Louise de Keroualle was a Catholic, and it was a period when anti-Catholic feeling was running high. As the carriage made its laborious way through the crush, the people shouted curses at its passenger. Nell Gwyn bore the insults as long as she could, and then she bore them no longer. She ordered the coachman to stop, and put her head out the window.


  “Pray, good people, be civil!” she shouted. “I am the Protestant whore!”


  As one, the people screamed their delight. The Protestant whore—surely the brashest maid on the sceptered isle (did she not call her monarch Charles 111 because she had slept with two men named Charles before him?)—waved gaily to her public, and then sent her carriage proudly on its way. Among the hundreds watching, not one thought it improper that the king’s mistress had so plainly and openly announced her station.


  Just 231 years later, on an April day in 1906, another attractive actress—after a long journey with her lover across the Atlantic—arrived in New York to be enthusiastically hailed by throngs of welcomers including Mark Twain, Arthur Brisbane, Jane Addams, William Dean Howells, and PI. G. Wells. Her name was Maria Andreyeva, and she was a highly literate Russian artist of some renown. Her lover, for whom the enthusiasm and excitement were really generated, was the great Russian novelist and playwright, the thirty-eight-year-old Maxim Gorky.


  Gorky had come to the United States to obtain financial support for the Russian revolutionary movement. His prestige was high—President Theodore Roosevelt was even opening the White House to him—and the Czarist government was alarmed. Having failed to get Gorky barred from American shores as an anarchist, the Russian Embassy in Washington shrewdly decided to have him ostracized as a libertine. In the press, Maria Andreyeva had been identified as Mme. Gorky, the celebrated author’s wife, and, indeed, she was so registered at the Hotel Belleclaire. Now the Russian Embassy let the truth be known. The real Mme. Gorky was in Russia. She had been separated from the author for years, but had refused him a divorce. Maria Andreyeva’s “relations with the author had not been sanctioned by the clergy.” She was his mistress, and had been such for three years.


  The Russian Embassy correctly assessed American reaction to this flagrant immorality. The scandal was front-paged in most of the press. The New York World published pictures of the real Mme. Gorky and of the “so-called Mme Gorky, who is not Mme Gorky at all but a Russian actress, Andreyeva, with whom he had been living since his separation from his wife a few years ago.”


  In 1675, Nell Gwyn had been cheered for admitting that she was a mistress. In 1906, Maria Andreyeva was crucified. The adulterous couple was evicted from the Hotel Belleclaire, then from the Brevoort and the Rhinelander, quitting the last in the middle of the night. President Roosevelt expeditiously forgot about the White House reception. Except for Edwin Markham and John Dewey, American celebrities backed away. William Dean Howells withdrew from a dinner at which he was to preside. Mark Twain ran for cover. Lecture dates were canceled. In Boston, one retreating hostess explained: “I do not want to judge Mr. Gorky, but apparently his views on morality and ours somewhat differ…” Newspapers were elated. Unanimously, they rejoiced that “the purity of our inns” was no longer being defiled by a fallen woman. Gorky retired to Russia, where he finally obtained his divorce and legalized his union with the actress. During these same years, he expressed his opinion of the United States in a series of acid short stories.


  These two episodes—the public’s happy acceptance of Nell Gwyn and its angry rejection of Maria Andreyeva—merely illustrate how far, in less than two and a half centuries, the position of the mistress had declined in public esteem. In the seventeenth century, the mistress had reason to be proud of her vocation. In the first half of the twentieth century, she had been reduced to the dismal camouflage of good friend, constant companion, and call girl.


  Today, while prostitution still exists and promiscuity is more prevalent than ever, the ancient station of mistress is without honor—a station to which few aspire, and one which is slowly but certainly becoming extinct. There remain mistresses, of course, in every civilized nation of the Western world, but no longer do they thrive. Among older people they dwell now amid whispers, scandal, censure, while the young enjoy something called “living together.” But it was not always so.


  Before this most remarkable mutation of the female species becomes extinct, she deserves to be awarded her niche in history. Too little has been recorded of too few of her, although she has given more pleasure to the human race than have generals, and often has accomplished more for the common welfare than politicians or statesmen. As a class, she deserves greater and more sympathetic recognition.


  What is a mistress? Almost all dictionaries are in accord. In the New English Dictionary on Historical Principles she is “a woman who illicitly occupies the place of wife.” In the New Standard Dictionary she is “a woman who unlawfully or without marriage fills the place of a wife.” In Webster’s Second New International Dictionary she is “a woman with whom a man habitually cohabits unlawfully as his paramour.”


  Since the mistress, for a week, a year, or a lifetime, with a lover married or unmarried, simulates the role of wife, or performs the primary duty of wife, she might better be understood if one first understands the meaning of matrimony. “Marriage is generally used as a term for a social institution,” writes Edward Westermarck in A Short History of Marriage. “As such it may be defined as a relation of one or more men to one or more women which is recognized by custom or law and involves certain rights and duties… Marriage always implies the right of sexual intercourse; society holds such intercourse allowable in the case of husband and wife, and, generally speaking, even regards it as their duty to gratify in some measure the other partner’s desire.”


  Marriage originated in the dim recesses of savage or primeval society. First, groups of men mated with groups of women, often exchanging partners, and almost always rearing their offspring in common. “This habit was sanctioned by custom, and afterwards by law,” writes Westermarck, “and was thus transformed into a social institution.” Eventually, monogamy replaced polygamy and polyandry in the Western world. With the acceptance of marriage to but one person at a time as the social norm—a principle endorsed by the highly civilized ancient Greeks—the mistress was ready to make her entrance into history.


  While the monogamous wife gained, by law, certain privileges and degrees of security, she was left vulnerable to the competition of other women. She learned, soon enough, that nature was the enemy of monogamy. When she menstruated, or was in an advanced state of pregnancy, she could not satisfy the sexual demands of her husband. As the years wore on, and her beauty faded, she could not prevent her husband’s search for his own lost youth in the youth of other women. While the passage of time improved her standing as a companion, she found that too often it dulled her husband’s sexual appetites, and that he chafed for novelty and variety that might stimulate him afresh. When, as in so many cases, she was wedded for her dowry—property and monies, position and authority—she realized that her husband might seek sexual love elsewhere from the beginning. The monogamous wife had her husband’s name and his protection, but she had not the assurance of his presence in the nuptial bed. Her predominant fear was well-founded—for monogamy had indeed created the woman “who illicitly occupies the place of wife.”


  Through the centuries, the illicit wife of a married, or sometimes unmarried, man has had many names and faces: adulteress, common-law wife, concubine, demirep, courtesan, cocotte, harlot, hetaera, strumpet, demimondaine, paramour, doxy, fille de joie, kept woman, bawd, femme entretenue, slut, lady of easy virtue. All these, with but slight variations in function and performance, have described the same woman—the mistress.


  Almost all mistresses, however, fall into one of several specific categories. The adulteress, without whom novelists from Stendhal to Tolstoi would have been far less prolific, represents a special type of kept woman. She is a woman who undertakes an affair with another man while still legally married to her husband. The married woman commits adultery; the unmarried, fornication.


  When Moses proclaimed, as one of his Ten Commandments, “Thou shalt not commit adultery,” he was largely protecting husbands from property damage and spiritual hurt. In Old Testament times, the adulteress was stoned to death. In a later age, Jesus tempered this severity. Confronted by the Pharisees, who brought before him an adulteress they thought should be stoned, He replied, challengingly, “He that is without sin among you, let him first cast a stone at her.”


  While many adulteresses have sought, by their transgressions, to improve their financial status or social position—among these may be included the demireps of eighteenth-century England, married women of the respectable middle class who bartered their bodies for the pleasure to be obtained from material comfort—the majority became involved in illicit relationships because they sought love. There are hundreds of examples of the latter. A typical case is that of Marguerite de Bonnemains.


  Mme. de Bonnemains, a magnificent blue-eyed blonde in her early thirties, was well married to the Vicomte Pierre de Bonnemains, an army lieutenant, when she first met General Georges Boulanger, then France’s Minister of War. The two were introduced at a dinner given in Paris by an old convent girl friend of Mme. de Bonnemains. They fell in love at that moment and, while she lived, were never apart.


  They had four years together, and in those years General Boulanger’s star rose and fell. In 1887, backed by Royalists, Boulanger conspired to establish a dictatorship, and for this he was exiled to the provinces by his superiors. Returning to Paris in disguise, he formed the Nationalist party, then resigned from the army to lead the party. Plis antidemocratic campaign swept preliminary elections, and split France into two camps. Anatole France backed Boulanger; Zola fought him. Hero worship ran high. But it was Mme. Arman de Caillavet who, after having Boulanger as a guest at a party, remarked dryly, “He is not a lion, he is only a fox.” The fox had not the lion’s courage. When his moment of decision came, and he could have had his coup d’etat, he faltered. While Boulanger wallowed in indecision, the existing government, sensing his weakness, acted. It was preparing to try him for conspiracy, when he fled to Brussels.


  Through those fateful years, Mme. de Bonnemains was beside him. Though Boulanger had long been separated from his wife, his mistress still had a husband. She obtained a civil divorce, but it was not enough. She was a strict Catholic. She petitioned the Vatican for an annulment of her marriage. She did not get it, and so she accepted the role of adulteress. She followed Boulanger to his earliest exile at Royat, a French spa, where he was under military house arrest. Learning of her arrival, Boulanger went over the wall of his prison, dodging sentries, to keep their first assignation. Soon, in an atmosphere of secrecy and danger, they were together daily. Dressed in lace and satin evening gowns, Mme. de Bonnemains played the piano for her general, read to him from military works, and made love to him. In a short time she was pregnant, but lost the child after a fall, while in her fourth month.


  When Boulanger fled to Brussels in 1889, with his eighteen aides and servants, Mme. de Bonnemains accompanied him, with her sixty dresses. In Brussels she contracted pleurisy, and when the pair moved to London, this illness was compounded. While Boulanger took opium pills to settle his nerves, and persistently intrigued to return to Paris, his mistress toiled incessantly to raise funds to keep them alive. Soon they were nearly bankrupt. They moved to the chillier, more economical St. Helier, on the isle of Jersey. Here Mme. de Bonnemains suffered terrible coughing spells. Unable to retain food, she was reduced to a human skeleton, slowly wasting away from consumption. Once, she dragged her exhausted body to Paris to collect an inheritance that had come too late. After returning to Brussels and Boulanger in 1891, she died.


  On her tombstone, Boulanger carved her given name, “Marguerite,” and beneath it the simple promise, “See you soon.” He kept his word. Two and a half months later, standing before her grave, he shot himself. His tombstone was erected beside hers, and it bore the inscription he had requested. First his given name, “Georges.” And then, below, the chiseled lover’s question, asked in wonder and apology, “Could I really live two and a half months without you?”


  Among the various categories of mistress, the two least illicit—if one may be permitted to make so fine a distinction—were the position of concubine, a type of sex partner widely accepted until the Middle Ages, and the position of common-law wife, a sex partner widely tolerated and often legally recognized even in more modern times.


  The concubine has been known longer to history than has the wife. In the beginning she was usually a prize of war, a slave held by her owner for his own uses. She had to perform as a wife would in later times, in bed and out, to love her master and obey him, and be faithful to him. Lack of faithfulness was an offense usually punishable by death. And neither the concubine nor her children possessed the rights of inheritance or citizenship. The concubine was recognized by the Christian Church for seven centuries after Constantine, and approved of by leaders ranging from Demosthenes to Thomas Aquinas.


  The successor to the concubine, in a sense, has been the common-law wife. According to the Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences: “A common law marriage is one which has not been solemnized in any particular form, being based only upon the mutual assent of the parties. It is thus a marriage which does not depend for its validity upon any religious or civil ceremony. It is an unlicensed, an unrecorded and non-ceremonial marriage.” The rights of the common-law wife were recognized in Rome, they were recognized in England until 1753, and they were, until recently, recognized in almost half of the states of the United States. Yet, the common-law wife is not a legal wife. She is a mistress.


  Such a mistress was Leonie Leon, an attractive French girl of twenty-four who contracted a common-law union with L6on Gambetta, the one-eyed French statesman. Mile. Leon, the daughter of a French colonel, left home to make her way in Paris after her father’s death. She was employed to tutor the children of an important government official. Eventually she was seduced by this official. She left his household, filled with guilts, to dwell alone and eke out a livelihood as best she could.


  One day, in 1869, she attended the corps legislatif to hear the great Gambetta speak. An eloquent lawyer and member of the Assembly, it was he who proclaimed the fall of the Emperor Napoleon III after Sedan and who founded the new republic and determined to fight on against Bismarck after escaping Paris in a balloon. Mile. Leon, tall and beautiful, watched him with growing excitement from her gallery seat. When Gambetta’s eye met hers, he faltered momentarily in his address. The moment the speech was done, he publicly scribbled a note and sent it up to her in full view of all. Affronted, she tore it up and fled. Not until two years later did they meet again, this time at the home of a mutual friend. He followed her into the street, cornered her, and proposed marriage.


  She became his mistress, but she would not become his wife. She was Catholic. Only a marriage inside the Church could be a real marriage in her eyes. Gambetta, on the other hand, was the leader of the anticlerical party in France. He could not undergo a religious ceremony without endangering his career. Nevertheless, he proposed it. Leonie Leon would have none of it. She suggested a compromise. “Let us be formally betrothed by the exchange of rings,” she suggested, “and let us promise each other to marry in the future.” Thus she became his common-law wife.


  Although she maintained her own home, they lived together. She was the love of his life and his inspiration, and it was her encouragement that led him to become President of the Chamber of Deputies in 1879. Three years later, discouraged by a defeat in the Chamber, Gambetta resigned from public life and planned to formalize his union with Leonie Leon. With his last twelve thousand francs, he purchased Balzac’s old estate at Les Jardies, and set a date for the wedding. But shortly before the wedding, he accidentally shot himself in the hand with a dueling pistol that he was cleaning. Although the wound was not serious, blood poisoning set in, and Gambetta was dead on New Year’s Eve of 1882. His common-law wife first went into a convent, and then into a Parisian garret where she was supported by her lover’s followers until her death in 1906. To the end, she preserved a scrap of poetry Gambetta had written, more treasured perhaps than a marriage contract:


  To the light of my soul; to the star of my life—


  Leonie Leon. Forever!. Forever!


  Among all the variations of kept woman, the courtesan is the one that comes closest to the public’s conception of mistress. More than any mistress, the courtesan possesses independence. She has full freedom of choice in selecting the lovers she prefers. And she is not fettered by the obligations of marriage or pseudo marriage. In her lifetime she may have one liaison—or she may have one hundred. She may live and sleep with a man of her choice for a day or a year, or for as long as she wishes. She may seek, in each choice, love or security or both. She is—ambition and economics aside—her own woman.


  Many of her liaisons, remarks Dr. Joseph Tenenbaum in The Riddle of Woman, have been “built on a solid basis of love and erotic affinity. Perhaps just because they were voluntary and terminable, they often proved more lasting than many a conventional marriage.” What impels a woman to become a courtesan? Sometimes it is an economic need. A woman born in poverty, in periods when there are no careers beyond marriage, might seek to improve her lot by marketing a beautiful face and figure or a sensual manner. Sometimes it has been a will to gain power. A woman born in the comfortable middle class or lesser aristocracy might wish to rise to the highest circles of royalty or wealth and by trading her comeliness, wit, and charm, know the intoxication that comes from wielding authority. Sometimes it has been a psychological necessity. A woman might reach maturity, harboring excessive sexual desires or even nymphomania. She might desire many men or a variety of men, might lose herself in lust, forever unsated, because she blindly sought the love she had not received from her parents or because an unsatisfactory father relationship had encouraged a continuing hostility toward men.


  In history’s gallery of courtesans there are many striking figures. But there was only one Anne de Lenclos, known then, and to all men and times thereafter, as Ninon. She, if any, was the classic courtesan. She was small in height, with a perfectly proportioned body. Her hair was red-gold, her eyes large and dark, her lips full and provocative, and her complexion peach-fair. She was graceful, intelligent, witty, and accomplished at music, literature, and sexual intercourse. She lived eighty-five years, and she lived a hundred lives.


  She was born in Paris during May of 1620. Her mother was a forbidding, religious household drudge who tried to instill in Ninon a fear of God. Her father, according to Voltaire, was a poorly paid musician who supplemented his income by pimping. Knowing the tastes of men, he worked to make her a worldly, sophisticated child. By the time she was twelve she had learned to dance, could play the harpsichord, and had read Montaigne. Her father extolled the virtues of hedonism, and this lesson Ninon learned well.


  Both of Ninon’s parents died before she was twenty. She was left a small inheritance, which she invested wisely, and this gave her an income for life. Before her father’s death, she had met many of his friends—authors, soldiers, minor nobility—who congregated in the suburbs of Paris. Now, left to her own devices, she invited their attentions.


  Her affairs were legion. Her first was with the young Comte Gaspard de Coligny. She followed this by simultaneously consorting with the Abbé Dessiat and the Marechal d’Estrees, and when she became pregnant, both men claimed the honor of having accomplished the impregnation. They settled the paternity of the expected child by throwing dice, and Ninon’s first son was raised by the Marechal d’Estrees. Ninon’s affairs, and her appearance, stimulated an invitation from Cardinal de Richelieu. He wished for her body; she wished only his platonic friendship. Neither one was successful. Instead, Ninon delivered her best friend, Marion Delorme, to the cardinal, and Marion was more than receptive to the ecclesiastic’s advances and the fifty thousand crowns he paid for the privilege of enjoying her charms.


  Soon Ninon had the best-attended salon in Paris. Renowned visitors came to view her and succumbed. Ninon divided them into three classes: “the payers, the martyrs, and the favored.” Saint-Evremond was her lover and her friend. La Rochefoucauld was another, and the Marquis de Sevigne and the Due d’Enghien were satisfied to share her. The Marquis de Sevigne’s son succeeded his father to her bed, but briefly. The youth was quickly dismissed by Ninon because, she remarked, he had “a soul of boiled beef, a body of damp paper, with a heart like a pumpkin fricasseed in snow.” Her longest liaison was with the Marquis de Villarceux, who moved her to his estate in the country for three years. When he left her for a married woman, Ninon went briskly on to an affair with M. de Gersay, who gave her a second son.


  Although her general aspect was one of cool indifference, she came alive during the act of love and demanded the same warmth from her lovers. “One needs a hundred times more esprit in order to love properly than to command armies,” she remarked. On another occasion she elaborated: “Love without grace is like a hook without bait.” When the Comte de Choiseul was too casual in his lovemaking, she sent him packing with a quote from Corneille: “Oh, Heaven, what a lot of virtues you make me hate.”


  Once, in the early stages of her affair with the Marquis de Sevigne (who would later lose his life in a duel), she poured out her feelings on being in love, and thus tried to define the emotion:


  “Love! I feel thy divine fury! my trouble, my transports, everything announces thy presence. Today a new sun rises for me; everything lives, everything is animated, everything seems to speak to me of my passion, everything invites me to cherish it… Since I loved you, my friends are dearer to me; I love myself more; the sounds of my theorbo and of my lute seem to me more moving, my voices more harmonious. If I want to perform a piece, passion and enthusiasm seize me; the disturbance they cause interrupt me every minute. Then a profound revery, full of delight, succeeds my transports. You are present to my eyes; I see you, I speak to you, I tell you that I love you… I congratulate myself and I repent; I wish for you, and wish to fly from you; I write to you and tear up my letters; I reread yours, they seem to me now gallant, now tender, rarely passionate and always too short. I consult my mirrors, I question my women about my charms. In brief, I love you; I am mad; and I do not know what I shall become, if you do not keep your word with me this evening.”


  Few men could resist such giving.


  Ninon’s wit, also, was much admired, and she was sharpest when stung into retaliation. Once, the queen regent, Anne of Austria, became offended by Ninon’s scandalous salon. She ordered Ninon to a religious house. Ninon was agreeable. ‘The Monastery of the Grands Cordeliers?” she suggested sweetly. This monastery, as all Paris knew, was not only inhabited by Franciscan friars—but friars noted for their debaucheries. On another occasion, one of her lovers, the Marquis de la Chastre, refused to take a business trip unless Ninon signed a contract pledging fidelity while he was gone. Annoyed, Ninon signed. The moment la Chastre departed, Ninon took up with a series of new lovers, mystifying each, as she reclined, with her laughing exclamation, “Oh, that delightful guarantee I gave la Chastre!”


  The greatest people came to pay court. Moliere, Scarron, Mme. de Maintenon, the thirteen-year-old Voltaire (to whom Ninon willed two thousand francs for the purchase of books), and Queen Christina of Sweden. In her salon, Ninon permitted no drunkards, and herself shunned alcohol. She scoffed at chastity, but allowed no vulgar conversation. And she was the soul of honesty. A nobleman, forced to flee Paris, divided his savings of twenty thousand crowns between a clergyman and Ninon, and begged them to hold the money for him. When he was at last able to return, the nobleman was dismayed to learn that his clerical friend had given his half of the savings to the poor, to gain a reputation for charity. The nobleman was certain that he faced bankruptcy. “If this is what I get from a saint,” he groaned, “what can I hope from the sinner?” To his amazement, Ninon was waiting cheerfully with his ten thousand crowns intact.


  By the time she had passed her fortieth birthday, Ninon was regarded as France’s foremost authority on the subject of love-making. She was considered by one and all, as Horace Walpole would remark some decades later, “a veritable Notre-Dame des Amours.” To supplement her income, Ninon decided to put this reputation to practical use. And thus, she established her School of Gallantry—a polite euphemism for School of Lovemaking.


  The classroom was her home. The students were young aristocrats enrolled by their mothers to learn the requisites of manhood. The curriculum covered by Ninon in her talks included the care and handling of a mistress or wife, the psychology of women, the correct approach to courting and seduction, the acceptable ways of ending an affair, and the physiology of artful sex. Ninon’s school was an immediate success.


  While no formal record was kept of the proceedings in her classes, many of the things that she said—in the form of advice, answers to questions, aphorisms—were remembered and repeated by her male pupils and became widely known. Herewith a sampling of Ninon the Educator:


  “It is all very well to keep food for another day, but pleasure should be taken as it comes… Talk to your woman continually about herself, and seldom about yourself. Take for granted that she is a hundred times more interested in the charms of her own person than in the whole gamut of your emotions… Remember, there are moments when women would rather be treated a little roughly than with too much consideration; men are more often defeated because of their own clumsiness than because of a woman’s virtue… Should you be the one who ceases to love first, let the woman have the advantage of making the break and appearing cruel… A woman who is through with a man will give him up for anything except another woman.”


  Often, Ninon listened privately to the specific problems of her young men and then advised and guided them. On several occasions, when words would not do and more earthy instruction was required, Ninon took her young men to bed to demonstrate the techniques of foreplay and sexual intercourse. One student so favored was Philippe de Courcillon, the Marquis de Dangeau, who enjoyed the laboratory training conducted by his teacher in her bed. Later, he put his practical knowledge to good use in two marriages with wealthy and high-placed ladies, and in his Memoirs, a history of the French court.


  Many young women of noble blood envied the instruction enjoyed by Ninon’s male pupils, and they sought her out, begging for advice, also. While Ninon would not conduct classes for women, she tried to help them whenever she could. It is recorded that one well-bred girl came to Ninon and inquired, “How large should a woman’s breast be to attract a lover?” To this, Ninon replied simply, “Large enough to fill the hand of an honest man.”


  When she reached her sixties, Ninon abandoned her formal classes, but she continued to receive socially the young men whose families sent them to her salon to acquire sophistication and manners. While the story may be apocryphal, it was said that one of these young men was the Chevalier de Villiers, Ninon’s natural son. She received him on the condition that his father, M. de Gersay, keep her true relationship to the youth secret. But because he was her son, she favored him over all others, and like all others, the boy regarded her not as a son would but as a lover. When the boy declared his passion, Ninon sent him away. He returned, more ardent than ever. Ninon was harsh with him. “Look at me. It is sixty-five years since I came into the world. So you think at this age I can listen to a declaration of love? Can you not see that your passion is ridiculous?” With this she sent him off again, but she could not keep him away. At last she determined that she must disclose her secret. She summoned him. He arrived, assured he had won her favor at last. Before she could speak, he began to make passionate overtures. Angrily she stopped him. “This dreadful love cannot go on. Do you realize who you are and who I am?” And with that, she told him. He was stricken. She embraced him maternally. He stared at her, murmured the word Mother twice, and fled into the garden where, using his sword, he committed suicide.


  After that, Ninon was old. No longer would she permit visitors to call her by her nickname. Llenceforth she was Mile, de Lenclos. According to Voltaire, her last days were spent in peace: “Some lovers, many friends, a somewhat sedentary life, reading, agreeable supper parties and that completes the end of her story.” She expressed bitterness only once. “If I were told I had to go over again the life I have led,” she said to Saint-fivremond, “I would hang myself tomorrow.” But that was only a fleeting mood. Generally, she was serene as she recalled her past. For, as Saint-Evremond reminded her in one last letter, “I consider you, in full life as you are, the happiest creature that ever was. You have been loved by the most honorable men in the world, and have loved often enough to leave nothing untasted in pleasures…


  Dying, in October of 1705, Ninon was resigned. On her deathbed she composed one final verse:


  I put your consolations by,


  And care not for the hopes you give:


  Since I am old enough to die,


  Why should I longer wish to live?


  The courtesan, as exemplified by Ninon de Lenclos, differs from the prostitute mainly in the area of free and independent choice of mate. “The prostitute,” writes William Tait in Magdalenism, “is generally a person who openly delivers herself up to a life of impurity and licentiousness, who is indiscriminate in the selection of her lovers, and who depends for her livelihood upon tire proceeds arising from a life of prostitution.” An elaboration may be found in the Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences, where prostitution is defined as being “characterized by three elements: payment, usually involving the passing of money, although gifts or pleasures may constitute equivalent consideration; promiscuity, with the possible exercise of choice; and emotional indifference, which may be inferred from payment and promiscuity.” In short, the prostitute is not merely one who employs her sex to make a living, but she is one who has a multiplicity of lovers, she is one who is notoriously promiscuous, and she is one who indulges in what the Romans have called “passion without delight”.


  Prostitutes are as old as the Bible. A harlot watched the walls of Jericho tumble down. And whores long ago peddled their bodies on the crooked streets of ancient Egypt, of Persia, and of Greece. Largely a city phenomenon in modern times, they exist by the thousands in New York, London, Paris, Rome, and Berlin. They are there because men need them. Just as monogamy created the mistress in general, so the chivalric concept of love has fostered and maintained the prostitute in particular. The romantic restrictions on the act of love in many marriages—the obligations to be gentle, kind, diplomatic, persuasive, and unselfish—thwart man’s selfish, irrational, brutally primitive sexual urge. The act of love, in prostitution, does not throw up such barriers. Man may, for his hour, be an animal, coarse, unrestrained, utterly self-gratifying. And after his hour, he may depart without obligations, emotional, economic, or social.


  What makes women turn to prostitution? There have been countless surveys. In one of these, only 2 percent of the prostitutes questioned claimed they had become prostitutes solely because they needed money. Many were lazy or mentally retarded girls who regarded prostitution as easier than working behind a ribbon counter or a desk. Many were amoral, and considered sexual variety a lark. Many hoped, optimistically, to meet a man of a higher class who might take care of them. Many were lured into it by husbands, seducers, pimps. Many were encouraged to go into it by environmental immorality; many to escape parental neglect or abuse. Many were just plain lonely.


  These are the reasons articulated, for a century, by the prostitutes themselves. But psychiatrists, today, give more penetrating reasons. The prostitute is a girl who was once disillusioned by reality. In excessive sexual activity, she has her small triumph. She achieves value and identity. And, above all, she has her revenge. For, terrified of her father in childhood, she has come to hate all men. Now these men whom she has feared are humbled by her, for they need her. These men are symbolically castrated and debased by her, for she knows they can never satisfy her. This would seem to be unconscious sadism, yet the prostitute is in fact a masochist. “As a matter of record,” writes Dr. Joseph Tenenbaum, “it is usually impossible to rescue a prostitute from her misery just because misery is what she craves most of all.” She despises her profession, yet she would not abandon it. For, every hour of every night she attains her debasing victory.


  Unlike Ninon de Lenclos and her sister courtesans, prostitutes rarely become famous enough to have their lives recorded. Most have, of necessity, lived shadowy lives, in dim places and in secrecy. But a handful have brazened it out, have become notorious enough because of their talents and patrons, to defy anonymity. One of these was Catherine Maria Fisher, known to students of harlotry and nursery rhymes as Kitty Fisher.


  Kitty was born in the Soho section of London, in 1738, of poor German parents. As she approached maturity, she was apprenticed to a milliner. In that period, milliners’ shops were, like the theater, showcases for pretty young girls who were potential prostitutes or courtesans. Kitty was, indeed, pretty. She was a small girl, almost delicate, with light blue eyes, a turned-up nose, and a generous mouth. She was intelligent, clever, gay. She had the outward dignity and poise of a well-bred lady, yet one sensed at once the promise of attractive vulgarity beneath. She was not long behind the milliner’s counter. The son of an English merchant, an army ensign named Anthony Martin, dazzled Kitty with gifts and extravagant promises, and soon she was ensconced in his apartments as his mistress. However, young Martin was parsimonious, and when, at last, he was shipped abroad, Kitty was not displeased. At any rate, she had found her profession.


  Patrons quickly beat a path to Kitty’s door. Thomas Medlycott, heir to a great estate, introduced her to fine attire, the opera, and the Islington Spa. Augustus Keppel, a naval officer with the best of connections, introduced her into high society. And society produced new admirers in the forms of Admiral Lord George Anson, General John Ligonier, and Edward, Duke of York, brother to the future George III.


  Kitty Fisher did not sell herself cheaply. The price for her favors was one hundred guineas a night. Once, the Duke of York, after having slept the night with her, handed her a fifty-pound bank note before taking his leave. Kitty, who would brook no bargain hunter, was deeply offended. With admirable contempt, she placed the fifty-pound bank note on her bread-and-butter and ate it for breakfast. And then she barred the duke from her bed forever.


  She was a celebrity and she could do no wrong. And all that she did was news. When she had tea served in her box at tire theater during a performance, no one was surprised. When she ordered fresh strawberries in the winter, at twenty guineas a box, all of London was delighted. When a baronet commissioned Joshua Reynolds to paint her, it seemed only natural. Later, Reynolds painted her again, as Cleopatra, and reproductions were hawked throughout the metropolis. When she was entertaining the dwarfish Lord Montfort, and was notified that Lord Sandwich, a rival for her affections, was about to appear, she shoved her pigmy peer under her hoopskirt and walked him safely out of the room, and all of Parliament roared with pleasure at the story. When she fell off a horse, while riding in St. James’s Park, it inspired wide concern in the English press and resulted in a verse in the Universal Magazine:


  Dear Kitty, had thy only fall


  Been that thou met’st with in the Mall,


  Thou had’st deserved our pity;


  But long before that luckless day,


  With equal justice might we say,


  Alas! poor fallen Kitty!


  After six years of popularity, during which period she met King George II, William Pitt, and Casanova, she fell ill and retired from her profession. In 1765, she met John Norris, Jr., whose grandfather had been a wee admiral in the British Navy, whose father was an important landowner, and who was himself a member of Parliament. A year later, Kitty married Norris in Scotland, much to the horror of his family. Several months passed before her father-in-law, after considerable soul-searching, sent for her, received her in the manor house in Kent, and approved of the match. That winter she was very happy and very ill, and five months after her wedding day she was dead. She was only twenty-nine.


  “Sexual desire, which is the source of the feeling of love, remains a virtually unchanging instinct; it varies as little as human bodies,” wrote Andre Maurois in Seven Faces of Love, “but the manifestations of this instinct, which are the ways of loving, become modified in the course of centuries.” To observe best the evolution in the ways of loving, and to observe the changing attitudes toward those who made the art of loving their careers, one need only follow the peregrinations of the mistress from her first entrance into society until modern times.


  The rise of the mistress began, quite logically, in the enlightened civilization that was ancient Greece. Monogamy was in force, but this did not guarantee widespread joy to women. The Athenian wife was little more than a chattel. She dwelt in the rear of the house, secluded from all male visitors, without freedom of movement, without legal or inheritance rights. It was even thought that she did not play a role in conceiving offspring, because “seed” was believed to be produced exclusively by the male. Birth control was popular. Since she was not allowed to encourage a large family, the Athenian wife rubbed oil of cedar and ointment of lead on the opening to her uterus to prevent conception. She loved, honored, and obeyed, and was herself honored, but it was not the most exciting of lives. If she sought romance elsewhere, she risked her life, for if she was discovered, her husband had the legal right to lull her.


  No wonder, then, that so many Athenian women remained unfettered, and that so many of these undertook the often happier role of mistress. Of the various types of mistress, the pome or prostitute was the least respected. She worked in houses recognized, and taxed, by the government, and there, often clad in little more than a veil, she stood for examination by prospective customers. However, because she supplied so much revenue to the state, her lot was generally improved through the years. Above the prostitute, in social station, was the auletris, a trained entertainer who was expert with the flute, in the suggestive dance, and at lovemaking. But above all free women, in Greece, stood the hetaira, or courtesan.


  The Athenian courtesan was usually a highly cultivated, highly attractive young woman, with dyed blonde hair, and small breasts. She attired herself in a flowery robe prescribed by law. While she possessed no civil rights, and was barred from entering any temple other than her own, she remained a free citizen. Her average fee was five hundred gold drachmas a visit. Many of these courtesans became as renowned as generals, philosophers, playwrights or Olympic heroes. There was Clepsydra, who kept an hourglass beside her bed, and dismissed her lovers when the sands ran out. There was Cyrene, who was much in demand when word spread that she knew twelve different ways of performing sexual intercourse. There was Theoris, who gave the playwright Sophocles an illegitimate child in his old age. (When Sophocles’ legitimate son, fearing he might lose his inheritance, took his father to court for mental incompetence, the old man proved his sensibility by rising to read the latest of his 113 plays.) There was Lamia, who demanded that Demetrius Poliorcetes, King of Macedon, pay her 250 talents, or $300,000, for her favors. He agreed, and raised the money by levying a soap tax, which provoked one Athenian wit to remark that since Lamia required so much from soap, she surely must have been dirtier than everyone thought. But foremost among all the courtesans in Greek history were Aspasia, Lais, and Phryne.


  Of Aspasia’s physical attractions little is known, except that her hair was golden, that her voice was silvery, and that her foot was agreeably small. It is thought that she posed for her friend Phidias when he created his Athene of the Parthenon. Socrates admired her eloquence. And it is said that she wrote several of Pericles’ orations, notably the memorable funeral address he made at the outset of the Great Peloponnesian War.


  She was born in Miletus, managed a brothel in Megara, and arrived in Athens in 450 B.C. to conduct a school for elocution and philosophy, intended principally for young ladies. It is possible that she continued to run a brothel as a sideline. At any rate, Socrates, Anaxagoras, and Euripides joined the ladies attending her classes. When Pericles, the high-domed dictator of Athens, also attended and was enchanted, Aspasia’s future was made, and she forthwith withdrew from the profession of teaching to resume her role of courtesan.


  It is thought that Pericles was forty years old, and Aspasia twenty-five, when they met. Pie was at the height of his popularity. He had democratized parts of Greece, and ennobled its culture. He was married, keeping a courtesan from Corinth, and he had two adolescent sons. Now he discarded both his wife and his Corinthian to devote his full energies to his new mistress, who was already pregnant by him. Having arranged another marriage for his former wife, Pericles brought Aspasia into his house. Since she was not an Athenian citizen, he could not marry her. But he willed his fortune to their son, Pericles II, and soon neglected his followers and the council hall for her caresses.


  Pericles’ enemies, and even some of his supporters, resented Aspasia, and especially the part she played in political affairs. They conspired to destroy her. Led by one Hermippus, a playwright, they accused Aspasia of impiety toward their gods, and of acting as a procuress who supplied young freeborn Athenian ladies to satisfy Pericles’ lust. The trial was held in 432 B.C., before a jury of fifteen hundred men, and Aspasia, as a foreigner, was not allowed to speak in her own defense. When Pericles realized that the evidence was going against his beloved, and that the penalty would be death, he appeared to defend her in person. Though known for his phlegmatic, judicial, aloof manner, Pericles opened his heart to the jurors. His voice quavered with emotion. He broke down and wept. And the jurors, irrationally moved, voted for acquittal.


  But Aspasia’s detractors were not done. Aristophanes, who detested her, held her responsible for instigating the costly Peloponnesian War. He insisted that she was still in the brothel business, that two high-spirited officers from Megara had kidnapped two of her most valued prostitutes, and that, as a result, she had urged Pericles to attack Megara. While it is more likely that Pericles had started the conflict to secure his control of the Aegean Sea, popular feeling against Aspasia mounted.


  When Pericles pulled his citizenry behind the walls of Athens, hoping that his navy might be sufficient to bring about victor}’, misfortune struck in the form of a plague. One out of every four Athenian soldiers died, and Pericles lost his two legitimate sons. When the war ended, Pericles was accused of having bought the peace through misappropriation of funds from the public treasury. He was convicted and fined over a quarter of a million dollars. Nine years later he was back in power. One of his first acts was to force the legislature to legitimize his son, Pericles II, by then an Athenian general. Shortly after, Pericles was dead in his sixties. As for Aspasia, a month later she was consoling herself with a wealthy sheepdealer named Lysicles.


  The second great courtesan of ancient Greece was Lais, born in Sicily, brought to Corinth as a slave, and discovered by a painter, who purchased the youthful girl for a model. For three years the artist trained her in the social graces, permitting her to work in a brothel when he could spare her, and then he set her free. She was, Athenaeus remarked, “superior in beauty to any woman that had ever been seen.”


  It was natural that she should move to Athens to pose for the great sculptors, and to offer herself as a mistress to the greatest of them. The elderly artist, Myron, who had done the classic Discus Thrower, hired her first. When she removed her veils, and stood naked before him, preparing to pose, the old man was stunned. At once he offered her a fortune, the entire contents of his studio, to stay the night with him. She studied the old man’s tangled gray hair and beard, his unkempt garments, turned, snatched up her veils, and walked out. The following day, the frenzied Myron had his hair cut and trimmed, his beard shaved off, his cheeks rouged, his new scarlet robe perfumed. Then, wearing a chain of gold, and jeweled rings, he sought out Lais and told her that he loved her. She studied him as before, and was amused. “My dear friend,” she said, “you are asking of me what I refused your father yesterday.”


  She gave herself only to those she loved. When Demosthenes offered her ten thousand drachmas for a single night, she sent him away. Yet, when the impoverished philosopher and searcher for an honest man, Diogenes—who is said to have dwelt in a barrel—indicated interest, she gave herself to him for nothing. Aristippus, the philosopher, paid her such huge sums for her affection, that she was able to contribute generously to charities and temples.


  When her money was gone, and her beauty too, she continued to offer her body now at bargain prices. Epicrates recorded the last years of her life:


  “Lais is idle and drunken. She comes to wander among the tables. To me, she is like one of those birds of prey which, in the strength of youth, hurl themselves from tire summit of mountains and carry off young goats, but which, in old age, perch languidly on the pinnacles of temples, where they live, consumed by hunger, a sinister augury. Lais, in her springtime, was rich and superb… But now, her winter is coming; the temple is fallen in ruins and opens easily; she stops the first comer to drink with him; a stater, a three-oboles piece, are a fortune to her. Young and old, she takes all the world; age has so softened her humor that she extends her hand for a few pieces of money.”


  At the age of seventy, she fell passionately in love with a youth in his twenties. She followed him to Thessaly, and then into the Temple of Venus, where she profanely offered herself to him. Women nearby, repelled by the sight, stoned her to death. In Athens she was not forgotten, and there a mighty tomb rose to honor her memory.


  But it was the third of the great courtesans of Athens who is best remembered. Her name was Mnesarete, but for the yellowish cast of the skin covering her perfect body she was called Phryne. She was born in the small town of Thespiae. With maturity, she became possessed of so shapely a body that it was inevitable she must go to Athens. There she became the mistress of Apelles, who used her as the model for his Aphrodite Anadyomene, and then she became the mistress of Praxiteles, who posed her for his two Aphrodites, one version nude and the other clothed. When Praxiteles offered her, as a token of his love, any one of the priceless sculptured pieces in his studio, she was at a loss and begged him to make the choice for her. He refused. A few days later she rushed up to him in the street, shouting that his studio was ablaze. He groaned. “I am lost if my Satyr and my Eros are burned.” Phryne then admitted the fire was a hoax, chose the Eros, and presented it to her native Thespiae. There, it remained a tourist attraction until years later, when Nero confiscated it only to lose it himself when Rome burned.


  Among all the Greek courtesans, Phryne was tire most modest. She was always fully clothed in public, favoring a tight-fitting chiton. She never attended the public baths. And when she made love, it was always in darkness. Only twice annually, at the Eleusinian and Poseidonian festivals, did she stand in the portico of the temple, strip to the flesh, and walk in nudity through the gaping thousands to enter the sea and pay homage to the gods.


  It was said that no man could resist her charms. Yet, some said there was one. They pointed to Xenocrates, the philosopher who governed Plato’s Academy for a quarter of a century. He was a man of virtue, without a fleshly desire, his entire waking day given over to intellectual preoccupations. Phryne was intrigued. What about his nights, she wondered. He was, after all, a mere man. She wagered that she could seduce him in a single evening. The wager was accepted by his admirers. Wearing her jeweled ornaments, and dressed in the thinnest of veils, she rapped on his door one night. Xenocrates opened it, and Phryne hastily entered. She said that she was being pursued by thieves, and begged for refuge until morning. Xenocrates, ever the perfect host, told her to sleep on the bench, and returned to his bed. Phryne disrobed, and slipped into bed beside him. He remained unmoved. She embraced him savagely. He did not respond. She shrieked with despair, and fled into the night. But she would not pay her bet. “I wagered that I would render a man, not a statue, sensible,” she explained.


  More responsive lovers lavished wealth upon her. When Alexander the Great brought down the walls of Thebes, Phryne offered to rebuild them. There was one condition. On the new walls must hang a plaque bearing the words: “Thebes was overthrown by Alexander and rebuilt by Phryne.” The Thebans refused her offer.


  Quite naturally, the wives of Athens resented her. They encouraged one of Phrync’s unsuccessful suitors, Euthias, to bring her to judgment for “having profaned the majesty of the Eleusinian mysteries by parodying them, and of being constantly occupied with corrupting the most illustrious citizens of the republic by seducing them from the service of the fatherland.” On trial for her life, she induced the renowned orator, Hyperides, to undertake her defense in return for her becoming his mistress. His conduct of her case was brilliant, but the cause seemed hopeless. The death penalty appeared inevitable until Hyperides, in a moment of inspiration, led Phryne before her judges, yanked her garments from her shoulders, and pulled them down to her waist. She stood with her faultless breasts exposed. The judges stared at her in wonder. This was not a woman. This was a divinity. So perfect a body could not hide an imperfect soul. Confused by their superstitious reasoning, the awed judges voted for acquittal.


  Phryne retained this beauty to the end
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