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‘About six weeks ago Gertrude Stein said, it does not look to me as if you were ever going to write that autobiography. You know what I am going to do. I am going to write it for you. I am going to write it as simply as Defoe did the autobiography of Robinson Crusoe. And she has and this is it.’

The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas (1933) by Gertrude Stein

‘It is a joy to be hidden and a disaster not to be found’

Playing and Reality (1971) by D. W. Winnicott
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PARIS. NOVEMBER 2024

Eva called to say she had lost it.

She meant her cat who had gone missing. Eva was my new friend in Paris. We liked not knowing much about each other because there was so much to find out. When I left Paris for a month at the end of July, she had sent a postcard to my London address.

Summer kisses from me and it.

I had to think about who it was but then remembered it was the name of her cat. On the other side of the card Eva had drawn it in a tracksuit and lime-green running shoes holding a flaming torch in the 2024 Paris Olympics. The postcard was addressed to my first name only.

We went through all the possibilities of where it might have got to and knocked on the door of every neighbour in her road. Eva lived in a studio in the Rue des Trois Portes, a two-minute walk to the Seine and the Notre-Dame cathedral of Paris. Before it disappeared, she kept her front door ajar on a chain so that no one could barge in when her cat padded down the stairs to the courtyard. Her husband lived in Seattle, America. She had lost him. The cat. It slept on her bed and Eva said its purring sounds were her equivalent of the Christmas lights that would soon be threaded through the trees in our neighbourhood. A week before it went missing, our mutual friend, Fanny, who worked in finance, had renamed Eva’s cat Bob. Fanny wore a belt strapped across her narrow hips, her eyes clear and bright, jewels on her nails, a cigarette often tucked into her belt.

‘I’m sorry, Eva,’ Fanny said. ‘It is doing my head in. From now on it is Bob. We know where we are with Bob.’

‘Where are we then?’ Eva wanted to know.

‘I don’t exactly know,’ she replied. ‘In France Bob would be Rob.’

Fanny seemed barely with us. She was living some kind of parallel life in the erotic altitudes with her most cherished lover, Lucia, one of her three lovers in the month of November. She was the only one in our friendship group who was French. Every day Fanny reminded me to ride my bicycle on the right-hand side of the road, not on the left, also to buy a helmet because I rode on those e-bikes that are hired on a phone. On behalf of her clients, Fanny was keeping a close eye on the American elections which were to take place on 5 November 2024.

Eva had trimmed her fringe in the mirror that morning. It was straight, symmetrical, just above her eyebrows. She had inherited her Spanish mother’s black hair and her Danish father’s blue eyes. Everyone went Awww when they looked into Eva’s eyes. She had discovered her favourite cologne (notes of thyme and cedar wood) in a hardware shop on the Rue des Écoles, laid out in its tall retro bottle on the counter alongside limescale remover, cutlery sets and tubes of tile cement. Fanny believes that Eva’s blue eyes have to fight fight fight with the world’s fantasy of endless girlhood and submission, but she’s not sure the industrial cologne is going to help her in this endeavour – though it will see off mosquitoes.

I call her Eva the Fifth because she speaks five languages: Danish, Spanish, French, German and English. She regrets her German is not so fluent, even though she studied at a leading art school in Berlin, so insists I change her title to Eva the Fourth.

As far as Eva was concerned her cat was God in every language.

Bob was love. Black fur. White belly, white paws. Right ear smaller than the left. Much smaller. The size of the smallest human toe. Fanny, who was raised Catholic, suggested that God is a judging presence and Bob was not, but Eva confirmed that her cat definitely judged her.

The whole drama, which was a tragedy for Eva, was a relief from writing my essay on Gertrude Stein, about whom I knew too much and nothing at all. Stein had put so much in my way. In the way of understanding. She didn’t believe in it. Sometimes, when I read her baffling and beguiling writing I wanted to smack it in the chops. She longed for readers to find her, yet there was a part of her that could not bear to be found. She was ashamed of her bestselling autobiography because it was so understandable. When I look at photographs of her, I cannot get into her eyes. Sometimes I had to remind myself of the basic facts, so lost was I in the swirl of information about her.

Gertrude Stein was born in 1874, Allegheny, Pennsylvania, America. Daughter of German Jewish immigrants. Her father, Daniel Stein, born in Bavaria, arrived in America in 1841 at the age of eighteen to start a clothing business with his brother Solomon. Her mother, Amelia Keyser, daughter of earlier immigrants from Bavaria, was born in America. Daniel would become a wealthy businessman. His youngest child, Gertrude Stein, would become a legend, a leading figure of literary modernism, possibly the only female avant-garde writer in the world to have her name up in lights in Times Square. Writer of novels, plays, poetry, essays, libretti, and collector of the most daring art of the early twentieth century, she also wrote ‘word portraits’ which she hoped resembled the radical visions of Cézanne, Matisse and Picasso. She would be photographed by Man Ray and Cecil Beaton, Picasso would paint her portrait, she would live in France from the age of twenty-nine and die there at the age of seventy-two. Yet Gertrude Stein struggled to be published and only stepped into fame and gloire when she was nearly sixty. She was good friends with a collaborator in the Vichy regime during World War II. Ernest Hemingway described her as having ‘immigrant hair’.

I had lost it. Who was Gertrude Stein?

Immigrant hair. What do words mean?

Gertrude Stein deliberately reduced her vocabulary as a writer. She did not want to work from a vast menu of words. Her future wife, Alice B., would cook up a vast menu of dishes instead, including a soufflé made with candied violets.

‘You are of course never yourself.’ This is a quote from Gertrude Stein’s Everybody’s Autobiography, and I think it meant something to Eva. It meant something to me. Perhaps that is what modernity is all about. Not being yourself. Is that a desirable way to live? Or is it the only way to live? How do we put ourselves together? Stein, the daughter of immigrants, was obsessed with what she called ‘composition’.

Composition from the Latin componere, meaning ‘to put together’, or ‘to bring all the parts together’.

Meanwhile, Eva, who was born in Copenhagen, continued searching for it who was now Bob and not Rob while November rain fell on the tall yellow cranes restoring Notre-Dame. Fanny and I wondered about Eva’s absent husband, but she made it clear she was not hospitable to prying and poking for information. We knew he was from Aberdeen and his name was Hamish. He was a carpenter on film sets, based in Seattle but travelling to wherever work took him. Eva was working on a graphic novel in Paris. They had not seen each other for a year and FaceTimed once a week. Eva usually had her cat on her lap when they spoke. Fanny, who was sometimes present for these calls – she said Eva’s Wi-Fi was faster than her own – told me that most of their conversation was about the cat. It was as if Eva and Hamish spoke about their own situation through Bob.

I suggested to Fanny this might be why her cat ran away. It had not consented to be a participant in their marriage, or to fill in the gaps in their communication, or to listen to their problems.

‘Yes,’ Fanny agreed, ‘Bob was not equipped to help them negotiate their differences.’ While rain fell on the pigeons in Rue Maître Albert, an old narrow road in the 5th arrondissement, I noticed we had started referring to Bob in the past tense. Gertrude Stein wrote in the continuous present tense. Eva’s quest to find her cat alive and living in the now meant Fanny and I tried to only use the continuous present tense when we mentioned Bob in Eva’s presence.

‘If I don’t find it I might as well jump into the Seine,’ Eva said.

I noticed she had placed a persimmon fruit to ripen on the ledge of her window. She told me she was looking forward to tasting it. That was a good sign. Eva lived on the sixth floor of her building.
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Meanwhile, bombs are falling through the twenty-first century upon the living and the soon-to-be dead. They all have names and surnames in our own century, in the month of November. We are on our screens all the time, scrolling, scrolling, scrolling through the various wars in the twenty-fourth year of the twenty-first century. Gertrude Stein lived through two world wars and wrote a memoir, titled Wars I Have Seen, published in 1945. She did not see either of these wars on a screen. Advertisements for vitamins, automobiles and life insurance interrupted news of the wars I was watching on the screen in my hand, also the screech of one solitary parakeet perched in a tree in the courtyard, the bells of Notre-Dame nearby, rain pelting down on the skylight window above my bed, the sound of coffee boiling in the espresso pot on the gas hob and the gasping sounds I made internally at the violence on my screen.
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I am walking through the hundred and ten acres of Père Lachaise cemetery in the 20th arrondissement to find the grave of Gertrude Stein. Here in the wind and rain I see the dead buried in my mind, lit up, lit up with life, vanity, suffering and fame. I know what a few of them looked like from photographs and paintings, the various attitudes in their eyes and their various talents. Oscar Wilde, Edith Piaf, Chopin, Proust, Apollinaire, Georges Perec, Colette, Modigliani are all buried here.

As it happens, I know about Modigliani’s various paintings of his friend, the artist Chaïm Soutine, their friendship in Paris during World War I, the way he lit Chaïm’s eyes with a dot of paint the size of a pinhead. This gave him purpose and will. Chaïm Soutine, born in Smilovitchi (present-day Belarus), so young, battered, poor and hopeful when he arrived in Paris to chance his luck as an artist. Sometimes he was homeless and hungry. A doctor had to remove a nest of bedbugs from his ear. These two refugee painters did not get conscripted in 1914. How fortunate they were to have the gracious Marie Vassilieff from Russia, student of Matisse, turn her Montparnasse studio into a canteen for artists who were struggling in the war. It was a time of wounding and killing so no one was buying their work.

Marie Vassilieff also hosted a banquet for Georges Braque, the co-founder of cubism, when he returned to Paris, part of his head shattered with shrapnel. When Modigliani arrived at this banquet, drunk, looking for a fight, she lifted her arms and pushed him down the stairs. Then she carved the chicken.

Apollinaire was also wounded in the war, stationed in the mud of the trenches of Champagne. What else are wars for except wounding? What else are words for except to press on a wound? He returned to Paris in 1916 with a head injury and would only live eighteen years into the twentieth century. Guillaume Apollinaire is my craziest poet muse. He died from influenza in 1918, aged thirty-eight, along with millions of other people also struck down by this strangely undocumented pandemic rampaging through Europe. Muses are a projection, a delusion without needs or biography (what do we know about the families of female muses?), but I definitely understand he was a real man and did not exist just to inspire me. He was a major poet, a gourmand, a critic, intellectual and writer of erotic letters from the deepest mud of the trenches, also inventor of the word surrealism. Picasso used to joke that Apollinaire, who never met his Italian father, was the son of the pope. Gertrude Stein enjoyed Apollinaire’s exuberance, admired his agile mind and avant-garde sensibility. They were good friends. He described the shattering of a bullet as ‘flowering mimosa’, but perhaps not the bullet that shattered his own skull.

In January my studio in Paris will be full of mimosa. I will hang a bunch on my front door to welcome my new friends in Paris, who are also strangers, to my table.

I know a few things about Oscar Wilde. Oscar Fingal O’Fflahertie Wills Wilde from Dublin. He had just published The Ballad of Reading Gaol when he set foot in Paris in 1898. Stein would arrive five years later, by which time he would be dead. When he eventually found the hotel room in which he died, on the Rue des Beaux Arts, he ate the same lunch every day, a lamb chop and two boiled eggs. Fortunately, he drank four bottles of brandy a week to gentle the pain of the injustice that broke him. When he was young, he wore a stylish velvet cape, his hair long and free. Dying and high on morphine he converted to Catholicism. The statue on his grave, a winged sphinx with sandstone penis and testicles, crowned with a tiara, was made by American artist Jacob Epstein. When he arrived at Père Lachaise to put the finishing touches to this sculpture, he discovered it was surrounded by the gendarmerie. The tomb was ‘under arrest’ and the testicles on the statue had been covered by plaster ‘to protect public decency’.

An epitaph in Wilde’s own words is carved into the stone on the back of the tomb:

And alien tears will fill for him

Pity’s long-broken urn

For his mourners will be outcast men

And outcasts always mourn.

The Ballad of Reading Gaol (1904)

Oscar Wilde’s grave is covered in lipstick kisses. No one has kissed Proust’s grave. Made from sterner material, grey marble, it does not invite the kisses of strangers. Proust is embraced in the soil of his own country. Oscar Wilde has a martyred body and Marcel Proust has a private body.

I know some things about Gertrude Stein’s body, too. When she was in her twenties it would be bent over a microscope.

Stein was going to devote eight years of her life to scientific investigation, first at Radcliffe College in 1893 when she was nineteen, now Harvard, and then four years at Johns Hopkins in Baltimore. As a medical student at Johns Hopkins, Stein worked a few hours each day in the pathology lab to research the development of the human brain in the embryo. There she is. A future pioneer of the modernist movement wearing a blouse with large puffed sleeves and a bell-shaped skirt stiffened at the hem with a lining of horsehair. Sitting at her desk in the laboratory staring down a microscope, one of the early female students at Hopkins taking a medical degree. She will eventually stare at modern art instead and try to work out how it is put together. She had no idea how to put herself together.

Her thick hair is piled on top of her head in a chaotic bun. A few decades later she is going to ask her wife, Alice B. Toklas, to cut it all off. Out come the pins. Where are the scissors?

And where is James Joyce? Stein was furious that Ulysses was published before her own novel, The Making of Americans. He is buried with his family in Zurich, along with his two main phobias, thunder and dogs.

Gertrude and Alice B. loved their two giant white poodles, Basket 1 and his successor, Basket 2, also their little dog Pepe. Gertrude would listen to the rhythm of Basket’s tongue lapping water from a bowl and claim it helped her understand the difference between writing sentences and writing paragraphs. She considered paragraphs to be more emotional than sentences. The various Baskets literally spoke in tongues to Gertrude Stein.

Alice B. liked to bath Basket 1 in sulphur water.

Looking at the map it’s a twenty-five-minute walk to her grave.

What I am thinking as the wind blows my hair around is that Stein put her immense writing energies into making sure she was not understood. This is what interested me most about her writing. She did not believe it is worth having a conversation if everything is understandable.

Is this a desirable way to live? Or is it the only way to live?

‘They ask me to tell why an author like myself can become popular. It is very easy everybody keeps saying and writing what anybody feels that they are understanding and so they get tired of that, anybody can get tired of anything everybody can get tired of something and so they do not know it but they get tired of feeling they are understanding and so they take pleasure in having something that they feel they are not understanding.’

Everybody’s Autobiography (1937) by Gertrude Stein

I am hiking in the rain in the hope that I might find it.

What is it?

Daring.

Courage.

What did she want words to do and what did they do for her?

‘It takes a lot of time to be a genius, you have to sit around so much doing nothing, really doing nothing.’

Everybody’s Autobiography

I agree that everyone spends some of their time thinking without consciously thinking. Is that understandable? Does it matter?

Gertrude Stein worked in obscurity until the age of fifty-nine, when she wrote the bestselling Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas. She was lost to readers for decades. But I know she wanted to be found and Alice B. knew that as well. In the 1950s and ’60s, poet Frank O’Hara found her and the Living Theatre found her. She was an American expatriate who had made a space for the American avant-garde in America to happen. But she was dead by then.

I had to keep reminding myself she was born in 1874.

Some of her titles were:

Tender Buttons: Objects, Food, Rooms

Have They Attacked Mary. He Giggled

A Book Concluding with As a Wife Has a Cow: A Love Story

A Village: Are You Ready Yet Not Yet: A Play in Four Acts

Lucy Church Amiably

Her wish to kill the nineteenth century still leaves an afterglow of radical resistance in our own century. How did she kill the nineteenth century? With her pen. After writing her more conventional early trio of novellas, Three Lives, she poked her pen under the bonnet of the nineteenth century and whipped it off. And then she set to work on the shawl.

In Jane Austen’s novel Emma, written in 1815, Miss Bates (described wittily by Austen as ‘a great talker upon little matters’) insists that her mother wear a shawl when she goes visiting. After all, their low-cut Regency dresses were light and flimsy, and England, with its endless talk about little matters, was cold, riddled with class antagonisms, tea rituals and the necessity of securing a husband, which was a big economic matter.

‘I made her take her shawl—for the evenings are not warm—her large new shawl—Mrs.
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