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SPEAKING FOR COLETTE:  LITERARY TOURISM,  

STORYTELLING,  AND LA MAISON DE  COLETTE  

Tama Lea Engelking 

La route couleur de fer tourne, si court qu’on s’arrête 
surpris, devant un village imprévu. . . . Mon Dieu, je 
t’emmène religieusement vers ma maison d’autre fois 
. . . et peut-être, que tu dis, pendant que je tremble sur 
le seuil retrouvé: “Ce n’est qu’une vieille maison. . . .” 
Entre. Je vais t’expliquer. 

Colette, “Dimanche,” Le Voyage égoïste (1928) 

Museums, once places of quiet contemplation, are becoming dynamic 
multisensory experiences where sound is being used to communicate information, 
but also to engage visitors by creating “a sensorial environment that may actuate 
more immediate and imaginative ways of experiencing the exhibition” (Bubaris 
395). One of the most powerful methods of engaging museum visitors is to 
incorporate narratives in the form of storytelling into the acoustic environment. 
Jane Nielsen defines storytelling as “a narrative that creates engagement” by 
stimulating the imaginative processes that allow visitors to create meaning by 
connecting their experiences with emotions and memories (“Museum 
Communication” 445). While storytelling constantly takes place in museums, it 
can take on a particularly impactful role in writers’ houses, or what Elizabeth 
Emery prefers to call the “writer house museum.” Writers’ houses are a popular 
form of literary tourism that attracts visitors to sites associated with works of 
fiction or with authors such as the houses where writers were born, live, wrote or 
died. In France, a country that reveres its writers, writers’ houses draw over 1.5 
million visitors each year and “play a critical role in the French heritage tourism 
industry” (Emery 5).1 The rise of an experience economy, and a more educated 
class of tourists that seeks out vacation spots where they can experience 
something personally meaningful, have made writer’s houses more compelling 
destinations than ever (Herbert 314). They especially appeal to visitors who feel 
the need to go beyond intellectual engagement with literary texts and “long for 
some sort of material contact with the writer or with the places where his/her 
writing originates” (Hendrix 1). La maison de Colette, the recently restored natal 
home of Sidonie-Gabrielle Colette in rural Burgundy, provides a rich example of 
the impact that a writer’s house can have on visitors seeking to connect with an 
author. In particular, the incorporation of storytelling into the soundscape of each 
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Engelking 105 

guided tour allows Colette’s “vieille maison” to personally speak to each of the 
36,000 visitors that La maison de Colette has welcomed since it first opened its 
doors to the public in May, 2016.2 

The concept of storytelling is an approach to museum interpretation that is 
particularly relevant in the case of Colette because of the role that storytelling 
played in her own life and career. Colette was a consummate storyteller who 
regularly enthralled her friends with anecdotes about her childhood, about the 
residents and village of Saint-Sauveur-en-Puisaye where she grew up, and about 
the house where she was born and lived for the first eighteen years of her life, a 
house that she once described as “une relique, un terrier, une citadelle, le musée 
de ma jeunesse…” (Oeuvres I: 859). Her first novel, Claudine à l’école (1900), 
grew out of the amusing tales of her school girl days that her first husband Willy 
encouraged her to write down, according to her account in Mes apprentissages 

(Oeuvres III: 994-995). Many years later, Colette’s stepson Bertrand was so 
captivated by the stories of her childhood that he asked her to take him to 
Burgundy so they could visit the house and village together. These stories would 
become La Maison de Claudine (1922), a collection of family anecdotes that 
Colette drew from her childhood memories (“La vérité sur ‘Chéri’” Oeuvres II: 
LVII). When La maison de Colette association purchased Colette’s natal home in 
2011 with the goal of restoring it and opening it to the public as a writer’s house 
museum, they drew extensively on Colette’s stories to guide their project. Their 
goal was to restore the site as authentically as possible in order to recreate the 
experience of the house and gardens as Colette would have known them during 
the period she lived there from 1873–1891. Frédéric Maget, president of La 
société des Amis de Colette and director of La maison de Colette, was in charge 
of assembling the illustrious team of restoration specialists who completed the 
five-year 1.5 million euro project that included eighteen intensive months of 
detailed restoration work which is ongoing.3 Recreating the physical space was 
difficult enough, but perhaps the biggest challenge facing Maget was deciding 
how to present the house to visitors—how to stage the actual guided tour of the 
rooms and gardens and design a soundscape that would engage visitors in the 
telling and retelling of Colette’s story. 

In his study of the link between writers’ houses and memory, Hendrix 
contends that the transformation of private places into public museums makes 
them “highly susceptible to manipulation” by “persons or institutions interested 
in constructing a particular kind of public memory or a commercially exploitable 
tourist attraction” (1). This is an aspect of writers’ houses that Emery has studied 
by focusing on the reception and construction of writers’ houses as public 
museums. Originally conceived as lieux de mémoire, writers’ houses have 
evolved so that they serve different functions depending on a variety of factors 
such as the resources available, and also the intent of the owners, museum 
curators, site managers, and other private and public stakeholders. Emery 
describes the diverse roles that a writer’s house can play using the example of 
George Sand’s house in Nohant. One of the ten most visited places in France, 
Sand’s house “offers a cult of memory for both Sand and Chopin” that serves as 
a museum and performance venue (for music, literature, and puppet shows), and 
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106 Women in French Studies 

also showcases Sand’s recreated garden (Emery 198). While Nohant offers a 
compelling model of a writer’s house, La maison de Colette offers visitors 
something unique. Although Colette never wrote in the house Saint-Sauveur-en-
Puisaye where she spent her first eighteen years, perhaps more than any other 
writer, she wrote about her natal home. As Frédéric Maget put it in a recent 
interview “La maison n’est pas le lieu de création, elle est la création, un véritable 
personnage dans l’œuvre et même un rouage de l’écriture” (Engelking 191). 

Maget’s vision for La maison de Colette was to highlight the link between 
Colette’s house, her writing and the formative role her childhood played in her 
genesis as a writer by staging visits to the house and gardens in the form of a small 
group guided tour organized around a series of different stories. To create this 
narrative framework, Frédéric Maget read and reread all of Colette’s works and 
let himself be guided by the voice of Colette. His inspiration came from the many 
pages Colette devoted to her home village and maison natale, and especially her 
memoir, La Maison de Claudine. By using the name of her fictional character 
Claudine in the title of her book, Colette was making an explicit link between her 
career as a writer, and the house where she insisted she never felt the least desire 
to write, but where, under the watchful eye of her mother, Sido, she developed the 
sensibilities that would shape her writing. As Joan Hinde Stewart has argued, the 
title of La Maison de Claudine places it under the sign of the author’s entrance 
into literature with the very name of Claudine alluding to the “period and the 
circumstances of Colette’s becoming an author” (266). Josette Rico has gone even 
further by identifying La Maison de Claudine as “la matrice des thèmes, des 
motifs et des problématiques au cœur de l’écriture” that provides “un arrière-plan 
fait de sensations et d’images à son inspiration d’écrivain” (4). 

While numerous critics have linked Colette’s vocation as a writer to the 
formative years she spent in Saint-Sauveur, Freadman explicitly links the 
vignettes collected in La Maison de Claudine to Colette’s role as a conteuse 

d’anecdotes who learned the art of oral storytelling first hand from her father (“A 
Creature” 48–49). She describes these vignettes as scattered fragments of 
memories that Colette assembled to tell stories about her past (Livres-Souvenirs 

64). Maget and his team have reassembled many of these fragments and integrated 
them into the guided tour where storytelling and literature come together, turning 
a visit to Colette’s maison natale into a sort of maison-livre with the experience 
of moving from room to room comparable to turning pages in a book. The role 
that the house and gardens played in Colette becoming a writer is one aspect of 
Colette’s story that Maget and his team of guides have worked to highlight for 
visitors with the goal of having her house serve, in the words of Julia Kristeva, as 
“une initiation à la lecture de Colette.”3 One measure of the success of the visit, 
according to Maget, is the number of tourists who leave the house with a book by 
Colette in hand (Engelking 190). 

How exactly does Colette’s house speak to its visitors, what stories does it 
tell, and how do these stories entice visitors to read or reread Colette’s work? 
David Herbert makes the important observation that visitors are drawn to literary 
places with many different expectations for what they hope to experience there. 
According to Herbert, the managers of literary sites will aim to “portray a 
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Engelking 107 

particular set of images. At their disposal are the physical attributes of the sites 
and a range of interpretive techniques that can be used to convey messages” (313). 
Although “images” seems to relate to visual aspects of a museum visit, sound is 
an interpretive technique that is extensively used to communicate with visitors 
whether they are conscious of it or not, a point emphasized by specialists in aural 
architecture.4 There is, however, no guarantee that these messages will be read, 
heard, and interpreted in intended ways (Herbert 316). Studies show that up to 1/3 
of the visitors to writers’ houses may have never read a word written by the author 
whose house they visit (Accueil des publics). Nevertheless, they expect that the 
experience of an authentic literary place will create an emotional and imaginative 
resonance with an author and her work. Harald Hendrix calls this quality, specific 
to writers’ houses the “through-the-looking-glass” effect that allows visitors, 
through contact with physical space and objects, to fuse the real and imaginary, 
fact and fiction, and to “come into contact with the imaginative work created by 
the author, and thus to participate in his imagination” (239). The sensory triggers 
that engage individual visitors are key elements in literary tourism where “c’est 
le ressort de l’émotion, de l’imaginaire qui conduit le visiteur d’une maison 
d’écrivain à vouloir découvrir et s’imprégner de lieux” (Bonniot-Mirlou and 
Blasquiet 16). In their work on literature and tourism, Robinson and Andersen 
identify a tripartite combination of auteur-oeuvre-lieux that is especially 
evocative in that it creates a resonance between the imaginary and an individual’s 
memories and perceptions that can add new meanings and emotions to a reading 
or rereading of the texts that feature these places (3). The acoustic environment 
can provide a powerful stimulus when sounds link “movement in space with 
memory to create an associative psychogeographic environment that stimulates 
the senses of the visitor” (Bubaris 398). Bubaris emphasizes the range of sounds 
comprising a museum’s acoustic environment that can include the tapping of each 
visitor’s footsteps, the buzzing insects in the garden, and the voices of the guides 
and the tourists who interact with them. 

In La maison de Colette, the combination of auteur-oeuvre-lieux generates a 
poignant personal experience for each visitor that is mediated by the oral 
commentaries of the tour guide which operate in tandem with Colette’s own 
narrative and the physical aspects of the house and gardens. The tour guides use 
their storytelling skills to provide an engaging interpretive structure for the visit, 
but rather than simply delivering factual information, a guide’s work is 
improvised, creative, and dynamic. In visits of this type, it is the passion and 
enthusiasm of the storytelling guides, rather than their expertise, which most 
deeply impresses literary tourists (Bryon et al. 4). The more than ninety reviews 
of La maison de Colette posted on the TripAdvisor site affirm this view in that 
nearly all the reviewers highlight the passion of the guide as a particularly 
memorable aspect of their visit (TripAdvisor.com). 

The role of tour guides and other storytellers is one of the most studied 
aspects of the cultural tourism business because, as Bryon explains, face-to-face 
interpretation by a skilled tour guide is particularly powerful in influencing what 
tourists think and feel about the sites they encounter. “Genuine passion is the 
storyteller’s added value to the tourist experience and can turn a nice sight into a 
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108 Women in French Studies 

must-see attraction” as the guide mediates the gaps between expectations and 
actual experience (Bryan et al. 1). The ephemeral nature of each encounter turns 
each experience into a lived and highly personal one. In many cases tourists seek 
out the expert mediation of a guide to enhance an experience and make it come 
alive for them. In Saint-Sauveur-en-Puisaye, for example, visitors may come to 
the village to tour Colette’s house, but will forego a visit to Le musée de Colette 
which is located only a 5-minute walk away.5 Although this museum contains 
many of Colette’s personal items, including recreations of the salon and bedroom 
from her Palais Royal apartment, visitors who tour these displays with no lively 
narrative to guide them, and, in many cases, little to no knowledge of Colette or 
her works, may not feel emotionally connected with the experience. To help 
visitors make a personal connection, each visit to La maison de Colette takes the 
form of a small group guided tour that ends in the gardens where visitors are 
invited to wander on their own before exiting through the bookstore. Guided tours 
are common for writers’ houses, with more than 93% of them offering this type 
of visit, but about half also allow visitors to tour the house on their own, often 
aided by printed brochures, audio recordings or informative signs (Enquête sur 

les maisons d’écrivain 32). This option is not available at La maison de Colette 
which can only be visited as part of a guided tour. 

To heighten the effect of the storytelling narration by the guide, the house is 
entirely free of signage. There are no descriptive labels or signs warning visitors 
to not sit or touch the objects, and no cords blocking off the rooms. Instead, 
visitors have the sense of visiting a living house whose inhabitants might appear 
at any moment. The table in the dining room, for example, is set for the six 
members of the Colette family; in the salon, a game of dominoes is being played; 
and in the Captain’s study, we see his daily paper lying open on the desk, waiting 
for his return (figures 1 and 2). When the weather allows, the windows are open 
to allow the sounds of the neighborhood and aromas of the garden to penetrate the 
senses of each visitor. A meticulous attention to detail in restoring the house 
contributes to the authentic feel of the visit, with many of the details taken directly 
from Colette’s texts. The original wallpaper designs described by Colette were 
excavated from the walls and recreated using nineteenth-century printing 
techniques, the curtains are all hand sewn, blown glass window panes replicate 
the glass that the Colette family originally looked through, and the rooms are lit 
to represent the lamps that would have illuminated these same spaces in the 
nineteenth century. Garden specialists have recreated Sido’s beloved gardens, and 
a book specialist has filled the shelves of the family library with editions of books 
and journals that the family was known to possess, among them Colette’s personal 
set of Honoré de Balzac’s works with her extensive hand-written annotations. The 
presence of the volumes actually owned and read by Colette helps visitors make 
the connection between the early reading habits she formed in this house, a 
lifetime of reading Balzac, whom she claimed was her favorite author, and the 
writer that she would eventually become. Attention to authenticity even extends 
to the smells of the rooms, including the cleaning products used, which are 
designed to simulate the sensory experiences that la petite Gabrielle would have 
had growing up here. Visitors walk on the recreated titled floors, wooden staircase 
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Engelking 109 

and cobblestones of the courtyard, with the sounds produced by their footsteps 
reinforcing the impression that they are literally walking “sur les pas de Colette.” 
Approximately 30% of the objects in the house are original including the piano 
and the Colette crystal that a collector recently returned to the house, and the 
search is ongoing.6 

Many details from Colette’s texts are woven into the oral narrative of the visit 
as the tour guides evaluate each group and draw on a repertoire of quotes and 
stories that they feel will resonate most with each particular group. Because 
memory structures are story-based, as Schank and Berman have argued, 
storytelling is an especially impactful way to turn a museum experience into a 
personal memory (302). They contend that by listening to stories, “we seek to 
match what is being told to us to ideas we have already stored in our memories,” 
and then to reconstruct those experiences by transforming them into our own 
stories (292). Visitors to La maison de Colette will react differently, for example, 
to hearing Colette’s account of the spider that would descend each night to drink 
hot chocolate from the cup left simmering on her mother’s bed stand: “Elle 
descendait, lente, balancée mollement comme une grosse perle, empoignait de ses 
huit pattes le bord de la tasse, se penchait tête première, et buvait jusqu’à satiété. 
Puis, elle remontait, lourde de chocolat crémeux…” (Oeuvres II: 1001). Children 
with a fear of spiders, or those who are enthralled by insects, would hear this story 
differently than many grownups, especially those who can nostalgically recall 
Colette’s spider story from their childhood. 

To illustrate how the storytelling techniques used in literary tourism can come 
together with Colette’s own storytelling to make each visit to La maison de 
Colette a unique and evocative personal experience, I will use the example of my 
own visits to her house. In spring of 2017, I spent two weeks in Saint-Sauveur-
en-Puisaye where I participated in multiple tours of La maison de Colette led by 
four different guides. I also interviewed the director, Frédéric Maget, and Samia 
Bordji, who heads Le centre d’études de Colette, and spoke with some of the 
visitors, with the guides, and with the staff at the Saint-Sauveur Office de 
Tourisme. Although the intellectual, emotional, and imaginative impact of the 
stories I heard chez Colette is impossible to recreate, I would like to try by sharing 
three examples. The first is a story that Colette did not tell, but that her house and 
gardens reveal in great detail; the second illustrates how Colette’s story and that 
of her house work in tandem to reinforce each other and impact the visitors; the 
third, one that is central to understanding Colette’s genesis as a writer, relates a 
story that especially touched me as a long-time reader of Colette, but whose 
significance could be interpreted differently by tourists unfamiliar with her works. 

The guided tour begins in the jardin d’en face with the guide reciting a 
passage from the opening pages of La Maison de Claudine (see figure 3) 

La façade principale, sur la rue de l’Hospice, était une façade à perron double, 
noircie, à grandes fenêtres et sans grâces, une maison bourgeoise de vieux village 
[. . .] Grande maison grave, revêche avec sa porte à clochette d’orphelinat, son 
entrée cochère à gros verrou de geôle ancienne, maison qui ne souriait qu’à son 
jardin. (Œuvres II: 967) 
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110 Women in French Studies 

Here, the guide establishes the role that Colette’s own words will play in the 
tour, and also provides a context for the stories that will follow. The guide points 
out that the front garden, designed to protect the family’s privacy, is a feature that 
only the wealthy could afford. He then turns our attention to the slate roof of the 
large thirteen-room house—unusual in a village of red-tiled roofs—to the house’s 
well-stocked wine cellar, and to the courtyard with outbuildings that housed the 
family livestock and included living quarters for the family servants. This is the 
house that Colette’s mother, known as Sido, inherited from her first husband at 
his death in 1865. La maison de Colette, which was in reality la maison de Sido, 
contrasts sharply with the more modest houses surrounding it in the village. This 
striking visual not only illustrates the wealth that Sido inherited, but also serves 
to establish the outsider status of the family. We learn that Sido grew up in the 
artistic and intellectual circles of Belgium, and that her second husband, Captain 
Jules Colette, was a native of Toulon, a war hero who had lost a leg on a battlefield 
in Italy. The guides paint lively verbal portraits of Colette’s parents to emphasize 
that they were educated free thinkers in a country village that would never accept 
them or their daughter, especially after her negative portrayal of them in Claudine 

à l’école. 
We then enter the house through the back door, following the same route that 

Colette would have taken as a girl returning from school. Visitors, who may think 
of Colette as a provincial peasant, often express surprise at the opulent bourgeois 
furnishings of the house when they first enter it. In these rooms we discover a 
family whose taste for luxury not only had them living beyond their means, but 
we also learn of the financial ruin and humiliation they suffered when they were 
forced to sell their property, to publicly auction off many of their possessions, and 
to finally leave Saint-Sauveur when Gabrielle Colette was just eighteen. The ruin 
of her family and the loss of her childhood paradise is a story Colette never shared 
in her writing. It provides the opening theme of the tour as La maison de Colette 
becomes a paradise regained by every visitor who is able to imagine Colette’s 
childhood come back to life when they enter the house and gardens. 

The second story focuses on the relationship between Colette and her mother, 
specifically Sido’s fears for the safety of her daughter when she moved from the 
tiny room connected to her mother’s bedroom to a larger bedroom on the second 
floor that had belonged to her half-sister Juliette. 

Le mariage de ma demi-sœur venait de me livrer sa chambre, la chambre du 
premier étage, étoilée de bleuets sur un fond blanc-gris. Quittant ma tanière 
enfantine—une ancienne logette de portier à grosse poutres, carrelée, suspendue 
au-dessus de l’entrée cochère et commandée par la chambre à coucher de ma 
mère—je dormais, depuis un mois, dans le lit que je n’avais osé convoiter. 
(Œuvres II: 982) 

During the restoration process, workers were able to use Colette’s description 
quoted above to excavate layers of wallpaper in order to identify and then recreate 
the wallpaper design in Juliette’s room, “étoilée de bleuets sur un fond blanc-
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Engelking 111 

gris,” as well as the curtains. Guides may mention these specific details and also 
point out that the original bed, too heavy to move, is still in place. From Sido’s 
bedroom, visitors physically navigate the few steps separating Colette’s tiny 
childhood bedroom from that of her mother. We are forced to duck our heads to 
enter the small room whose only source of heat comes from Sido’s bedroom, 
which also serves as the only entrance to the room. Maget refers to the connecting 
stairway as an umbilical cord—a physical reminder of the closeness of mother 
and daughter that visitors are able to experience for themselves. Here the guide 
might relate the tale of “L’enlèvement” from La Maison de Claudine in which 
Sido kidnaps her own daughter, returning her in the middle of the night to the 
safety of her little room after fearing for her abduction. I heard Samia Bordji, a 
mother herself, relate this story during one of the visits she guided, reciting 
excerpts of “L’enlèvement” from memory, and dramatically rendering Colette’s 
reaction upon awakening in her old bedroom and not recognizing where she was 
“Maman! Viens vite! Je suis enlevée!” (Oeuvres II: 984). Samia’s passionate 
telling of this story, especially in the restricted acoustic space of the tiny room, 
resonated strongly with the parents in the group who, like me, have daughters and 
can personally relate to the protective impulses of Sido toward her precious child. 

The most compelling story for me, however, was that of “Le curé sur le mur” 
from La Maison de Claudine. In this crucial chapter, which is often read as a 
parable of the writer’s genesis, Colette describes herself as a young girl, 
“accoudée au mur du jardin” where she would survey her kingdom and actively 
experiment with language. The wall in question, shown in figure 5, separates the 
courtyard from the upper garden. 

À son âge—pas tout à fait huit ans—j’étais curé sur le mur. Le mur, épais et haut, 
qui séparait le jardin de la basse-cour, et dont le faîte, large comme un trottoir, 
dallé à plat, me servait de piste et de terrasse, inaccessible au commun des 
mortels. [. . . ] 

Le mot ‘presbytère’ venait de tomber, cette année-là, dans mon oreille sensible 
et d’y faire des ravages [. . .] J’avais recueilli en moi le mot mystérieux, comme 
brodé d’un relief rêche en son commencement, achevé en une longue et rêveuse 
syllabe… Enrichie d’un secret et d’un doute, je dormais avec le mot et je 
l’emportais sur mon mur. “Presbytère!” Je le jetais, par-dessus le toit du 
poulailler et le jardin de Miton, vers l’horizon toujours brumeux de moutiers. Du 
haut de mon mur, le mot sonnait en anathème. “Allez! vous êtes tous des 
presbytères! ” criais-je à des bannis invisibles. (Œuvres II: 986) 

Guides do not have the luxury of relating this entire story excerpted above 
during the tour, but may point out the wall and mention it as the site where Colette 
played “le curé sur le mur.” This reference will resonate with visitors like me who 
are familiar with the story and can imagine the games that “la petite Gabrielle” 
played in this specific setting. The physical experience of Colette’s walled garden 
took me on my own “through the looking glass” moment referred to by Hendrix. 
My flash of insight came as the sights, sounds, and smells of the garden, resonated 
with the text of Colette’s story to create the sensation that I was personally 
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112 Women in French Studies 

experiencing one of the writer’s own memories unlocked by the sound of 
“presbytère.” At that instance it seemed clear to me that Colette’s childhood 
resembled this very garden whose stone walls served as an insulating heat trap to 
create the unusual conditions that allowed Sido to cultivate plants not usually 
grown in this region, and allowed her daughter to grow into the writer she would 
become. The gardens have been recreated, but the original “glycine centenaire,” 
now more than a century older than when Colette first described it, is still thriving 
(Œuvres II: 967). Standing beside the wall in Sido’s sunlit garden, near the twisted 
branches of this ancient wisteria, I was able to enter into Colette’s imagination 
and essentially experience the unusual sensory aspects of her childhood where she 
was free to explore, experiment with and discover words and sensations, in short, 
to cultivate her writer’s imagination and “oreille sensible,” and yet remain safe 
and protected in a “vegetal cocoon” lovingly tended by her mother. 

As these three examples illustrate, the storytelling techniques of literary 
tourism can translate “noise” into a personally meaningful experience for each 
literary tourist who ventures to Saint-Sauveur-en-Puisaye in search of a 
connection with Colette. In Emery’s speculation about the future of the writer 
house museum, she stresses the role that literary places play as “active sites of 
memory formation, where visitors interact with the objects on display to develop 
their own memories about writers and their work” (228). Neilson sees storytelling 
in particular as an essential feature of the postmodern “transformative” museum 
where visitors add their own voices to the museum experience and share their 
memories and the stories they generate, often through social media 
(“Transformations” 27). This is the dynamic that is being played out by every 
visitor to Colette’s maison natale who leaves Saint-Sauveur with a story to tell, 
as I have done here. It is Colette, it fact, who has shown us the way by inviting 
each of us to enter the world of her childhood through the doors of La maison de 
Colette where we can see, feel, smell, hear, and be personally touched by the 
stories that her “vieille maison” has to tell. 

Cleveland State University 

Notes  

This research was made possible by funding from a Faculty Scholarship Initiative 
grant provided by Cleveland State University. The author would like to thank the staff of 
La maison de Colette, Samia Bordji, head of the Centre d’études de Colette, and especially 
Frédéric Maget, directeur de La maison de Colette, for their generosity and patience in 
answering all my questions about the house and guided tour.

1.For an interactive map of writers’ houses in France, see www.litterature-lieux.com/
2.Information about La maison de Colette and La société des amis de Colette is 

available at: www.maisondecolette.fr/ and www.amisdecolette.fr/.
3.The expression maison-livre, coined by Jérôme Garcin, and the quote by Julia 

Kristeva, appear in the program for “Colette en scène,” a fundraising event that Maget 
organized at Le Théâtre du Châtelet in 2010.

4.See Blesser and Salter for more on aural architecture. 
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5.Personal conversation with staff at the Office de Tourisme in Saint-Sauveur-en-
Puisaye, May 2, 2017.

6.The special issue of Connaissance des arts devoted to La maison de Colette includes 
photos and details about the process of rehabilitating the house and gardens. 
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Figures 

Figure 1. The library, also referred to as Captain Colette’s study. Photo 
credit Nicolas Castets. 
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Figure 2. View of the dining room table set with places for the six 
Colette family members.  The doorway leads to the salon which 
features the original piano. Photo credit Nicolas Castets. 

Figure 3. Bedroom of Sido and Captain Colette showing staircase 
leading to Colette’s childhood bedroom. On the bed stand we can see 
volumes of Sido’s favorite author, Saint Simon, and reflected in the 
mirror, the chocolate warmer where a spider would drink at night. 
Photo credit Nicolas Castets. 
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Figure 4. Visitors to La maison de Colette in the “jardin d’en face” at 
the beginning of a guided tour. Author’s photo. 

Figure 5. The garden wall separating the upper garden from the 
courtyard, where Colette played “le curé sur le mur.” This perspective 
includes a view of the village church and the Puisaye countryside. 
Photo credit La maison de Colette. 
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