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FRANÇOISE GILOT (b. 1921) was born in Paris to an agronomist father and an artist mother. Having decided to be a painter at the age of five, she began her training in art while still in her early youth. She later studied law at her father’s insistence but returned to painting during the Second World War. Because of the censorship of art in Nazi-occupied France, Gilot’s early work relied heavily on symbols. In 1943 she met Pablo Picasso and they lived together for ten years. They had two children: Claude, born in 1947, and Paloma, born in 1949. In 1950, the art dealer Daniel-Henry Kahnweiler took Gilot under contract at his gallery. After leaving Picasso in 1953, Gilot rekindled a friendship with the surrealist painter Luc Simon. They were married in 1955 and their daughter, Aurélia, was born the following year, though the couple would separate in 1961. Gilot began exhibiting in the United States in the early 1960s and in 1962 the Tate Gallery provided her a studio in London where she painted an abstract series about the myth of Theseus and the Minotaur. In 1969, after an exhibition in Los Angeles, she met Jonas Salk; they were married in 1970 and lived and worked in California, Paris, and New York until Salk’s death in 1995. Gilot’s American period is marked by a bold use of color and movement. In addition to painting, Gilot has written several books, including Interface: The Painter and the Mask (1975), the biography Matisse and Picasso: A Friendship in Art (1990), and, with Lisa Alther, About Women: Conversations Between a Writer and a Painter (2016). Her art is in the collections of, among other museums, MoMA, the Metropolitan Museum of Art, and the Pompidou Center; she has shown around the world, including a 2012 dual exhibition with Picasso’s work at the Gagosian Gallery in New York and a series of retrospectives from 2010 to 2012 in Japan, Hungary, Germany, and the United States. She was made an Officer of the Légion d’Honneur in 2009.

CARLTON LAKE (1915–2006) was an art critic, curator, and collector. He was the Paris art critic for The Christian Science Monitor and contributed art criticism to a number of publications, including The New Yorker and The Atlantic. After returning to the United States in 1975, he became the curator of the French Collection at the Harry Ransom Center at the University of Texas at Austin, where he had donated his extensive collection of French art, manuscripts, and music. His other books include A Dictionary of Modern Painting (1956), In Quest of Dalí (1969), and Confessions of a Literary Archaeologist (1990).

LISA ALTHER is the author of seven novels, a memoir, a short-story collection, and a narrative history. In addition to writing About Women with Françoise Gilot, Alther’s novella Birdman and the Dancer is illustrated with monotypes by the artist.
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INTRODUCTION

I FIRST encountered Françoise Gilot as a painter, not a writer, at an exhibition of her work in Paris in 1986. Small and slender with excellent posture and intense green eyes, she was friendly and funny. She also struck me as a powerful person, an impression her paintings reinforced with their bold shapes and vibrant colors.

A couple of years later I came across her memoir Life with Picasso. Although of course aware of Pablo Picasso’s status as a demigod in the art world, I read the book from an interest in its author rather than its subject. What most impressed me, as a writer myself, was how well written it was. Although French was Gilot’s first language, she had composed the book in a much better English than most of us native English speakers can usually muster. Once I got to know her, I asked her about this, and she replied that she has written all her books, of which there are now a dozen, in English because she prefers the shorter sentences. French sentences can run on for an entire page, she explained, including many unnecessary details and qualifications, whereas English sentences are usually more crisp and succinct. She also mentioned that the nuns in her convent school were so severe in their criticisms that she feels less inhibited when writing in English, which she learned in school and during childhood summers in England.

Gilot also expressed gratitude to Carlton Lake, an American journalist listed as her co-author on Life with Picasso, for persuading her to undertake the book and for handling the technical aspects of the project—the taping and typing. They met three afternoons a week for a couple of years, on the first afternoon taping Gilot’s recollections of her relationship with Picasso. The next day she would rework the typescript, and on the third day she would review the edited episodes and place them within the text.

When Life with Picasso was published in 1964, it generated a lot of controversy. Picasso launched—and lost—three lawsuits trying to prevent its publication. Some forty French artists and intellectuals, many presumed champions of free speech, many former “friends” of Gilot when they believed she could smooth their pathway to Picasso, signed a manifesto demanding that the book be banned. They evidently found it acceptable for Picasso to have used Gilot’s likeness in hundreds of his artworks—but scandalous if she portrayed him in hers. In that pre–Me Too era, women were not supposed to bite the tires of the Humvees that were rolling over them.

More than fifty years later, I have difficulty comprehending the objections to this book, since Picasso emerges from its pages as the supremely gifted artist that he undoubtedly was. His methods and rationales regarding his painting and drawing are lucidly described, as are his groundbreaking excursions into etching, lithography, sculpture, and pottery. Gilot makes it clear that he was a genius of invention and a force of nature, someone whose compulsive creativity was constantly percolating. He deconstructed and reconfigured everything he encountered, including the works of old masters as well as those of his own contemporaries. His goal seemed always to dismantle stale visual clichés and to employ familiar forms in unusual ways, in order to stimulate fresh perceptions and emotions in his viewers. Picasso also comes across in the book as an amusing character at times, with an antic sense of humor.

But all accurate portraits must include some shadows. That Gilot exposed his shadows—his moodiness, selfishness, perversity, and casual cruelty—was what Picasso could not endure. When Gilot met Picasso, he was on the verge of becoming a media star. Because he had stayed in Paris during the German occupation, he was widely admired. Later, he became a darling of the International Communist Party. His accomplishments from a lifetime of hard work were being widely shown and appreciated, selling for large sums. Unfortunately, he began to believe the hype, and to expect and demand only praise. Also, Picasso turned seventy during his relationship with Gilot, and his apparent fear of death, no doubt magnified by various unresolved childhood traumas, led him to require a parade of increasingly younger women to help him avoid facing the sobering realities of aging.

Although nonfiction, Life with Picasso first read to me like a bildungsroman—a novel that concerns the education of a young person in the ways of the world. But this memoir was even more compelling than a good novel because it had really happened. I became intrigued watching this young woman, raised by extremely cultivated parents who belonged to the intellectual bourgeoisie of Paris, as she fell in love with—and then fell out of love with—the bohemian who became the most famous artist of the twentieth century.

Gilot acknowledges all that she learned from Picasso about the hard work and household asceticism necessary for artistic creation. But she had been drawing and painting for several years before meeting Picasso when she was twenty-one. She had already been showing and selling her work. She had developed her own style and artistic beliefs, and she understood the need to guard them from distortion by the powerful influence of Picasso. In fact, John Richardson, Picasso’s Boswell, has said of Gilot, “Picasso took from her rather more than she took from him.”

Through Picasso, Gilot got to know the painter she most admired—Matisse. A northerner and former law student like herself, Matisse possessed a style and temperament more akin to her own, with his use of complimentary and contrasting color schemes to define space and with his search for harmony—in contrast to Picasso’s penchant for disruption and deformation. Picasso helped Gilot define who she was not as a painter, at the same time that Matisse was helping her better understand who she was.

But Gilot also chronicles the abuse and insults she underwent as she struggled to overcome the demons that seemed to render Picasso incapable of sustaining lasting human relationships. Picasso, forty years older than Gilot, presented a challenge similar to the one she had confronted with her volatile father. She was in an almost untenable situation, surrounded by many people two generations older than herself. Some wanted to use her to gain access to Picasso. Others wanted to dethrone her from her privileged position with him. Yet others were watching for excuses to criticize and demean her as the new kid on the block. She had no real allies. But as an only child, she was accustomed to keeping her own counsel. Eventually, though, she was forced to recognize that there were limitations to love—and that Picasso was an egoist with no real interest in her, except insofar as she could reflect him back to himself in a glowing light. When she asked him for a break of several months so that she could go to the mountains and refresh herself and reflect upon their troubled relationship, he refused, precipitating her decision to split from him.

Much is made in the media of the fact that Gilot is the only one of Picasso’s several wives and companions who managed to leave him. The others remained obsessed by him and continued to revolve around him even after he had moved on to other women. Two had breakdowns, and two more committed suicide after his death. But Gilot was also his only companion who didn’t need his financial support. Although her parents and many of her friends faded away during her Picasso years, her maternal grandmother stood by her and continued to visit her. When she died, she willed Gilot her house. In addition, Gilot had income from the sale of her own artwork. She knew that she could support herself and her children if they returned to Paris without Picasso.

Ten years after her departure, in trying to document and lay to rest this epic episode in her life, Gilot managed to compose the best account yet written of Picasso’s moods and methods, in what has become one of the most important biographies of the twentieth century. Although only in her early forties when writing the book, Gilot displays the psychological acuity of someone much older. Its pages exude detachment and a calm objectivity. There is no evidence of the malice and vindictiveness that the forty-four signers of the manifesto demanding that the book be banned purported to have found in it (despite the fact that some signers confessed to not having read it).

Life with Picasso is also fascinating as a social history of the French art scene during and immediately after World War II. Gilot provides vivid sketches of many of the artists and writers of that era, along with accounts of their interactions with Picasso and with each other. Georges Braque, Marc Chagall, Henri Matisse, Paul Éluard, Jean Cocteau, Fernand Léger, Juan Gris, and others emerge from the pages with all their idiosyncratic talents and petty rivalries.

Before Gilot left Picasso, he warned her, “You imagine people will be interested in you? They won’t ever, really, just for yourself. Even if you think people like you, it will only be a kind of curiosity they will have about a person whose life has touched mine so intimately.” Happily, this grim forecast has turned out to be incorrect. Gilot has lived a full life, both professionally and personally. Her body of work includes more than six thousand pieces that are eagerly sought after when they appear in galleries and at auctions. Some are owned by the Museum of Modern Art in New York, as well as by other museums around the world. It feels deeply ironic now to browse the catalogs of the international auction houses and discover Gilot’s pieces featured alongside those of Picasso and Matisse.

Gilot went on to marry twice. Her first husband was the French painter Luc Simon, with whom she had a daughter, Aurélia, who graduated from Harvard with a degree in museum studies and who now manages Gilot’s archives. Claude, her son with Picasso, administers Picasso’s estate. Paloma, her daughter with Picasso, designs jewelry for Tiffany & Co. Gilot’s second husband was Jonas Salk, the inventor of the polio vaccine. She lived with him for twenty-five years until his death in 1995. In contrast to Picasso’s dire prediction about Gilot’s dismal future without him, she has enjoyed a long life and a successful career, surrounded by children, grandchildren, collectors, dealers, admirers, and friends.

—LISA ALTHER


LIFE WITH PICASSO


[image: image]


To Pablo


FOREWORD

Like a good many others whose primary interest is the art of our time, I have followed Picasso’s work and life as closely as possible for many years. And I have tried to see him through as many pairs of eyes as have presented themselves. One of the first pairs, both in Picasso’s experience and in my own, belonged to Fernande Olivier, who had been the companion of Picasso’s early days at the Bateau Lavoir in Montmartre, and many years later brought bittersweet reminiscences of those days to my house in Paris when she came to give my wife French lessons.

About a dozen years ago Alice Toklas described to me a visit she had recently made to Picasso and Françoise Gilot in the Midi. She gave Françoise very faint praise indeed but in the process she succeeded, against her own best efforts, in convincing me that Françoise Gilot was a person of very considerable interest. When I saw one of her paintings at the Salon de Mai some months later, my interest was sharpened. But it was several more years before I met her.

While I was working on a cover story about Picasso for The Atlantic Monthly in 1956, I talked with Françoise Gilot for the first time. Long before the end of our conversation that afternoon, I realized that she had an infinitely deeper and truer appreciation of Picasso’s thought and work than anyone I had encountered. Over the years since then we have talked often about Picasso and painting. During the course of a luncheon in Neuilly one raw January day, we discovered we had been working toward this book.

Throughout our work on it, I have been continuously impressed by her demonstration of the extent to which that much abused term “total recall” can be literally true. Françoise knows exactly what she said, what Pablo said, every step of the way for the ten years and more that they spent together. The direct quotations from Picasso are exactly that.

I retraced with her, time and again, the threads of many of these episodes, always from a different vantage point. Each time they checked out—even to the smaller touches of phrasing, style, figures of speech—although weeks or months may have intervened between our original discussion of a subject and our return to it. Along the way, various points which Picasso had taken up in some detail with me in the course of our discussions in the Midi, and which I wrote down in his presence at the time, came out in Françoise’s conversations with me in exactly the same form, the only difference being that this time it was Françoise speaking for Pablo.

Further checks and controls were made possible by my having access to Picasso’s letters to her, her own notes and journals of the period, and many other pertinent documents—three large boxes of them—which, because they happened to be in the attic, miraculously escaped the fate of the other personal effects stored in her house in the south of France in 1955.

Carlton Lake


PART I


I MET PABLO PICASSO in May 1943, during the German Occupation of France. I was twenty-one and I felt already that painting was my whole life. At that time I had as house-guest an old school friend named Geneviève, who had come up from her home near Montpellier, in the south of France, to spend a month with me. With her and the actor Alain Cuny, I went to have dinner one Wednesday at a small restaurant then much frequented by painters and writers. It was called Le Catalan and was in the Rue des Grands-Augustins on the Left Bank, not far from Notre Dame.

When we got there that evening and were seated, I saw Picasso for the first time. He was at the next table with a group of friends: a man, whom I didn’t recognize, and two women. One of the women I knew to be Marie-Laure, Vicomtesse de Noailles, the owner of an important collection of paintings, who is now something of a painter herself. At that time, though, she had not yet taken up painting—at least publicly—but she had written a poetic little book called The Tower of Babel. She had a long, narrow, somewhat decadent-looking face framed by an ornate coiffure that reminded me of Rigaud’s portrait of Louis XIV in the Louvre.

The other woman, Alain Cuny whispered to me, was Dora Maar, a Yugoslav photographer and painter who, as everyone knew, had been Picasso’s companion since 1936. Even without his help I would have had no trouble identifying her, because I knew Picasso’s work well enough to see that this was the woman who was shown in the Portrait of Dora Maar in its many forms and variants. She had a beautiful oval face but a heavy jaw, which is a characteristic trait of almost all the portraits Picasso has made of her. Her hair was black and pulled back in a severe, starkly dramatic coiffure. I noticed her intense bronze-green eyes, and her slender hands with their long, tapering fingers. The most remarkable thing about her was her extraordinary immobility. She talked little, made no gestures at all, and there was something in her bearing that was more than dignity—a certain rigidity. There is a French expression that is very apt: she carried herself like the holy sacrament.

I was a little surprised at Picasso’s appearance. My impression of what he ought to look like had been founded on the photograph by Man Ray in the special Picasso number that the art review Cahiers d’Art had published in 1936: dark hair, bright flashing eyes, very squarely built, rugged—a handsome animal. Now, his graying hair and absent look—either distracted or bored—gave him a withdrawn, Oriental appearance that reminded me of the statue of the Egyptian scribe in the Louvre. There was nothing sculptural or fixed in his manner of moving, however: he gesticulated, he twisted and turned, he got up, he moved rapidly back and forth.

As the meal went on I noticed Picasso watching us, and from time to time acting a bit for our benefit. It was evident that he recognized Cuny, and he made remarks that we were obviously supposed to overhear. Whenever he said something particularly amusing, he smiled at us rather than just at his dinner companions. Finally, he got up and came over to our table. He brought with him a bowl of cherries and offered some to all of us, in his strong Spanish accent, calling them cerisses, with a soft, double-s sound.

Geneviève was a very beautiful girl, of French Catalan ancestry but a Grecian type, with a nose that was a direct prolongation of her forehead. It was a head, Picasso later told me, that he felt he had already painted in his work of the Ingresque or Roman period. She often accentuated that Grecian quality, as she did that evening, by wearing a flowing, pleated dress.

“Well, Cuny,” Picasso said. “Are you going to introduce me to your friends?” Cuny introduced us and then said, “Françoise is the intelligent one.” Pointing to Geneviève, he said, “She’s the beautiful one. Isn’t she just like an Attic marble?”

Picasso shrugged. “You talk like an actor,” he said. “How would you characterize the intelligent one?”

That evening I was wearing a green turban that covered much of my brow and cheeks. Geneviève answered his question.

“Françoise is a Florentine virgin,” she said.

“But not the usual kind,” Cuny added. “A secularized virgin.” Everybody laughed.

“All the more interesting if she’s not the ordinary kind,” Picasso said. “But what do they do, your two refugees from the history of art?”

“We’re painters,” Geneviève answered.

Picasso burst out laughing. “That’s the funniest thing I’ve heard all day. Girls who look like that can’t be painters.” I told him that Geneviève was only on holiday in Paris and that she was a pupil of Maillol in Banyuls and that although I wasn’t anybody’s pupil, I was very much a painter. In fact, I said, we were having a joint exhibition of paintings and drawings right at the moment in a gallery in the Rue Boissy d’Anglas, behind the Place de la Concorde.

Picasso looked down at us in mock-surprise. “Well . . . I’m a painter, too,” he said. “You must come to my studio and see some of my paintings.”

“When?” I asked him.

“Tomorrow. The next day. When you want to.”

Geneviève and I compared notes. We told him we’d come not tomorrow, not the next day, but perhaps the first of the next week. Picasso bowed. “As you wish,” he said. He shook hands all around, picked up his bowl of cherries, and went back to his table.

We were still at table when Picasso and his friends left. It was a cool evening and he put on a heavy mackinaw and a beret. Dora Maar was wearing a fur coat with square shoulders and shoes of a type many girls wore during the Occupation, when leather, along with so many other things, was scarce. They had thick wooden soles and high heels. With those high heels, the padded shoulders, and her hieratic carriage, she seemed a majestic Amazon, towering a full head over the man in the hip-length mackinaw and the béret basque.


THE FOLLOWING MONDAY MORNING, about eleven o’clock, Geneviève and I climbed a dark, narrow, winding staircase hidden away in a corner of the cobblestone courtyard at 7 Rue des Grands-Augustins and knocked on the door of Picasso’s apartment. After a short wait it was opened about three or four inches, to reveal the long, thin nose of his secretary, Jaime Sabartés. We had never seen him before but we knew who he was. We had seen reproductions of drawings Picasso had made of him, and Cuny had told us that Sabartés would be the one to receive us. He looked at us suspiciously and asked, “Do you have an appointment?” I said we did. He let us in. He looked anxious as he peered out from behind his thick-lensed glasses.

We entered an anteroom where there were many birds—turtle-doves and a number of exotic species in wicker cages—and plants. The plants were not pretty; they were the spiky green ones you see frequently in copper pots in a concierge’s loge. Here they were arranged more appealingly, though, and in front of the high open window they made a rather pleasing effect. I had seen one of those plants a month before in a recent portrait of Dora Maar that was hung, in spite of the Nazi ban on Picasso’s work, in an out-of-the-way alcove of the Louise Leiris gallery in the Rue d’Astorg. It was a magnificent portrait, in pink and gray. In the background of the picture there was a framework of panels like the panes of the large antique window I now saw, a cage of birds, and one of those spiky plants.

We followed Sabartés into a second room which was very long. I saw several old Louis XIII sofas and chairs, and spread out on them, guitars, mandolins, and other musical instruments which, I supposed, Picasso must have used in his painting during the Cubist period. He later told me that he had bought them after he painted the pictures, not before, and kept them there now as a remembrance of his Cubist days. The room had noble proportions but everything was at sixes and sevens. The long table that stretched out before us and two long carpenter’s tables, one after the other, against the right-hand wall, were covered with an accumulation of books, magazines, newspapers, photographs, hats, and miscellaneous clutter. Resting on one of these tables was a rough piece of amethyst crystal, about the size of a human head, in the center of which was a small, totally enclosed cavity filled with what appeared to be water. On a shelf underneath the table I saw several men’s suits folded up and three or four pairs of old shoes.

As we walked past the long table in the center of the room, I noticed that Sabartés moved out around a dull brownish object lying on the floor near the door that led into the next room. When I came closer to it I saw that it was a sculpture of a skull cast in bronze.

The next room was a studio almost entirely filled with sculptures. I saw The Man with the Sheep, now cast in bronze and standing in the square at Vallauris, but at that time simply in plaster. There were a number of large heads of women that Picasso had done at Boisgeloup in 1932. There was a wild disorder of bicycle handlebars, rolls of canvas, a fifteenth-century Spanish polychromed wooden Christ, and a weird and spindly sculpture of a woman holding an apple in one hand and what looked like a hot-water bottle in the other arm.

The most striking thing, though, was a glowing canvas by Matisse, a still life of 1912, with a bowl of oranges on a pink tablecloth against a light ultramarine and bright pink background. I remember also a Vuillard, a Douanier Rousseau, and a Modigliani; but in that shadowy studio, the glow of color of the Matisse shone among the sculptures. I couldn’t resist saying, “Oh, what a beautiful Matisse!” Sabartés turned and said austerely, “Here there is only Picasso.”

By another little winding staircase, on the far side of the room, we climbed to the second floor of Picasso’s apartments. Upstairs the ceiling was much lower. We passed into a large studio. On the other side of the room I saw Picasso, surrounded by six or eight people. He was dressed in an old pair of trousers that hung loosely from his hips, and a blue-striped sailor’s jersey. When he saw us, his face lighted up in a pleasant smile. He left the group and came over to us. Sabartés muttered something about our having an appointment and then went downstairs.

“Would you like me to show you around?” Picasso asked. We said we would indeed. We hoped he would show us some of his paintings but we didn’t dare ask. He took us back downstairs into the sculpture studio.

“Before I came here,” he said, “this lower floor was used as a workshop by a weaver, and the upper floor was an actor’s studio—Jean-Louis Barrault’s. It was here, in this room, that I painted Guernica.” He settled back on one of the Louis XIII tables in front of a pair of windows that looked out onto an interior courtyard. “Other than that, though, I hardly ever work in this room. I did L’Homme au Mouton here,” he said, pointing to the large plaster sculpture of the man holding the sheep in his arms, “but I do my painting upstairs and I generally work on my sculpture in another studio I have a little way up the street.

“That covered spiral stairway you walked up to get here,” he said, “is the one the young painter in Balzac’s Le Chef-d’Oeuvre Inconnu climbed when he came to see old Pourbus, the friend of Poussin who painted pictures nobody understood. Oh, the whole place is full of historical and literary ghosts. Well, let’s get back upstairs,” he said. He slid off the table and we followed him up the winding staircase. He took us through the big studio, around the group of people, none of whom looked up at us as we passed through, and into a small room in the far corner.

“This is where I do my engraving,” he said. “And look here.” He walked over to a sink and turned on a faucet. After a while the water became steamy. “Isn’t it marvelous,” he said. “In spite of the war, I have hot water. In fact,” he added, “you could come here and have a hot bath any time you liked.” Hot water wasn’t really the thing that interested us most, in spite of its scarcity at that time. Looking over at Geneviève I thought, Oh, if he’ll only stop going on about the hot water and show us some pictures! Instead, he gave us a short course in how to make resin. I was just at the point of deciding we’d probably have to leave without seeing any paintings and never get back there again when finally he took us out into the large studio and began to show us some. I remember one was a cock, very colorful and powerful in its features, crowing lustily. Then there was another one, of the same period but very severe, all in black and white.

About one o’clock the group around us broke up and everyone started to leave. The thing that struck me as most curious that first day was the fact that the studio seemed the temple of a kind of Picasso religion, and all the people who were there appeared to be completely immersed in that religion—all except the one to whom it was addressed. He seemed to be taking it all for granted but not attaching any importance to it, as if he were trying to show us that he didn’t have any desire to be the central figure of a cult.

As we turned to go, Picasso said, “If you want to come back again, by all means come. But if you do come, don’t come like pilgrims to Mecca. Come because you like me, because you find my company interesting and because you want to have a simple, direct relationship with me. If you only want to see my paintings, you’d do just as well to go to a museum.”

I didn’t take that remark too seriously. In the first place, there were almost no paintings of his to be seen in any of the Paris museums at that time. Then, too, since he was on the Nazi list of proscribed painters, no private gallery was able to show his work openly or in quantity. And looking at another painter’s work in a book of reproductions is no satisfaction for a painter. So if anyone wanted to see more of his work—as I did—there was almost nowhere to go but 7 Rue des Grands-Augustins.

A few days after that first visit I dropped in at the gallery where Geneviève and I were having our exhibition. The woman who ran it told me excitedly that a little earlier a short man with piercing dark eyes, wearing a blue-and-white-striped sailor’s jersey, had come in. She had realized, after the first shock, that he was Picasso. He had studied the paintings intently and then walked out without saying anything, she told me. When I got home I told Geneviève about his visit. I said he had probably gone to see how bad our paintings were and prove to himself the truth of what he had said when he met us at Le Catalan: “Girls who look like that can’t be painters.”

Geneviève took a more idealistic view of it. “I think it’s a nice human touch,” she said. “It shows he takes a real interest in young artists’ work.”

I wasn’t convinced. At best it was curiosity, I felt. “He just wanted to see what we had inside—if anything.”

“Oh, you’re so cynical,” she said. “He seemed to me very kind, open-minded, and simple.”

I told her I thought he perhaps wanted to appear simple but I had looked into those eyes of his and seen something quite different. It hadn’t frightened me, though. In fact it made me want to go back. I temporized for about another week and then, one morning, with Geneviève in tow, returned to the Rue des Grands-Augustins. It was Sabartés, of course, who opened the door for us again, his head sticking outside like a little sand fox. This time he admitted us without comment.

Remembering, from our first visit, the very pleasant entrance with its many plants and exotic birds in wicker cages lighted by the high window, we had decided to add a little color to the greenery and so we arrived carrying a pot of cineraria. When Picasso saw us he laughed.

“Nobody brings flowers to an old gent,” he said. Then he noticed that my dress was the same color as the blossoms, or vice versa. “You think of everything; I can see that,” he said. I pushed Geneviève in front of me. “Here’s beauty, followed by intelligence,” I reminded him.

He looked us over carefully, then said, “That remains to be seen. What I see now are simply two different styles: archaic Greece and Jean Goujon.”

On our first visit he had shown us only a few pictures. This time he made up for it. He piled them up almost like a scaffolding. There was a painting on the easel; he stuck another on top of that; one on each side; piled others on top of those, until it seemed like a highly skilled balancing act of the human-pyramid kind. As I found out later, he used to arrange them that way almost every day. They always held together by some kind of miracle, but as soon as anyone else touched them they came tumbling down. That morning there were cocks; a buffet of Le Catalan with cherries against a background of brown, black, and white; small still lifes, some with lemon and many with glasses, a cup, and a coffeepot, or with fruit against a checked tablecloth. He seemed to be playing with colors as he sorted them out and tossed them up onto the scaffolding. There was a large nude, a three-quarter rear view that one saw at the same time front view, in earth tones, very close to the palette of the Cubist period. There were also scenes of the Vert Galant, that little tip of the Ile de la Cité near the Pont-Neuf, with trees on which each branch was made out of separate spots of paint, much in the manner of van Gogh. There were several mothers with enormous children whose heads reached the very top of the canvas, somewhat in the spirit of the Catalan primitives.

Many of the paintings he showed us that morning had a culinary basis—skinned rabbits or pigeons with peas—a kind of reflection of the hard time most people were having in getting food. There were others with a sausage stuck, almost like a papier collé, onto an otherwise carefully composed background; also, some portraits of women wearing hats topped with forks or fishes and other kinds of food. Finally he showed us a group of portraits of Dora Maar, very tortured in form, which he had painted over the past two years. They are among the finest paintings he has ever done, I believe. Generally on an off-white background, these figures seemed symbolic of human tragedy, rather than the simple deformation of a female face that they might appear on a superficial level.

Suddenly he decided he had shown us enough. He walked away from his pyramid. “I saw your exhibition,” he said, looking at me. I didn’t have the courage to ask him what he thought of it, so I just looked surprised. “You’re very gifted for drawing,” he went on. “I think you should keep on working—hard—every day. I’ll be curious to see how your work develops. I hope you’ll show me other things from time to time.” Then he added, to Geneviève, “I think you’ve found the right teacher in Maillol. One good Catalan deserves another.”

After that, little else he said that morning registered very deeply with me. I left the Rue des Grands-Augustins feeling very buoyant, impatient to get back to my studio and go to work.


SOON AFTER THAT SECOND VISIT, Geneviève went back to the Midi. I wanted to return to the Rue des Grands-Augustins by myself but I felt it was a little early to show Picasso any new work even though he had been more than cordial in his invitation to come see him as often as I wanted to.

I must admit I wondered more than once whether, if he had met me alone, he would even have noticed me. Meeting me with Geneviève, he saw a theme that runs throughout his entire work and was particularly marked during the 1930s: two women together, one fair and the other dark, the one all curves and the other externalizing her internal conflicts, with a personality that goes beyond the pictorial; one, the kind of woman who has a purely aesthetic and plastic life with him, the other, the type whose nature is reflected in dramatic expression. When he saw the two of us that morning, he saw in Geneviève a version of formal perfection, and in me, who lacked that formal perfection, a quality of unquiet which was actually an echo of his own nature. That created an image for him, I’m sure. He even said, “I’m meeting beings I painted twenty years ago.” It was certainly one of the original causes of the interest he showed.

When I did go back to see him, it wasn’t long before he began to make very clear another side of the nature of his interest in me.

There were always quite a few people waiting to see him: some in the long room on the lower floor, where Sabartés held forth; others in the large painting atelier on the floor above. Picasso, I soon noticed, was always looking for some excuse to get me off into another room where he could be alone with me for a few minutes. The first time, I remember, the pretext was some tubes of paint he wanted to give me. Having an idea that there was more involved than just paints, I asked him why he didn’t bring them to me. Sabartés, never very far away, said, “Yes, Pablo, you should bring them to her.”

“Why?” Picasso asked. “If I’m going to give her a gift, the least she can do is make the effort to go after it.”

Another morning, I had gone there on my bicycle, since that was the only way one could get around conveniently at that period. En route it had started to rain and my hair was soaking wet. “Just look at the poor girl,” Picasso said to Sabartés. “We can’t leave her in that state.” He took me by the arm. “You come with me into the bathroom and let me dry your hair,” he said.

“Look, Pablo,” Sabartés said, “perhaps I should get Inès to do it. She’ll do it better.”

“You leave Inès where she is,” Picasso said. “She’s got her own work to do.” He guided me into the bathroom and carefully dried my hair for me.

Of course, Picasso didn’t have a situation like that handed to him every time. He had to manufacture his own. And so the next time it might be some special drawing paper he had uncovered in one of the countless dusty corners of the atelier. But whatever the pretext, it was quite clear that he was trying to discover to what degree I might be receptive to his attentions. I had no desire to give him grounds to make up his mind, one way or the other. I was having too much fun watching him try to figure it out.

One day he said to me, “I want to show you my museum.” He took me into a small room adjoining the sculpture studio. Against the left-hand wall was a glass case about seven feet high, five feet wide, and a foot deep. It had four or five shelves and held many different kinds of art objects.

“These are my treasures,” he said. He led me over to the center of the vitrine and pointed to a very striking wooden foot on one of the shelves. “That’s Old Kingdom,” he said. “There’s all of Egypt in that foot. With a fragment like that, I don’t need the rest of the statue.”

Ranged across the top shelf were about ten very slender sculptures of women, from a foot to a foot and a half high, cast in bronze. “Those I carved in wood in 1931,” he said. “And look over here.” He pushed me very gently toward the end of the case and tapped on the glass in front of a group of small stones incised with female profiles, the head of a bull and of a faun. “I did those with this,” he said, and fished out of his pocket a small jackknife, labeled Opinel, with a single folding blade. On another shelf, and next to a wooden hand and forearm that were recognizably Easter Island, I noticed a small flat piece of bone, about three inches long. On its long sides were painted parallel lines imitating the teeth of a comb. In the center, between the two strips of “teeth,” was a cartouche showing two bugs meeting in head-on combat, one about to swallow up the other. I asked Picasso what that was. “That’s a comb for lice,” he said. “I’d give it to you but I don’t imagine you’d have any use for it.” He ran his fingers through my hair and parted it at the roots here and there. “No,” he said, “you seem to be all right in that department.”

I moved back to the center of the vitrine. There was a cast of his sculpture A Glass of Absinthe, about nine inches high, with a hole cut into the front of the glass and a real spoon on top, bearing a simulated lump of sugar. “I did that long before you were born,” he said. “Back in 1914. I modeled it in wax and added a real spoon and had six of them cast in bronze, then painted each one differently. Here, this will amuse you.” He put his arm around me and sidled over to another part of the case, drawing me along with him. I saw a small match box on which he had painted the head of a woman in a post-Cubist manner. I asked him when he had done that.

“Oh, two or three years ago,” he said. “These, too.” He pointed to a group of cigarette boxes on which he had painted women seated in armchairs. Three of them, I noticed, were dated 1940. “You see, I built them up in relief by pasting other bits of cardboard in various places,” he said. He pointed to the one in the center. “For that one, I sewed on the panel that makes the central part of the torso. Notice the hair. It’s pretty close to being hair—it’s string. These things are midway between sculpture and painting, I suppose.” I noticed, too, that the frame of the chair occupied by the woman with the sewn-on torso was formed in part by a piece of knotted string.

Below these were several tiny stage sets, inside cigar boxes, with painted cut-out cardboard actors no larger than small safety-pins. The most curious things, though, were a number of reliefs built up, surrealist-fashion, by groupings of heterogeneous objects—matches, a butterfly, a toy boat, leaves, twigs—and covered with sand. Each one was about ten by twelve inches. I asked him what they were. He shrugged. “Just what they look like,” he said. “I had a spell of doing things like that about ten years ago, on the surface or the underside of small canvases. I assembled the compositions—some of those things are sewn on—covered them with glue and sanded them.”

I finished looking at the sanded reliefs and then poked my head through a doorway cut into the back wall of the room. It opened into another small room, filled with frames. Behind them was a life-sized cut-out photograph of a Catalan peasant, who looked as though he might be guarding the museum’s treasures. I backed out again. On the opposite side of the room from the vitrine was a table covered with tools. I walked over to it. Picasso followed me.

“These I use in finishing my sculpture,” he said. He picked up a file. “This is something I use all the time.” He tossed it back and picked up another. “This one is for finer surfaces.” One after another he handled a plane, pincers, nails of all kinds (“for engraving on plaster”), a hammer, and with each one he came closer to me. When he dropped the last piece back onto the table he turned abruptly and kissed me, full on the mouth. I let him. He looked at me in surprise.

“You don’t mind?” he asked. I said no—should I? He seemed shocked. “That’s disgusting,” he said. “At least you could have pushed me away. Otherwise I might get the idea I could do anything I wanted to.” I smiled and told him to go ahead. By now he was thrown completely off the track. I knew very well he didn’t know what he wanted to do—or even whether—and I had an idea that by saying, placidly, yes, I would discourage him from doing anything at all. So I said, “I’m at your disposition.” He looked at me cautiously, then asked, “Are you in love with me?” I said I couldn’t guarantee that, but at least I liked him and I felt very much at ease with him and I saw no reason for setting up in advance any limits to our relationship. Again he said, “That’s disgusting. How do you expect me to seduce anyone under conditions like that? If you’re not going to resist—well, then it’s out of the question. I’ll have to think it over.” And he walked back out into the sculpture studio to join the others.

A few days later he brought up the question in a similar manner. I told him I could promise him nothing in advance, but he could always try and see for himself. That nettled him. “In spite of your age,” he said, “I get the impression that you’ve had a lot of experience in that sort of thing.” I said no, not really. “Well, then, I don’t understand you,” he said. “It doesn’t make sense, the way you act.” I said I couldn’t help that. That was the way it was, sense or nonsense. Besides, I wasn’t afraid of him, so I couldn’t very well act as though I were. “You’re too complicated for me,” he said. That slowed him down for a while longer.

A week or so later, I went to see him. Using the by now familiar technique, he managed to maneuver me into his bedroom. He picked up a book from a chair near his bed. “Have you read the Marquis de Sade?” he asked me. I told him no. “Aha! I shock you, don’t I?” he said, looking very proud of himself. I said no. I told him that although I hadn’t read Sade, I had no objection to it. And I had read Choderlos de Laclos and Restif de la Bretonne. As for Sade, I could make out without it, but perhaps he couldn’t, I suggested. In any case, I told him, the principle of the victim and the executioner didn’t interest me. I didn’t think either one of those roles suited me very well.

“No, no, I didn’t mean that,” he said. “I just wondered if that might shock you.” He seemed a little disappointed. “You’re more English than French, I think,” he told me. “You’ve got that English kind of reserve.”

After that his campaign slacked off. He was no less friendly whenever I dropped in mornings but since I hadn’t encouraged his early approaches he was clearly hesitant about attempting further advances. My “English reserve” was holding him off successfully. I was just as well pleased.

One morning toward the end of June, he told me he wanted to show me the view from “the forest.” In French that word is used to refer to the framework of beams that come together to form the support for the roof. He took me into the hallway outside his painting studio on the upper floor. There, at an angle against the wall, was a miller’s ladder leading up to a small door about three feet above our heads. He bowed gallantly. “You go first,” he said. I had some qualms about it but it seemed awkward to argue the point, so I climbed the ladder and he followed right behind. At the top I pushed open the door and stepped into a small room, about twelve feet by twenty, under the eaves. On the right side of the room was a small open window, almost to the floor. I walked over to it and looked out on a kind of Cubist pattern formed by the roofs and chimney pots of the Left Bank. Picasso came up behind me and put his arms around me. “I’d better hold on to you,” he said. “I wouldn’t like to have you fall out and give the house a bad name.” It had grown warmer in the last few days and he was wearing what seemed to be his usual warm-weather outfit for receiving his friends in the morning: a pair of white shorts and his slippers.

“That’s nice, the roofs of Paris,” he said. “One could make paintings of that.” I continued to look out the window. Opposite us, a little to the right, across a courtyard, an empty building was being remodeled. On one of the outside walls, a workman had drawn in whitewash an enormous phallus, about seven feet long, with baroque subsidiary decoration. Picasso went on talking about the view and the handsome old roofs against the light gray-blue of the sky. He moved his hands up and lightly cupped them over my breasts. I didn’t move. Finally, a bit too innocently I thought, he said, “Tiens! That drawing in whitewash on the wall over there—what do you suppose that represents?” Trying to sound as offhand as he had, I said I didn’t know. It didn’t seem to me to be at all figurative, I told him.

He took his hands away. Not suddenly, but carefully, as though my breasts were two peaches whose form and color had attracted him; he had picked them up, satisfied himself that they were ripe but then realized that it wasn’t yet time for lunch.

He backed away. I turned and faced him. He was slightly flushed, and he looked pleased. I had the feeling he was glad I hadn’t committed myself, either to draw away or to fall too easily. He guided me gently by the arm out of the forest and helped me onto the ladder. I went down, he following, and we joined the group in the painting atelier. Everyone talked animatedly as if neither our departure nor our return had been noticed.


THAT SUMMER I went to a little village called Fontès, near Montpellier, which was then in the Free Zone—not occupied by the Germans—to spend my vacation with Geneviève. While I was there, I passed through one of those crises young people sometimes experience in the process of growing up. Picasso wasn’t the cause of it; it had been coming on for some time before I met him. It was a kind of mental stocktaking brought on by the conflict between the life I had led up until then and the vision I had of the kind of life I should be leading.

Ever since early childhood I had suffered from insomnia and had used my nights more for reading than for sleeping. And since I was a rapid reader, I had managed to work my way through a considerable number of books. My father had encouraged this bent in me. He was, by training, an agronomical engineer, and had built up several manufacturing businesses in chemicals. But he was also a man with a passionate interest in literature and his large library was never closed to me. By the time I was twelve he had read me enormous chunks of the works of Joinville, Villon, Rabelais, Poe, and Baudelaire, and by the age of fourteen, all of Jarry. By the time I was seventeen I was rather proud of my attainments and fond of imagining that I knew what life was all about, even though whatever I did know came out of books.

My physical appearance did not seem extraordinary to me; on the other hand, I did not consider it a handicap. I felt afraid of nothing, objective and detached in all my judgments and serenely free from the various illusions inexperience confers on youth. In short, I saw myself a seasoned philosopher disguised as a young girl.

My father tried to wake me up by telling me, “You’re floating on air. You’d better put on some lead-soled shoes and get down to earth. Otherwise you’re in for a rude awakening.” That awakening came when I decided to become a painter. For the first time I got a sense of my own limitations. In my studies, even in areas that didn’t interest me at all, such as mathematics and law, I had no trouble handling whatever problems came up. But when I took up painting, and no matter how singlemindedly I gave myself over to it, I gradually came to realize there were things I could not bring off. I had difficulties of all kinds, conceptual as well as technical. For a long time I felt I was up against a wall. Then suddenly it occurred to me that, at bottom, a good part of my difficulty came from my lack of the experience of living. I had an intellectual grasp of many things, but as far as first-hand experience went, I was pretty close to being a total ignoramus.

I had started to paint at the age of seventeen. For the past two years I had been working under the guidance of a Hungarian painter named Rozsda. At the same time, I was studying for my licence in literature at the Sorbonne (roughly the equivalent of an A.B. degree in an American or English university) and for a law degree, as well. My father would not have allowed me to drop out of the university and devote all my time to painting, but I used to cut my morning classes and go to Rozsda’s studio to paint.

Rozsda had come to Paris from Budapest in 1938. He was Jewish on his mother’s side. Under Occupation law, he should have worn a yellow Star of David. Not wearing one, he had greater freedom of movement but at a very considerable risk. In addition to that, since Hungary was a German satellite, Rozsda should have been doing military service for the Nazis. That made him not only an undeclared Jew but, in their eyes, a deserter as well. He was, then, doubly liable for early shipment to the gas chamber. He was in danger of being picked up from day to day. My father, who could be as hard as nails when his will was frustrated, could also be very generous when he wanted to be. When I told him about Rozsda’s situation he helped him to get papers that would take him safely back to Budapest.

When he left, in February 1943, I saw him off at the Gare de l’Est. I was sad to see him go because he had been a good friend to me. I was unhappy, also, to think that the progress I had been making in my painting might be threatened. I told him I didn’t know what I was going to do about that, nor whom I could work with. The train started up. He hopped aboard and called out, “Don’t worry about that. In three months’ time, you may know Picasso.” He was right, almost to the day.

My problems with painting weren’t my only source of frustration. During the two or three years leading up to my meeting with Picasso, most of my male friends were men about ten years older than I. Many of them were active in the Resistance in one way or another and I think they all looked upon me as a child. For that reason, perhaps, they let me alone. Then, too, although I had never been taken in by the theological fairy tales the Dominican sisters had done their best to sell me as truth during my years at boarding school, nevertheless I think that a bit of the general atmosphere had stayed with me in the form of inhibitions. I wasn’t convinced that I should believe in their tall tales and yet I wasn’t positive that I should not.

Between the ages of seventeen and twenty I had been very much in love with a boy my own age. He was going through the same growing pains that I was having. Every time I felt it would be all right to give myself to him, he would feel inhibited, and when he felt more adventurous, I would have doubts. Then he fell ill with pleurisy, and during that time my parents tried to break up our friendship. While he was away convalescing, I decided I had to get beyond that barrier called virginity. When he returned, I must have been so aggressive that I frightened him out of his wits. He told me he didn’t really love me and that I might as well leave him out of my plans.

Instead of realizing that I had a lifetime before me, I felt that time was running short. I dramatized this first rejection to a degree that made me think, Well, after that, what else matters? Rozsda, my teacher, had gone. The boy I wanted had thrown me over. I had nothing more to lose. It was just at that time that I met Picasso. And after our brief skirmishes of May and June, when I left for the Midi to spend the summer with Geneviève I was still stirred up by everything that had taken place before I met him. In my eyes the villains were my parents, and my conclusion was: They’ve ruined my life so far. From now on I’ll take over.

The first step, it seemed to me, was to face up to my father and tell him I had decided to be a painter and in order to give myself over completely to that, I would need to stop my other studies. Knowing how strong-willed he was, I realized that announcement would probably lead to a break between us. But I sensed that by accepting the consequences, I would find myself on the other side of the wall that now separated me from everything I wanted.

Until then I had been cushioned by a kind of cocoon that my milieu formed around me. I had the impression that the noises of life had been reaching me so muted that all connection with reality was strained out. But I knew that an artist draws from his direct experience of life whatever quality of vision he brings to his work and that I had to break out of the cocoon. I think this was more than an intellectual crisis. It was almost a rebirth, and when I had made my decision, I felt as naked as the day I was born.

In October I wrote my father a letter in which I tried to explain all this. His answer was to send my mother, who, like me, had always been completely under his domination, to bring me back to Paris at once. When we reached home he was waiting for us, seething with anger. My attitude was scandalous, he said, and I must be out of my mind. If I persisted, he would know I was seriously ill and he would have me committed, he threatened. He gave me a half hour to change my mind and went out to do an errand. I knew I had to act quickly. I left the house saying nothing to my mother and ran to my grandmother’s house, which was not far from ours. My grandmother was out. I decided to wait for her to return. In a few minutes my father and mother arrived. By now my mother, too, must have been convinced I was out of my mind. Until now I had always obeyed, even though it was painful. Suddenly, at twenty-one, I was as inflexible as my father.

When I saw them coming, I ran up to the top floor. Knowing the mood my father was in, I was certain he would try to drag me out of the house and take me back home; he might have a harder time of it, I thought, if I was as far away from the front door as possible. He followed me upstairs. I had never seen him in such a rage. He had always been a violent man and was in the habit of having everyone—at home, among the rest of the family, in his factories, in the world at large—obey him immediately. He asked me if I would return home. I told him no. I said I had made up my mind that if he wouldn’t agree to my terms, I would leave home. I told him I would never ask him for another thing but from now on I intended to live my life as I saw fit.

He began to beat me—my head, shoulders, face, and back—with all his might. He was so much bigger and stronger than I, I knew I could never hold out against him if he continued like that. I sat down on the stairway and managed to slip my legs between the balusters. I put my arms through them and joined my hands together; in that way he couldn’t hit my face any more. My face was bleeding badly and the blood was running down the white balusters onto my knees. I could feel one eye swelling. He tried to pull me away but I held on tight.

At that point I heard the front door open, below us, and my grandmother walked in. She came upstairs as quickly as she could. She asked my father what was going on. He told her that whatever she saw, I had done to myself. I told her this was not true. She said she was in no position to make up her mind about that but it was obvious that I was in very bad shape and she was putting me to bed and calling a doctor at once. “We’ll see about the rest tomorrow,” she said.

My grandmother was seventy-five at the time. After the death of my grandfather four years before, she had had a nervous breakdown. She had spent nearly three years in a rest home and had been back in her own home, well again, for about a year. She was my mother’s mother. She had her own fortune and was not dependent on my father. As it happened, though, her money was managed by a lawyer who was a friend of my father’s and a bit under his thumb. My father took advantage of this situation to include her in his threats. “I’ll have you both committed,” he said. “You’re both crazy. Furthermore, you may discover, both of you, that money won’t be quite so easy to come by from now on. We’ll see how you like that.”

My grandmother stood right up to him. “Go ahead,” she told him. “And by all means try to have us put away. I’d like to see you get away with that. From now on, Françoise will stay with me if she wants to. As a matter of fact, just to help you along, she’ll undergo psychiatric examination voluntarily.”

French law requires that two independent psychiatrists concur in a judgment of insanity before anyone can be committed to an institution. The first man my father had examine me could find nothing wrong beyond the fact that my metabolism was more than 30 per cent below normal and that led him only to the conclusion that I was very fatigued. After that fiasco my father found a woman psychiatrist. Whether she was actually convinced by his story that I was crazy or had been instructed to see that I left her in that state, I don’t know, but for two hours she quizzed, harangued, and threatened me. Nothing came of that, either. I went the rounds of a few others that my father had lined up to examine me, including a cousin of his, and with each consultation I felt calmer and more sure of my ground. Finally the ordeal came to an end.


NOW THAT I WAS LIVING with my grandmother, I had money problems, since my father had always been the source of my money. The only clothes I had were the ones I was wearing the day I ran to my grandmother’s. It was impossible, of course, to get anything out of my father’s house.

His house was just outside the entrance to the Bois de Boulogne and I had always done a great deal of horseback riding in the Bois. I went to see my old riding master and told him I needed a job. He put me to work giving lessons to beginners. Some days I had to go to Maisons-Laffitte, a racing and riding center about twelve miles outside Paris. That kept me pretty busy.

It was November before I had a chance to visit Picasso again. One thing stood out very clearly: the ease with which I could communicate with him. With my father there had been no communication for years. Even my relations with the one boy my own age I thought I loved were often difficult and complicated, almost negative. Now suddenly with someone who was three times as old as I was, there was from the start an ease of understanding that made it possible to talk of anything. It seemed miraculous.

Seeing him after an absence of four or five months and across the filter of my summer’s experiences, I had the impression I was rejoining a friend whose nature was not very far from my own. Often during my adolescence I had felt like a solitary traveler crossing a desert. In spite of my intellectual smugness, socially I was timid and I was often silent even among my friends. Now I was completely at ease with someone I hardly knew. In theory we had nothing in common, Picasso and I, but in fact we had a great deal in common. When I told him, one morning, in a flash of warmth quite unlike the “English reserve” I had shown before, how much at ease I felt with him, he grabbed my arm and burst out excitedly, “But that’s exactly the way I feel. When I was young, even before I was your age, I never found anybody that seemed like me. I felt I was living in complete solitude, and I never talked to anybody about what I really thought. I took refuge entirely in my painting. As I went along through life, gradually I met people with whom I could exchange a little bit and then a little bit more. And I had that same feeling with you—of speaking the same language. From the very first moment I knew we could communicate.”

I told him that made me feel better. I said that before the vacation I had felt a bit guilty about coming to see him so often and that I didn’t want to disturb him by coming too often now.

“Let’s understand each other right now on that point,” he said. “In any case, whether you come or not, I’m disturbed by somebody. When I was young, nobody knew me and nobody disturbed me. I could work all day long. Maybe if you had come then, even without saying a word, you might have disturbed me. But now there are so many who do disturb me, if it’s not you it will be someone else. And frankly”—here his face, which had been very serious, broke into a grin—“there are others who bore me more than you do.”

So the mornings I had no riding lessons to give—perhaps two or three days a week—I spent at the Rue des Grands-Augustins. Most of the people I saw there were people who came nearly every day. If Picasso felt like showing them some paintings, they would look at them. If he didn’t they would just sit around, not saying very much, and then at lunchtime go their separate ways. They weren’t just hangers-on; they were people who were somehow connected with Picasso’s life. Christian Zervos, for instance, the publisher of Cahiers d’Art, was compiling his catalog of Picasso’s work and often brought his photographer to take pictures of recent drawings and paintings.

Then there was “Baron” Jean Mollet, who had been secretary to the poet Guillaume Apollinaire when Apollinaire was the official spokesman for the Cubist movement. Apollinaire had been dead for twenty-five years but the “Baron” was still a more or less permanent fixture in Picasso’s studio.

Another man who came a great deal at that time was André Dubois, who later on became Prefect of Police and after that went to the magazine Match. At that time he worked in the Ministry of the Interior and since the Germans were finding little ways of bothering Picasso and might well have bothered him a great deal more, André Dubois came almost every day to see that everything was all right. Jean-Paul Sartre came frequently, and Simone de Beauvoir, and the poet Pierre Reverdy. Sartre and Simone de Beauvoir talked mostly to each other. When Sartre talked with Picasso, it was off in a corner, as a rule, and he looked so mysterious and confidential I felt he must be talking about the Resistance and some of its clandestine publications. Whenever Sartre had anything to say in my presence, it was never about painting in general or Picasso’s painting in particular and I found him usually so didactic that I formed the habit of talking with others, such as the poet Jacques Prévert. At a time when most people weren’t joking much, Prévert generally managed to find something funny. Picasso had had a sculpture of his own hand cast in bronze. One day Prévert amused himself and the rest of us by sticking the bronze hand into his sleeve and shaking hands with the others, then walking away and leaving the bronze hand in theirs.

One morning that winter I went to the Rue des Grands-Augustins with several paintings I had just finished and wanted to show to Picasso. I noticed that a number of the regulars I often saw in the painting studio upstairs were in the long room on the lower floor where Sabartés worked. Sabartés looked very conspiratorial. He signaled to me to follow him. When we were out of the room he whispered, “He said I could take you upstairs, but he’s not seeing anyone else today. You’re going to see someone who’ll give you a shock.”

When we reached the painting studio I saw Picasso talking with a thin, dark, intense man who, I must admit, did give me a shock. It was André Malraux. More than anyone else at that time, Malraux was the idol of our generation. We had all devoured his books—The Conquerors, Man’s Fate, Man’s Hope—and been excited not only by them but by the exploits of Malraux himself, in China, in Indo-China, in Spain, and now as one of the leaders of the Corrèze maquis in the Resistance.

Picasso introduced me to Malraux and asked me to show my paintings to both of them. Feeling very timid, I did. I referred to something in one of them as having arisen from the memory of a trip I had made to Les Baux the previous summer. That reminded Picasso that he and Malraux had met there on Christmas day about five years before. “There’s an other-worldly atmosphere you feel as you stand there looking down on the Val d’Enfer that makes me think of Dante,” Picasso said.

“It should,” Malraux replied. “During Dante’s exile from Florence, he went there in his wanderings through France and wrote that setting into L’Inferno.”

After Malraux had gone, Picasso said, “I hope you appreciate the gift I just made you.” I asked him what gift. “Letting you talk to Malraux,” he said. “After all, no one should have seen him here. It’s too dangerous. He just slipped in from the maquis.” I told him I didn’t know whether I was grateful for it or not. Until then I had been happy with the romantic legend. But seeing him now for the first time, his face twitching with a nervous tic, I had been disillusioned.

At the other end of the spectrum, politically and otherwise, there was Jean Cocteau. One day that winter he came with his friend the actor Jean Marais—“Jeannot,” as he called him—to tell Picasso that Marais had the role of Pyrrhus in a production of Racine’s Andromaque. “Our little Jeannot is going to have a huge success,” Cocteau assured us. Jeannot had even designed the settings and costumes, and Cocteau described them in detail, laying great stress on the dramatic contrast between the white costumes and the black columns of the palace. And if Pablo could only imagine how regal Jeannot looked in his magnificent purple cape, over fifteen feet long, as he threw himself headlong, in one powerful scene, down the staircase! There was only one problem: Jeannot needed a scepter. Couldn’t Pablo design him one?

Picasso thought for a moment, then said, “You know the little street market over in the Rue de Buci?” Cocteau and Marais looked puzzled but said yes, they did.

“All right,” Picasso said. “You go over there and bring me back a broomstick.” They looked a bit disconcerted by that but in the end they went out and returned with one. Picasso took it. “Come back in two days,” he said. “I’ll work something out.”

After they had gone he took an iron poker, heated it in his big stove and burned a primitive-looking abstract decoration along its full length. I asked him if it wasn’t rather long. “That will keep Jeannot from getting all tangled up in his magnificent fifteen-foot purple cape,” he said. “He can lean on it, too.”

When it came time for the opening, Picasso didn’t want to go—not even to see Jeannot brandishing the scepter he had made for him—so he gave his invitation to me. As one might have expected, the women were covered modestly—and drably—from chin to floor. The men, however, frisked about like little rats de l’Opéra, in very short tunics that showed off their legs and bottoms to the fullest advantage.

The most amusing thing about the play was the black columns of the palace. Whenever Pyrrhus leaned against one of them, the cheap water paint smutted his hand. Then, when he went over to clutch Andromaque for one of his dramatic moments, he left the print of it on her flowing white gown. It wasn’t long before she looked less Grecian than avant-garde. The audience howled. Soon they were whistling, hissing, and booing. I think the play closed after three nights.

Another one of the studio regulars was the photographer Brassaï, who came often to photograph Picasso’s sculpture. Picasso delighted in teasing him and would generally greet him with, “What are you going to break on me today?” Brassaï was accident-prone, and a simple remark like that was enough to start him off. At that time Picasso was working on the sculpture of the pregnant cat with its tail sticking out stiffly behind. One morning as Brassaï was setting up his tripod, Picasso said to him, “For heaven’s sake don’t go near that tail; you’ll make it fall off.” Brassaï obligingly drew away from the cat, pulled his tripod around, made another movement to the side and, of course, knocked off the cat’s tail. As soon as he could disengage himself from the sculpture, he began to pull his tripod toward him. Picasso said, “You’d be better off to stop pulling at that tripod and pull in your eyes”—not a very kind remark, because Brassaï suffered from a condition—thyroid, perhaps—that made his eyes bulge out of his head. But I could see from the start that no one ever got angry at Picasso’s jibes. Brassaï began to laugh so hard—whether because he thought it was funny or because he thought he had to—that he got his legs mixed up with his tripod and fell over backwards into a big basin of water that Picasso kept in the studio for Kasbek, his Afghan hound. As Brassaï fell, he splashed water over everybody. That was enough to put Picasso in a good mood for the rest of the morning.

“If no one came to see me in the morning, I’d have nothing to start working on in the afternoon,” he told me later. “These contacts are a way of recharging my battery, even if what takes place has no apparent connection with my work. It’s like the flare of a match. It lights up my whole day.”

But not all of Picasso’s visitors were welcome ones. The Germans, of course, had forbidden anyone to exhibit his painting. In their eyes, he was a “degenerate” artist and, worse still, an enemy of the Franco government. They were always looking for pretexts to make more trouble for him. Every week or two a group of uniformed Germans would come and with an ominous air ask, “This is where Monsieur Lipchitz lives, isn’t it?”

“No,” Sabartés would say. “This is Monsieur Picasso.”

“Oh, no. We know it’s Monsieur Lipchitz’s apartment.”

“But, no,” Sabartés would insist. “This is Monsieur Picasso.”

“Monsieur Picasso isn’t a Jew, by any chance?”

“Of course not,” said Sabartés. And since one’s Aryan or non-Aryan status was established on the basis of one’s grandparents’ baptismal certificates, no one could say Picasso was Jewish. But they used to come, anyway, and say they were looking for the sculptor Lipchitz, knowing very well that he was in America at that moment, and that he had never lived there in the first place. But they would pretend they had to satisfy themselves that he wasn’t there, so they’d say, “We want to be sure. We’re coming in to search for papers.” Three or four of them would come in, with an extremely polite officer who spoke French. The disorder everywhere was an invitation to them and they would look around and behind everything.

Picasso had had a brush with the Germans before I knew him and he told me about it one day with considerable satisfaction. One of the first things the Germans did in 1940, right after the armistice, was to inventory the contents of all safe-deposit vaults in banks. The property of Jews was confiscated. That of the others was set down in the record to be available if needed. Foreign stocks and bonds, gold, jewelry, and valuable works of art were what interested the Germans most.

As soon as the inventorying started, most people who were away from Paris rushed back in order to be present when their boxes or vaults were opened. Everyone realized that at the start, before the “technicians” arrived from Germany, things would be handled somewhat haphazardly by the occupying soldiers and they might, therefore, have more of a chance of protecting their valuables. That was what my family did and, as I learned later, Picasso too. And in taking care of his own vaults, Picasso had looked after Matisse’s as well.

Matisse had had a very serious abdominal operation and had gone to live in the south of France. His paintings were stored in a vault at the main office of the B.N.C.I.—the Banque Nationale pour le Commerce et l’Industrie—adjacent to Picasso’s vaults. When Picasso’s vaults were opened, he made it a point to be there. There were three large rooms full of paintings down in the basement: two for him and one for Matisse. The manager of the bank was a friend of both of them. Because Picasso was Spanish it would have been difficult for the Germans to touch his property if his papers had been in order, but since he was persona non grata with the Franco regime, his situation was precarious. And since both he and Matisse were classified by the Nazis as “degenerate” artists, there was all the more reason to be apprehensive. The inspectors were two German soldiers, very well disciplined but not very bright, he told me. He got them so confused, he said, rushing them from one room into the next, pulling out canvases, inspecting them, shoving them back in again, leading the soldiers around corners, making wrong turns, that in the end they were all at sea. And since they were not at all familiar with his work or with Matisse’s either, they didn’t know what they were looking at, no matter which room they were in. He wound up by inventorying only one-third of his paintings, and when it came to Matisse’s, he said, “Oh, we’ve seen these.” Not knowing one painting from another, they asked him what all those things were worth. He told them 8,000 francs—about $1,600 in today’s money—for all his paintings and the same for Matisse’s. They took his word for it. None of his things or Matisse’s were taken away. It must not have seemed worth the trouble.

“Germans always have a respect for authority,” he said, “whatever form it may take. The fact that I was somebody everyone had heard of and I came there myself and gave them exact details of sizes, values, and dates—all that impressed them very much. And they couldn’t imagine anyone telling them a story that might cost him very dear if he had been found out.”

There was a Kafkaesque uncertainty surrounding some of the people who drifted in and out of Picasso’s studio at that time: a rather mystifying art historian, for one, and a photographer who came from time to time on some vague mission. Picasso thought they were spies but there was no way of proving they were and no basis on which to refuse to let them in. What he feared most was that one day one of these dubious Germans—the photographer, for example, who came more often than any of the others—would plant some incriminating papers so that the next time the Gestapo came to search, they would find something.

It took a good deal of courage for him to stay there during the war, since his paintings had been denounced by Hitler and since the Occupation authorities took such a dim view of intellectuals. Many artists and writers—Léger, André Breton, Max Ernst, André Masson, Zadkine, and others—had gone off to America before the Germans arrived. It must have seemed wiser to many not to run the risk of staying. One day I asked Picasso why he had.

“Oh, I’m not looking for risks to take,” he said, “but in a sort of passive way I don’t care to yield to either force or terror. I want to stay here because I’m here. The only kind of force that could make me leave would be the desire to leave. Staying on isn’t really a manifestation of courage; it’s just a form of inertia. I suppose it’s simply that I prefer to be here. So I’ll stay, whatever the cost.”
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