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         I have been looking at Picasso’s work for decades. I first came across it in the 1970s as a sixth-former at my girls’ grammar school in Leicester, through wandering around the city centre, where I hoped to forge my independence by finding something outside home and school which I could relate to. I found myself in words, in a bookshop that sold poetry pamphlets typed on manual typewriters and stapled together (by the poets themselves). And in an exciting newly opened remainder bookshop I discovered images, pictures which suggested enticing worlds. The place was piled high with cut-price illustrated art books. Here were affordable glimpses of the world as depicted by modern artists, most of whose work I had rarely if ever seen before. I had never heard of Picasso (I was studying French, English literature and music, not art) and a small paperback particularly caught my eye.

         On the front cover was Picasso’s path-breaking work of 1907, Les Demoiselles d’Avignon. Inside, the plates included Embracing Lovers from (I now know) his Rose Period; Sick Child, from his Blue Period; The Red Armchair, inspired by his partner Marie-Thérèse seated; Portrait of Dora Maar; the extraordinary Woman with a Crow, in which the figure is (almost) a crow; and the painting that still fascinates me beyond all others, called either L’Attente, or Margot, painted by the young Picasso in 1901 during his early days in Paris, when he was mesmerised by women who strolled the streets, cafés and bars of Montmartre. I – carefully – cut out some of the pages and stuck my Picassos on my bedroom wall. Shameful (the cutting out) – but not entirely, as I still have the book. In those analogue days, we read fiction to transport ourselves into other worlds, other lifestyles, other times. And we also looked at paintings to imagine other worlds, other times – though while I was first discovering Picasso’s work, the artist (who died in 1973) was probably still alive.

         I took to wandering along New Walk to Leicester’s Museum and Art Gallery, where I looked at paintings in the same way that I read fiction – perceiving them as doors into an alternative, creative way of 4life. Then, I and friends took the train to London and ‘did’ Portobello Road, Kensington High Street (to get our Biba green nail varnish and plum-coloured eye shadow from the store that felt more like a party than a shop), and discovered the National Gallery and the Tate (at that stage, there was only Tate Britain). On summer French exchanges we were taken to Paris where we discovered the Louvre and the Pompidou Centre. And Montmartre. We didn’t need to be rebellious, my friends and I (we were obedient grammar-school girls) to envisage lives beyond the reach of our family experiences and expectations and our education – we just used our imaginations.

         Lured in by Picasso’s methods of pulling the viewer in close, I studied his depictions of women – in states of nudity, maternity, repose, and modelling their stylish street clothes – and imagined what life might be like for the women in his paintings, and for the models who depicted them. Several decades later, after copious research into the life and work of Picasso, and after having written two books about modern art in which he is a key player, I realised I still didn’t know.
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         Hidden Portraits is the first book in English to tell the story of all six significant women in Picasso’s life. While we know a great deal about Picasso, we know relatively little about the women who fell in love with him. (Dora Maar, whose work was exhibited in 2019–20 at the Tate Modern, London, and in Paris and Los Angeles, is the exception.) When most of us think of Picasso, we can easily conjure up one image or another: the handsome young man in the streets of Montmartre posing by that iconic lamp post; the stocky figure in a Breton striped T-shirt (in one jokey photograph with croissants for fingers); the sunburned man in shorts on the Riviera, walking behind a beautiful woman and shading her with a huge beach umbrella. Or later in life, posing happily with his second wife for the paparazzi, celebrating an opening or an award. In his studio, surrounded by canvases and clutter, he is painting a vast canvas, up all night, working strenuously on a new idea. We can always immediately call him to mind, the photogenic genius, the tireless innovator, the most successful artist of the twentieth century. But what/who do we think of, when we think about them? While the artist has been blessed with some masterly biographies, in the accounts of his life the women are invariably removed from centre-stage.

         Fernande, Olga, Marie-Thérèse, Dora, Françoise and Jacqueline. These six remarkable women were all vivacious, stylish and surprising. They were all strong women who made their mark on Picasso’s life. Yet, with the exception of Dora, they have usually been viewed in biographies of Picasso as adjuncts to the artist’s story, and, when referred to at all, dismissed as his supporters, companions and muses. The facts of their lives have gradually emerged, piecemeal, particularly during the past two decades. Fernande Olivier and Françoise Gilot published their own memoirs – both invaluable source material (as has been the work of others published later, whose books and articles I cite). But we still have only piecemeal parts of the story. There is no bigger picture. The stories of the women who played such vital parts in Picasso’s life and work – their personalities, their backgrounds – have 8largely been passed over. Their formative years have barely received a mention, let alone sustained attention. For years, they came down to us almost as caricatures. Fernande was flighty; Marie-Thérèse was so young when Picasso met her that she seems forever young, and voluptuous, passive, virtually without personality. Olga, because she (understandably) wanted to hang on to her husband rather than lose him to another woman, was a harridan, on virtually no evidence except that the theme of metamorphosis Picasso was exploring in his work at the time of their separation included screaming female forms – which had other sources. Though Olga Picasso (née Khokhlova) was a member of Diaghilev’s renowned dance troupe the Ballets Russes, almost no attention has been paid to the years she spent as a dancer before marrying Picasso in 1918. Françoise Gilot was a successful painter, exhibiting in France, Britain and the United States. Who knew?

         In fact, over the past few years there have been some startling discoveries. My research for this book turned up, across a wide range of sources, some fascinating facts about Marie-Thérèse’s life, the truth about her childhood and the identity of her father, as well as about the three formative years she spent in a German boarding school. In 2019, in the house in Normandy which Olga had shared with Picasso, a large travel trunk came to light. It was exhibited first in Moscow, then (thanks to Almine and Bernard Ruiz-Picasso) at the Museo Picasso Málaga. The trunk contained Ballets Russes programmes, Olga’s ballet shoes and costumes and a vast correspondence with her Russian family, who were dispersed and traumatised during the 1917 Russian Revolution. It transpired that Olga regularly and discreetly corresponded with her family during that time and in succeeding years – a discovery that vitally illuminates not only the missing facts of her life and background, but also her character and allegiances. If she was sometimes melancholy and withdrawn, that was hardly surprising. Until that trunk was opened, Olga had remained mysterious – of course, because until then nobody knew the facts.

         As is well known, during his long life, Picasso knew many women 9– some more intimately than others. Hidden Portraits is about the six individual women whose lives were intertwined with his, with whom he shared studios, apartments, houses, holidays and family life. Two married him: Olga in 1918, and Jacqueline in 1961. Three (Olga, Marie-Thérèse and Françoise) were the mothers of his four children. Picasso was involved with them from his first meeting Fernande in 1904 until his death in 1973. All six inspired and were inspired by him. All six fell in love with him. They all willingly sat for him, and admired his work. Their relationships with Picasso transformed their lives, and they enhanced and underpinned his.

         Connected most obviously by Picasso, what else, if anything, did these very different women have in common? All were stylish, good-looking and enjoyed fashionable clothes. All were willing models. They all combined the sensitivity and loyalty expected of wives in their day with unorthodox interests and activities. All were outstandingly unusual personalities, while all, at the same time, were deeply engaged in the business of supporting Picasso – in that respect, they were women of their time. For all six women, the management of their personal and social lives required integrity and ingenuity. Each of them, on meeting Picasso, was prepared for – or indeed, already half-seeking – an opportunity to live an extraordinary, unconventional life. All were adaptable, tenacious, courageous, and showed fortitude in adversity. Picasso was indisputably attractive. By all accounts, even standing stock-still and silent, he radiated charisma. All six women willingly succumbed to his magnetism. As has been well documented in recent years, all also found themselves tested by the artist’s subterfuges and betrayals.

         To be involved with Picasso was always to face a subtle – or indeed overt – endurance test of one kind or another. This book includes some of Picasso’s more testing behaviour towards the women in his life. Olga suffered a long depression when, after almost ten years of marriage to her, Picasso began seeing Marie-Thérèse – and finally left his wife because Marie-Thérèse was pregnant. In the first few months of the war years, he settled both Marie-Thérèse and Dora in Royan 10(Dora in a hotel with him, Marie-Thérèse in lodgings nearby), continuing his relationships with each of them. He had become deeply involved with Dora while still in love with Marie-Thérèse, then (without fully separating from either woman) he fell in love with and lived with Françoise Gilot – until she (to his astonishment) left him. When he became involved with Françoise, Dora suffered a breakdown – although she recovered, and re-emerged as an extraordinary painter. Jacqueline experienced anguish in her last years following the death of her husband. Unfortunately, many of the people who know anything at all about Picasso’s relationships with women are familiar only with these events. Summarised thus, the painter emerges as a ‘holy devil’,1 as Marie-Thérèse once referred to him. But she followed that up, but a ‘most wonderful terror’. It is impossible not to find Picasso baffling. Feminist commentators have put their reactions more baldly. But we can also risk doing these women a disservice if we see them solely as victims. In the narrative of this book and in the context of each woman’s experience, these episodes emerge in their own time and in context. Picasso transformed six women’s lives – and fuller disclosure reveals the complexity, richness and excitement of life with him.

         So why did such exceptional women fall in love with him? Why did they stay with him? Why, when their relationships ended, did they stay in touch with him, and even, on occasion, with one another? After the artist’s death, when Marie-Thérèse was interviewed in 1974, she told the story of her altercation with Dora in Picasso’s studio as he stood by and watched them arguing about who had the greater claim on him. Marie-Thérèse and Picasso kept their relationship a secret for a great many years, but there were reasons for that. Their daughter was born illegitimate – a social taboo in the 1930s. And Marie-Thérèse was the first to admit that she knew nothing about painting and had no desire to mingle with his friends in the art world.

         Indisputably, all his life Picasso (like most artists, male and female) put his art at the forefront of his existence. His paintings expressed his deep emotions. In some ways conventional in life, he was ceaselessly 11unorthodox in his work; and his rebellious side was not exactly hidden. One problem – for him as for the women who loved him – was that Picasso was the marrying kind. He could never bear to lose anyone entirely. During Olga’s final years in a clinic in the South of France, Picasso made sure a friend visited her every day. After he and Dora separated, he continued to send her examples of his latest work, all of which she either kept or sold. During summer holidays in the South of France, Marie-Thérèse sometimes took her daughter Maya to play with Françoise’s children in the garden or on the beach. When Olga’s grandson Pablito required urgent medical treatment, Marie-Thérèse contacted doctors and contributed to his medical costs.

         Perhaps significantly, the six women had all endured childhood trauma, or been subjected to abusive or controlling treatment early in life. Each of them was at a crossroads in her life when she met Picasso. By all accounts, his magnetism was impossible to resist, and when he fell in love, he was persistent and attentive. All six women reciprocated, and Picasso changed their lives. Fernande entered fully with him into the bohemian lifestyle of Montmartre and became popular with his friends. If injury ended Olga’s career as a dancer, with Picasso she could continue to socialise with the friends she had made in the Ballets Russes. He bought her beautiful things and gave ongoing support to her family in Russia, and she was the mother of his first child. Marie-Thérèse gave birth to his first daughter and maintained her discreet love life with Picasso, contented, much of the time, to live away from the busy streets, crowded café terraces and smoky bars and tabacs of Montparnasse. Dora thrived in that café society, which she continued to enjoy with Picasso, attracted and deeply attached to him as an artist. Françoise was completely at ease with Picasso’s old friends – the intellectuals, fellow painters, dealers and hangers-on who in the 1940s and 1950s surrounded him, in the cafés and in his studio. Jacqueline, recently divorced when she met him, was happy to find a new husband, and to protect him from all distractions so that he could carry on painting in his later years. 

         12Of course, all six women sat, at least occasionally, for Picasso – indeed, for some of his most celebrated works. His portraits of Fernande underpinned the Rose Period; with her as his model, he experimented on canvas with new portrayals of the female figure, and he himself identified her as one of the women in the Demoiselles d’Avignon. Dora’s face is (all too readily) recognisable in Picasso’s Weeping Women pictures, though she was not the only source of ideas for his broken or fragmented forms of the period. Marie-Thérèse curls voluptuously, depicted in hot, primary colours in her red armchair in Picasso’s most stand-out paintings of the 1930s, notably The Dream and Repose. As well as being immediately identifiable in the two rare presentation portraits Olga Khokhlova with a Mantilla (1917) and Portrait of Olga in an Armchair (1918) – neither an entirely conventional example of traditional portraiture – Olga’s face appears in paintings of 1927 in which the figure is shown with mouth open, teeth bared, emitting an almost audible scream. But Olga’s face and figure reappeared and changed on canvas as Picasso took his art in new directions; as did Fernande’s, and Dora’s, and indeed all the women’s. Because Picasso was never a portraitist in the traditional sense. (The depictions of Olga in the two presentation portraits mentioned here are among the few exceptions.) The artist expressed his own emotions on canvas at least as much as he suggested the emotions and personalities of his sitters. His depictions of women are almost never simple representations of one particular woman, even when (as comparatively rarely) her name appears in the title of a work. What we may for convenience call his portraits are primarily expressions of his encounters with paint, with the artistic continuum in which he found himself, and with his own responses and emotions.

         We should not assume that every painting of a woman was the result of a sitting. For the engagement portrait of Olga in an armchair, the artist worked for the first time closely from a photograph, and there is nothing to suggest he did not continue to work from photographs, or from memory and his imagination; or that every contortion or elaboration on canvas was posed. It was never simply a question 13of replicating what he saw before him. His canvases were worked on over and over, as his discoveries were made, discarded, condensed and transformed by further, ever more substantial discoveries.

         The women who loved Picasso continually demonstrated their own autonomy, and each had her own story. All six women lived their lives in the context of major political shifts and changes. Their years with him spanned the periods marked by World War I, the Spanish Civil War and the German Occupation of Paris during World War II, as well as happier times, spent at the circus in turn-of-the-century Montmartre, in the cafés and bars of Montparnasse and on the coast of the fashionable Riviera, as Picasso moved progressively from the seedy, ramshackle Bateau Lavoir to more spacious apartments in Montparnasse, and thence to grand mansions in Normandy and the South of France. With notably different backgrounds and backstories, each woman met Picasso with her own expectations, and a whirlwind of change ahead.

         Today, we live in an age of complex and clashing cultural issues and events; ours is a culture of changing sexual mores and orientation, peopled with influencers and celebrities, powerful visual models and variegated icons of visual culture. We are now super-aware of the vulnerabilities of women as well as of their agency in the workplace and in domestic and social life. We are generally intolerant of sexual exploitation, enlightened about body image, yet still fascinated by visual icons and fashion models. Celebrities hold their own unrelenting sway. In our twenty-first-century culture, women are more likely than ever before to be the agents of their own destinies. The narrative of Picasso’s successive relationships covers more than seventy years, from 1904, when he met Fernande Olivier, to his death, as Jacqueline’s husband, in 1973, survived by four of his six long-term partners. He began a new relationship roughly every decade. The lives of these six women, which taken together span more than a century, saw massive changes in political freedom, day-to-day experience, social perception and in the workplace. When Picasso met Jacqueline Roque in 141953, freedom for women still came at a price. From our standpoint today (when women can reasonably expect at least some degree of independence), it may be important in understanding Picasso’s relationships to look back across the previous century and remember (or imagine) the upheavals, challenges and achievements of women’s lives over one hundred years. How fascinating, to be able to reflect on those changes, up close, through the lens of the hitherto hidden lives of the women who loved Picasso.

         
            
265Introduction

            1 holy devil […] most wonderful terror: Marie-Thérèse Walter, in Olivier Widmaier Picasso, Picasso: The Real Family Story, trans. Bernard Wooding, David Radzinowicz Howell, Ruth Hemus, Robert McInnes, Jonathan Dickinson and Steven Rogers (Munich, Berlin, London, New York: Prestel Verlag, 2004), p. 330.266
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         Fernande was an unwanted child, or at least, so she was told. Her transition from unhappy orphan to fulfilled bohemian in Montmartre, where she finally found her niche, would take many years. By the time she met a promising young painter named Pablo Picasso, she had endured barely imaginable cruelty first at the hands of her adoptive aunt, then her brutal husband. She left him, and in the village of Montmartre began meeting new men and modelling for painters, always searching for independence. Fernande was a talented, complex woman, and Montmartre at the turn of the twentieth century was the perfect place for her to seek new opportunities amid a community of fellow outsiders and bohemians. At the summit of the hillside, penniless artists enjoyed a liberated lifestyle, there were cheap rooms and studios for rent, the bars were busy until the early hours, beautiful women strolled through the streets in colourful clothes and gaudy make-up and there was cheap entertainment, especially (on the boulevard de Rochechouart) the Cirque Medrano, where everyone enthusiastically gathered. When Fernande embarked on her relationship with Picasso, she was happy there and the lifestyle of Montmartre suited her. By the time we glimpse her in Picasso’s studio, eating chocolates, reading novels, luxuriating in her new freedom and in the joy of being adored, she has earned her happiness. The question with which her story opens is: would she manage to keep it?

         Her name was Fernande Olivier – or Fernande Percheron, or Amélie Lang, or Fernande Bellevallé (which she spelled in various ways, including Belvalet). She was born in 1881 to a married man and a young girl who gave her up at birth. When Fernande was still a young child, her father’s half-sister married, and she and her new husband (Fernande’s aunt and uncle), the Bellevallés, who also lived in Paris, took over her care. In the way of things in those days, people did this in exchange for cash, or some small regular income.

         The story of Fernande’s life before she lived with these relatives is shrouded in obscurity. She was told only that she had been fostered by an aunt of her uncle, who had brought him up, and whom they 18knew as Maman Aubert. She it was who had the child baptised at ten months old; and that was all Fernande knew. She sensed there was more – some mystery being covered up – but her aunt refused to discuss it with her. When she noted in her journal that both her parents were dead, this was not in fact true; the whereabouts of her father were unknown but (though Fernande did not know it) her mother was still living. A kindly godmother, possibly a friend of her mother’s, visited Fernande once a month. During those visits she was given cakes and chocolate, and affection; but those were special occasions. Normally, affection at home was reserved for her cousin, on whom her uncle and aunt lavished blatant adoration, while her aunt treated Fernande with gratuitous cruelty.

         Fernande’s age when her aunt and uncle took her on is unrecorded, and she later noted only that her childhood feelings of loss and bewilderment abated as she grew older. Her story (recorded with great fluency in her journal) of cruelty in childhood, an abusive early marriage and seeking refuge as an artist’s model in Montmartre may not have been uncommon, but her memoirs reveal her extraordinary fortitude in the face of truly horrendous treatment, first by her aunt, then later in her marriage. That abuse – and the burden of secrecy, of not knowing who she really was – scarred her, but she kept hoping that one day she would find a better, even a more creative way of living.

         Keeping her journal (later revised, by her, and eventually published in full only after her death) was an important outlet, along with her reading. She could lose herself in books, escaping into the world of her imagination. She told herself she could put up with most things, so long as she had something to read. She read classical poetry and jotted down lines of it in the notebook she kept under her pillow. But there was no privacy in the household. Even though she shared a room with her cousin, at night when she was asleep her aunt regularly crept into the bedroom and went through all her things. However, no one could permeate the locked world of her mind. In childhood she read about adventure, freedom and escape in Robinson Crusoe and Uncle 19Tom’s Cabin. Later she read Eugène Sue, Victor Hugo (Les Misérables) and novels by Alphonse Karr, as well as Daudet’s Le Petit Chose, where she discovered that life could be romantic, even beautiful. At school she won first prizes for French composition, history, recitation, reading and English, and second prize for drawing.

         Her aunt (Alice, though Fernande could never bring herself to call her by her name) was just as cruel to her maids, despising them for what she regarded as their liberated ways. (She herself had been brought up in a convent – as she constantly reminded Fernande.) Her husband was a much kinder person, but Fernande would have loved him more, she wrote in her journal, had he not been so obviously under his wife’s thumb. He was a merchant of silk flowers and feathers for the fashion trade – a reasonably lucrative business in those days, when hats and millinery accessories were not only fashion items but also a social statement of relative wealth and taste. The shop was at the corner of the rue Réaumur and the rue St Denis, a busy commercial district, and their living quarters were above and at the back of the shop. Fernande loved being with her uncle in the shop, sorting the flowers and feathers, wrapping them carefully in tissue paper, then laying them carefully in boxes for delivery to customers in the provinces. From the neighbouring property, which her aunt (snidely) referred to as the convent (who was she kidding?), heavily made-up, startlingly dressed women occasionally emerged, to lean in the doorway or look up and down the street – another of the mysteries never discussed.

         At sixteen, Fernande was taken by her uncle to see Les Diamants de la couronne, an enduringly popular comic opera by Daniel-François Auber about a Portuguese princess who, forced to sell her diamonds, falls in with bandits. Fernande could not stop thinking about it, and decided she wanted to be an actress, which horrified her aunt. ‘Well! That’s all we need,’1 she said. She was not surprised, she added darkly: ‘blood will tell’.2 (Can it be deduced from this that Fernande’s mother was an actress? In those days, acting, like modelling, was practically on a par with prostitution, actresses reputedly having such 20libertine lifestyles.) Fernande’s aunt had clearly expected to control her niece until she found her a suitable husband. Though Fernande made friends, she was never allowed to bring them home. All this was horribly restricting; she could only dream that one day, somewhere, somehow, she would find a better life. For the time being, she had to resort to her imagination; when she was not reading, she was daydreaming – and staring out of the window at the young shirtmaker who sat in his window across the street. Meanwhile her aunt, behind her back, was plotting to marry her off to the family accountant.

         Fernande had no interest in him, but she made friends with Hélène, an easy-going girl who worked in her uncle’s shop, and who told Fernande that her twenty-eight-year-old brother-in-law had caught sight of her and wanted to meet her. Once they had been introduced, and pausing only to tell her aunt she had no intention of marrying a boring old clerk (the accountant was, in fact, also twenty-eight), Fernande set off for a secret tryst with Hélène’s brother-in-law, Paul Percheron. He took her to the Bois de Boulogne, where they rode in a carriage and afterwards had tea and cakes at a little table beneath the trees. When it got late, she told him she dared not go home. Don’t then, he said. She should just stay with him. Then he would ask her uncle for her hand in marriage. Before she knew it, she found herself shut up in a tiny apartment that she dared not leave, terrified of being discovered there by her family. Now there would really be trouble.

         The narrative of her relationship with the vicious Paul Percheron, beginning in summer 1899 and documented in her journal, makes gruelling reading. It also reveals the extent of the cruelty perpetrated, at the end of the nineteenth century, on women of no means, with no independence and no agency. Illegitimacy was an irremovable stigma; lack of financial means tied a woman to the spot. The only ways to survive were a job (housemaid, model or prostitute; or, for the educated, governess or teacher) or marriage. The problem with Paul was that Fernande found him physically repulsive. After a week with him she was desperate. She could not even run away: Percheron had 21hidden her shoes and (just as disastrously) her hat. A few weeks later and with no warning her aunt arrived with her godmother (impotently standing by) and a policeman, who said he could arrest Percheron if Alice lodged a formal complaint for the abduction of a minor, but it was up to her to decide what to do with her niece. No question about that, declared the aunt, Fernande would be married. If she refused, she would be sent to a reformatory. When Percheron said he would marry her as soon as possible, the matter seemed to be settled. As Fernande dramatically put it, she felt like ‘a Racine heroine condemned to torture’.3 Shortly afterwards she fell ill. The doctor was called and diagnosed the after-effects of shock.

         On 17 July 1899, Fernande’s natural mother, Clara Lang, signed an act of recognition of her daughter, named there as Amélie (born on 6 June 1881), at the mairie of the 6th arrondissement. If Fernande knew about this, she made no mention of it in her journal. Having arranged for the banns to be published, Paul brought her books from her aunt’s house, and some long pink and yellow gladioli, beautiful in the sunlight, which she enjoyed sitting and gazing at. Days were endurable. Her problem was still the nights. When she begged him to leave her alone, Percheron lost his temper, beat her and raped her. He confiscated the small amount of money that belonged to her: 500 francs from her godmother and 500 from her aunt – her dowry, presumably, not exactly a large fortune, but by her standards a substantial sum. He needed it, he told her, to arrange their move to the suburbs. The wedding took place on 8 August. Afterwards they had lunch in Robinson, a suburb of Paris, at a little restaurant with tables under the chestnut trees. After drinking champagne, Fernande was sick. Hélène told her she thought she (Fernande) was pregnant.

         When the couple moved to Fontenay-sous-Bois, a small commune approximately ten kilometres from central Paris, Paul expected Fernande to suddenly transform into an obedient housewife, and pushed her around unless he arrived home to find the house clean and dinner prepared. The verbal and physical abuse continued. She 22discovered she was indeed pregnant, but in the bitterly cold winter of 1899/90, the steps to the house froze over and she fell on the ice. The doctor was called and confirmed that she had miscarried, but Paul did not share her sorrow – if anything, he seemed relieved. When her aunt visited, bringing fresh linen and oranges, Fernande told her she needed some money of her own. Nonsense, said her aunt, what she needed was to be kept under control. She had already disgraced them all, her job now was to stay put. When she visited her aunt and uncle, her uncle asked her why she had agreed to the marriage. Her aunt, she told him, had threatened her with the reformatory. He obviously still cared sufficiently about Fernande to show his own concern, saying: ‘Do you really believe I’d have allowed that?’,4 and slipped her twenty francs. She spent it immediately, on handkerchiefs and a bottle of perfume.

         One evening in April 1900, just eight months after the wedding, Paul hit her so hard with a carafe that the glass broke and cut her across the shoulder. When he then threw her on the couch and raped her as usual, she decided that was the last time. As soon as he left for work the next morning, she gathered all her papers – birth and marriage certificates, school diplomas, her journal – and a book; then she took the 10 a.m. train from Fontenay to Bastille, a suburb of Paris, where she had noted down from a newspaper advertisement the address of an employment agency. She headed straight there, where they took her papers and told her to return at 4 p.m.

         That left her with a whole day to fill. Wandering along the rue de Rivoli, she stopped in front of a pâtisserie. There, as she stood wondering whether she should spend the few sous in her pocket on a pastry, she met a young man with deep, dark eyes, who asked her where she was heading. He took her along the street, where he found them a table on a café terrace, fed her croissants and hot chocolate and told her about himself. His name was Gaston de Labaume (in her journal she disguised his identity by naming him Laurent Debienne); he was twenty-nine and lived with his parents in Neuilly. He had studied at 23the École des Beaux-Arts, served his two years of military service, and was now being supported by his father for a further two years, after which he was expected to make his own way as a sculptor. He had a studio in Montparnasse, near the avenue du Maine. Fernande told him about herself, including the horror story of her marriage, and that she had come to Paris to look for work. But if she took an office job, he told her, it would be a whole month before she was paid. And if she tried to rent a room, she would be asked to show her papers, then if her husband went looking for her, he would easily find her. Why didn’t she go with him, to his studio, and model for him? He would pay her whatever he could afford, and she could sleep there at nights when he returned to his parents’ home. There was a couch in the studio, and a small bed in a closet room. (Did they return to the bureau to retrieve her papers? She doesn’t say.)

         Fernande spent her first night in Gaston’s studio among tubs of clay, bits of rubble and marble, wrapped in a fur throw, sleeping soundly until 8 o’clock in the morning. Among a few books on a shelf, she found Goethe’s Sorrows of Young Werther (the nineteenth-century German story of the classic Romantic hero), which she read until Gaston returned with sheets, blankets, biscuits and some slices of roast beef. Then she posed for him, with rests, for half an hour. When she told him she liked drawing, he brought her paper and pencils. His studio soon began to feel like home; she decided she would rather die than return to her life with Paul Percheron. She gave Gaston her few bits of jewellery; he sold them and made fifty francs, with which she bought lingerie, stockings, slippers and a nightgown. And so began her life with Gaston, for whom she was soon posing every day. She found him a bit slow and painstaking, but she was pleased with her new existence, which finally chimed with her expectations – at last, she told herself, she was living the life of a real mistress with her lover. The only problem with Gaston was that she was not actually in love with him. Nevertheless, life was good. At his suggestion she began posing for other artists, which earned her a bit more money. Now, 24she had some actual work; and some independence, as she proudly recorded in her journal in early summer 1900: ‘Yesterday I started to work;5 I’m a model.’

         Fernande was striking-looking, with large green almond-shaped eyes and luxuriant chestnut-red hair, and she radiated self-possession. She was also a good model, able to stand motionless for hours with only short breaks, as many of the artists in the vicinity soon discovered. She started modelling for an Italian painter, which was going well until Gaston announced he wanted her to pose for him, for a series of figurines. But when? she asked him – she was working for her artist all day. In the evenings, he replied. When he was not there, she drew still lives, which he set up for her. She had never drawn at an easel, but she soon learned, and he promised to teach her how to use watercolours and oil paints. But he also expected her to be house-proud, and she was not the least interested in housework. When he asked her to help the cleaning woman with the laundry once a fortnight in the garden, she flatly refused, and they had their first argument. She began to dream of the day when, once she was sure of regular work, she could live alone. Meanwhile, Gaston’s new plan was to move to the rue d’Orchampt, on the Butte Montmartre, which would be convenient for her, given the number of artists who lived on the boulevard de Clichy, at the foot of the hillside.

         Their new studio in the rue d’Orchampt was one of a set of studios housed in three buildings, two of which were entered from the other side, in the place Ravignan, where they looked as though they only had one storey. Because it resembled a laundry boat, the place had come to be known as the Bateau Lavoir. Built on sloping terrain, on the courtyard side the ground floor was three floors below, so from the place Ravignan one entered apparently at ground level, immediately ascended a broken staircase, and reached the top only to descend again. The first of the three buildings (where Picasso later lived) consisted of several studios, and a rickety wooden staircase. At the foot of the staircase, a single drinking tap served twelve tenants. The ill-fitting door 25to the only toilet banged every time the street door was opened. The noise went on all day and all night, with singing, shouting, calling, and the sounds of buckets clattering as they were dragged along the floor. In the rue d’Orchampt building there were four studios on the ground floor, each with its own front door. Gaston’s was the third; two of the others were rented by a nightclub singer and a sculptor; and the fourth appeared to be empty. Their new studio was smaller than the one they had just left in Montparnasse, but so bright and sunny that Fernande was glad they had moved. Nevertheless, she soon began to wonder how she had been so easily persuaded by Gaston to move in with him – presumably, she reflected, it had suited him, because a live-in model would be cheaper than hiring others, especially if she earned extra money by also posing for other artists. At first, he pocketed her earnings, but she soon found a hiding place where he would never think to look.

         In spring 1901, Gaston found a much larger studio in the same building, on the ground floor. Fernande extended her circle of artists, finding new modelling assignments almost every day, leaving early in the morning for sessions that mostly began at 9 a.m. One morning when her session was cancelled, she returned unexpectedly to the studio to find the door locked. Gaston had left early, then returned and gone back to bed, as was his habit, the concierge told her – which made little sense, until she explained: all these artists were the same, Fernande should not be so trusting, it was time she opened her eyes. It was true – Fernande asked the girlfriend of one of Gaston’s friends, who confirmed that promiscuity among artists and models was frequent in Montmartre. The friend claimed that by the time she was twenty-two, she herself had had eleven lovers, even though she still lived with her family. Gaston had obviously been going back to bed in the mornings with one of his models. What to do? For the time being, Fernande just kept on working, which at least meant she was earning some money. For five years she worked as an artist’s model. When she started (aged nineteen) in 1900, academic painting was still the 26dominant style, and her work (mainly, at first, for Fernand Cormon) was arduous – she had to stay absolutely still, without disturbing a single line or fold of drapery, to create the effect the artist wanted – the antithesis of the natural compositions Picasso and his fellow painters were striving for.

         After about a year of living with Gaston she was completely disenchanted with him. She began to harbour romantic fantasies about other men, but was disappointed when it transpired – as it always did – that they all only wanted the same thing. Again, as before, she kept herself going by daydreaming. She could quite happily spend a whole day stretched out on the divan, in a reverie or, as Gaston called it, doing nothing. Though posing was a good way of earning her keep while living in her imagination, she still earnestly hoped that one day she would find true love. In around 1903, she became briefly involved with Raoul Dufy, who was one of her painters’ students. When she stayed out with him all night, Gaston made a scene. Why? she asked him. He slept with other women. His response was predictable: that was different. After Dufy came various other lovers, as Fernande went on searching for her ideal – and narrowly escaped what she had always feared when one day, while waiting for a tram, she bumped into Paul Percheron, who begged her to return to him. She jumped on the tram, cancelled her commitment to the painter she had been working for, and from then on avoided the area.

         In April 1904, when Pablo Picasso took a studio in the Bateau Lavoir, Fernande was modelling for painters on the Left Bank. In the evenings, she walked back through the Luxembourg Gardens, where she met and befriended various artists who lived in Montparnasse. Inspired by her conversations with them, she took up painting, though she lacked confidence in her ability. She knew that she had an eye for colour, but she also knew she lacked the patience to try to improve her drawing. She would also have had to devote more time to it. She considered giving up modelling, but she needed her earnings, for perfume and clothes. Being fashionable was crucial: it reflected her sensibility, 27enabled her to dress up as the person she still strove to become. Day after day, she was shut up in one studio or another all morning. When the sessions ended, she was relieved to stroll back along the quai, delighting in the open air, the sunlight on the Seine. When she reached the old green bookstalls, with the booksellers eating their lunch in the sunshine on their folding chairs as she paused to rummage for a book for five or ten centimes, she felt happy to be alive.

         In spring 1904, Fernande noted in her journal, ‘There’s a Spanish painter who has just come to live in our building and seems very taken with me.’6 Clearly, she had no idea who he was, noting only his interest in her (and hers in him). She wondered whether to agree to go with him to his studio, but she was uncertain. She kept coming across him in the lanes of Montmartre, and each time she did so, he tried to engage her in conversation. The Spaniard was Pablo Picasso, who had returned to Paris early in 1904, aged twenty-two, the same age as Fernande. He had made his first visit to Paris in October 1900, aged nineteen, to see his own painting (a traditional deathbed scene) selected and shown in the Spanish Pavilion of the 1900 Exposition Universelle. He initially moved in with friends in Montparnasse, but soon moved to Montmartre, where other Spaniards lived, and, as no stranger to brothels – which he had first visited with a friend in Barcelona, aged fourteen – found himself intoxicated by the sight of beautiful, lavishly made-up women leaning on their elbows in bars, or haughtily strolling the streets. In Montmartre in 1901 he moved into a studio in the rue Gabrielle crowded with two Spanish friends and three young women and was soon intimate with one of them – Odette – who was faithful to him in the (generally accepted) fashion of Montmartre; that is, intermittently. That suited Picasso, but not his friend Carles Casagemas, who wanted ‘his’ girl, Germaine, to himself. When he discovered Picasso had seduced Germaine, a night of drama in a local café ensued. Casagemas, beside himself at being cheated in love, shot at Germaine, missed, then turned the gun on himself, with fatal consequences. Unsurprisingly, Picasso was deeply affected 28by his friend’s suicide. However, it did not stop him, once Odette had faded from the picture, from beginning a relationship with a new girl, Blanche (probably a model) in autumn 1901 – though it was over between them by the end of the year.

         He would have stayed in Montmartre with no hesitation, but the small allowance his parents had given him ran out, he was unable to sell his work, could not afford to rent a place, and after sharing the poet Max Jacob’s bed for a while (in relays, Max working during the day, Picasso at night) and attempting unsuccessfully to sell painted scenes of Notre-Dame and riverside views, he was forced to return to Barcelona. Back home with his parents, he painted most of the works subsequently labelled his Blue Period – which reflected his own melancholy, experience of poverty and sense of defeat. By spring 1904 he could bear to be away from Paris no longer. His luck was in; one of his friends had just vacated a studio in the Bateau Lavoir, and Picasso took it over. Life back in Montmartre was eventful: he soon met a young woman, Madeleine, who became his lover and model, posing for drawings, some as a madonna with child, and for a painting titled Maternité. His work flourished.

         Fernande, living in the same building, did not escape his notice as she made her way through the lanes of Montmartre, cutting a striking figure with her straight-backed posture and her auburn hair. Something about her fascinated Picasso. He began approaching her in the street, then inviting her back to his studio. The interest was mutual but (whether or not she knew about Madeleine) she told herself she was not going to encourage him. It turned out that Picasso was willing to be patient.

         There were many occasions on which he almost got lucky. One evening in August 1904 there was a violent storm: he came out of his studio cradling a kitten which he held out to Fernande, who then followed him into his studio. She was impressed less by the kitten than by the complete disorder in which he lived, and by his paintings, in which she found something completely new to her. One picture 29especially caught her attention – an etching, depicting a scene of abject poverty with an emaciated man and woman seated together, he with sunken cheeks, in a bowler hat, his arm round her bony shoulders, and before them an empty bowl, bottle and drinking glass (the work that became The Frugal Repast (1904)). She also liked the etching he was working on, of a hunchbacked man leaning on his crutch, a basket of flowers on his back, everything except the brightly coloured flowers painted in blue. Not only the execution, but also the mood of Picasso’s work touched her; she felt it showed the artist’s empathetic human connection with his subject. She noticed most of his paintings were signed Pablo Ruiz (after his father, José Ruiz y Blasco). As it happened, Gaston was about to leave town for thirteen days’ military training, but still she resisted the young Spanish artist’s attempts to lure her into his life. She could see he was attentive, intelligent, and very dedicated to his art. But still, something stopped her from getting any closer.

         In the summer she went briefly to the coast at Berck, where Gaston followed in pursuit of her. Though Fernande could not have known it, that summer Madeleine discovered she was pregnant. With Picasso’s agreement she had an abortion; whether at his instigation or hers is unknown. At the time he made some drawings and paintings of maternity, as well as one of a woman resembling Madeleine, which was lost for years. When he rediscovered it in 1968, he immediately recognised the sitter as Madeleine, and told his biographer Pierre Daix that he had nearly had a baby with her. Knowing how much Picasso loved children, it seems unlikely he would have encouraged her to undergo an abortion; but by this time, Madeleine was aware of the interest he was already showing in Fernande. Being left alone to bring up a child in straitened circumstances in Montmartre may have discouraged her from going through with the pregnancy – but we can only speculate.

         When Fernande returned to Paris, she looked for Picasso. She was told he was lunching with the painter Ricard Canals (an old friend from Barcelona) and his wife Benedetta [Coletti], also (like her) an 30artist’s model, found out where they lived and went round there, where all three – especially Picasso – welcomed her with open arms. Why not move in with them? the couple suggested. She did so, easily befriending Benedetta, posing for Ricard, and keeping up her work for other painters. A photograph of her and Benedetta in Ricard Canals’s studio, their heads draped in Spanish mantillas (1904), is one of the most striking images of Fernande – she herself considered that veils enhanced the unusual shape of her eyes, and she was right. But it was almost as if, after all the trauma of recent years, she had put her emotions on pause. At the Canals’, she met an interesting woman, Renée, who was practical and artistic, and lived in lodgings in the rue Lepic with an undependable lover. When he deserted her, she asked Fernande to move in with her to deter him from coming back, and Fernande agreed without thinking about it, offending Benedetta, and perhaps Picasso too. But when she happened to run into him one morning in the street, he clasped her and would not let her go, so happy to see her that he was tearful. Looking at her longingly, with huge eyes, he pleaded with her to live with him. He would take care of her, do anything for her … but still she resisted. (Possibly she did know about Madeleine. She makes no mention of her anywhere in her journal, but Madeleine was a continuing presence in Picasso’s work, at least, until spring 1905.)

         While Fernande was still unsettled, bewildered by her own actions, unable to make up her mind about anything or anybody, she once again crossed paths with Picasso. This time on his way to see friends, he was carrying the kit for an opium-smoking session. He told her how it eased the mind, soothed the senses, and this, finally, was tempting: it would be a new experience, and she was still keen (perhaps above all) to broaden her horizons. He was right – she discovered that under the influence of opium, everything seemed marvellous, including Picasso. Perhaps because by now Madeleine had finally exited his life, on 3 September 1905 Fernande finally agreed to move in with him. In the evenings they dined together in the local restaurants – Azon’s 31or Vernin’s, where the theatrical crowd gathered: Roger Karl, Charles Dullin and other star turns of the day. In the daytime, she began modelling for paintings and drawings that would form an important part of Picasso’s Rose Period, as he experimented with the female form on canvas with Fernande as his model, extending and shortening limbs, using predominantly pink and earth colours, and varying these major paintings in a new genre with sketches of two lovers entwined. His early Rose Period portraits include ones of a slender, obviously young female figure with a distinctive, oval-shaped head and long, pointed nose, painted with uncluttered lines, the backgrounds roughly indicated in broad strokes of pink and brown, accentuating the soft skin of the girl. Others more obviously resemble photographs of Fernande, with her heavy rolled fringe, a determined-looking stance and more expressive features.

         When Picasso went out for provisions, he locked her in, so anxious was he to keep her to himself. Gaston, after all, still lived in the building; and Fernande was capable of turning heads. Even though Picasso was never gone for long, being locked in was not exactly pleasant, and the only reason for their occasional arguments was his jealousy. Intimacy with Picasso was all-consuming, but Fernande had no reservations. For the first time in her life, she felt adored. At night, he sat at her bedside while she fell asleep, and read poetry to her. As for her, she was in love, and happy at last.

         With Picasso as her companion, she finally discovered the delights of Montmartre – still in those days a village, with working windmills, vineyards and broken-down shacks lining the muddy lanes. Little had changed since Renoir had painted the local girls back in the 1870s dancing in the garden of the Moulin de la Galette – the restaurant and dance hall at the top of the hillside. Illegitimacy and inconstancy were normal in Montmartre. So was romance. Rents were cheap; wine was tax-free. Acrobats and their families wandered through the streets between their appearances at Montmartre’s most popular entertainment, the circus. 

         32Together, Fernande, Picasso and friends went to the Cirque Medrano in the boulevard de Rochechouart at the foot of the hillside – Picasso’s favourite form of entertainment, where the crowd roared with laughter at the clowns, and marvelled at the tightrope walkers in their spangled costumes. Afterwards everyone met in the Taverne de l’Ermitage, with circus performers, friends and locals all mingling in the heady aftermath of the show. On Sunday mornings they went to the local market, where the traders laid out their wares on the pavements and you could pick up clothes, lace handkerchiefs and silk underwear at knock-down prices (they lost their colour in the wash – but never mind) and shoes of all styles and sizes, as long as, once you had selected one, you were prepared to rummage around to find its pair.

         ‘I feel as though I’m beginning to live my real life,’7 Fernande recorded happily in her journal. Still tired after her recent long modelling sessions, she often fell asleep at nine, while Picasso stayed awake, watching over her and making drawings of her until around six in the morning. He introduced her to his friends – Max Jacob, Guillaume Apollinaire and others – and she found them easy, entertaining company. Max (as he was invariably and familiarly titled) was endlessly witty, constantly telling jokes and doing improvisations that always made them laugh. Apollinaire, gallant, gifted, a wonderful poet and serious bibliophile, lent Fernande books. She began to paint again and wanted to study it more seriously. Picasso told her she should keep going without having lessons, as the work she was doing was more interesting than anything she would do under the restrictions a tutor would impose. She clearly had talent. Some fifty years later, Picasso showed friends, including his biographer John Richardson, a portfolio of her work. Richardson saw ‘surprisingly large and dramatic heads8 [which] owed more to Van Dongen than to Picasso; they were as stylized as Marie Laurencin’s, only more primitive and mask-like – somewhat Fauve’. He judged them ‘far from negligible’. The compositional skill evident in A Vase of Flowers, reproduced in A Life of Picasso, Volume II as well as in Fernande’s journals published in 2001, shows that he could 33perhaps have been a little less sparing with his praise.

         One day Paul Poiret, the celebrated dress designer and a friend of Picasso, came to the studio, looking around among the squalor and clutter for something remarkable to compliment Picasso on. His eye fell on a portrait of Fernande. ‘Oh! Remarkable! Delightful!9 Admirable! A portrait of Madame?’ Picasso said that it was indeed a portrait of Madame – and also revealed that it was ‘by Madame’.10

         The most popular evening venue in Montmartre was the Lapin Agile (a much-loved venue which remains open to this day): a small cabaret artistique, so named by the proprietor, Frédé (Frédéric Gérard), who by day pulled a donkey cart through the lanes of Montmartre, selling fish and sometimes bric-a-brac, including the odd painting. Before he took over it was still known as the cabaret d’assassins, after the typical comportment of the clientele. In those days it was a gloomy dive, with sawdust on the floor, lit by two kerosene lamps with pleated red paper shades, hung by wires from the ceiling. The place had been saved from demolition by the cabaret singer and comédien of the Chat Noir Aristide Bruant (easily recognisable, in dashing red scarf and black sombrero, from Toulouse-Lautrec’s famous poster of 1892). When Frédé became proprietor, the Lapin Agile was cleaned up a bit and redecorated by local artists including Picasso, who spruced it up with whitewash and added a few distinctive murals. Its familiar name dated from 1875, when André Gill had designed an eye-catching new red and green metal sign (still there above the entrance) which featured a rabbit in a conductor’s cap, bow tie and cummerbund jumping out of a saucepan, and balancing a bottle of wine on its paw – the rabbit (lapin in French) by Gill, or, as it came to be called, the Lapin Agile (agile rabbit). All the artists of Montmartre gathered there, where they drank the house special – white wine and grenadine with sometimes some other unidentifiable ingredient – and were entertained by Frédé on his cello or guitar. Everyone joined in with the singing (old French melodies, mainly), and the place became joyously rowdy – and stayed that way until the early hours, when everyone staggered or lurched 34home down the hillside (or found a place to spend the night beneath a bench, under the stars). Picasso took Fernande there with him most evenings but for Tuesdays, when they all made their way across Paris on foot and crossed the river to the Left Bank and the Closerie des Lilas, in those days a bar with a dance floor where some evenings there were poetry readings organised by Paul Fort, owner of the journal Vers et Prose. (Poetry readings were popular, and their popularity continued. Fernande gave some herself at the Lapin Agile in 1914.)

         A young American Harvard graduate, Leo Stein, in Paris hoping to collect modern art, had turned up his first painting by Picasso (Nude Girl with a Basket of Flowers). This he found in the shop where Clovis Sagot, a small-time dealer and former clown of the Cirque Medrano (the renamed Cirque Fernando), sold pharmaceutical ‘cures’. Shortly after this acquisition, Matisse took Leo and his sister, the writer Gertrude Stein, up the hillside of Montmartre to the Bateau Lavoir to meet the artist in his studio. Gertrude had joined her brother Leo (in Paris since 1901) in late summer 1903, after studying medicine, obstetrics and psychology at Radcliffe College (then linked to Harvard), and was living with him in their apartment at 27, rue de Fleurus. Since moving to Paris, she had kept a low profile. While Leo searched the small galleries for examples of modern French art, she had been writing. She was working on some short stories, inspired, she later explained to Picasso, by the paintings of Cézanne. In those days she was shy, reclusive, with high-necked blouses and smart brooches, her hair in a neat low bun. Shortly after this first meeting, Picasso and Fernande were invited to dinner at the Steins’, where Leo showed them his collection of Japanese prints. Fernande thought them very beautiful, but Picasso, as he admitted under his breath to Gertrude Stein, was not impressed. From this point on, ‘Gertrude Stein and Pablo Picasso immediately understood each other’;11 and she and Fernande understood each other too.

         Picasso invited Gertrude to pose for her portrait, and in November 1905 she took a (horse-drawn) taxi from Montparnasse to Montmartre, 35climbed the hillside and arrived in the tiny studio, chaotic with painting equipment, piles of Fernande’s garments, bowls of unidentified liquid and a white mouse. Gertrude took up her place on a broken chair and began the sittings. On the days when Fernande was there, she read aloud to her.

         
            Fernande was as always,12 very large, very beautiful and very gracious. She offered to read La Fontaine’s stories aloud to amuse Gertrude Stein while Gertrude Stein posed […] Picasso sat very tight on his chair and very close to his canvas and on a very small palette which was of a uniform brown grey colour [sic], mixed some more brown grey and the painting began.

         

         Picasso had immense problems with the head, which he painted out, then some months later painted in again from memory. During the sittings (there were eighty or ninety, according to Gertrude – or perhaps it just felt like eighty or ninety) she and Picasso developed a strong and lasting bond.

         Life in the Bateau Lavoir was still impecunious – Fernande and Picasso were kept going by the sporadic sales of paintings or drawings – and the studio was so cold, that any windfall was usually spent immediately on coal. In February and March 1906 it was still so bitterly cold that any drop of tea left in a cup froze over. In those early days, dealers of varying backgrounds, habits and wherewithal occasionally bought a painting from Picasso. In addition to Sagot there were Père Soulier, who kept a bric-a-brac shop in the rue des Martyrs, and Ambroise Vollard – much shrewder and more experienced, a professional dealer, who kept a gallery on the rue Laffitte where there were works by Renoir, Cézanne and Van Gogh safely hidden away while their value accumulated. Vollard became a friend of Picasso’s; Picasso and Fernande were invited to the dinners he occasionally gave in his cellar, where the guests were treated to the deliciously spiced dishes of his native Réunion.

         This life suited Fernande as well as Picasso; and she was supportive of his art. When he was tempted to take on some work for the satirical 36journal L’Assiette au beurre, which would have earned him eight hundred francs, Fernande persuaded him that he should not do anything he did not want to do – she knew that kind of work would be a distraction, and that it would make him miserable. All went well, until Picasso lost his temper when he noticed Fernande receiving admiring looks from other men in the Lapin Agile. Even then, they made it up the next day when Picasso came in, contrite, with presents for her – a few francs to spend on herself, and a bottle of perfume.

         When Vollard came to the studio later that spring (1906) and bought twenty paintings for two thousand francs (somewhere in the region of £80 today), the couple was suddenly wealthy – by their standards. With his newly earned riches, Picasso decided they should go to Barcelona, where they could increase the windfall by 15 per cent because of the exchange rate. It was the first long trip Fernande had ever taken, and she made careful preparations. As she explained to Gertrude Stein, she ‘had to buy a dress and a hat and perfumes and a cooking stove’.13 All French women in those days (as Gertrude noted in The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas) ‘when they went from one country to another took along a french [sic] oil stove to cook on’. The excess baggage charge on railways (even in those days) was always accordingly steep. They began their journey at six in the evening, when Max Jacob and Apollinaire helped them down the rue Ravignan, bearing between them a large wicker trunk weighed down with tubes of paint; and ended it the following evening after an uncomfortable third-class rail journey through Spain. They spent several weeks in Barcelona, where they lunched every day with Picasso’s parents and met his friends in the afternoons. (Sadly, Fernande left no record of her impressions of Doña María, Picasso’s doting mother.) In June they went to the mountain village of Gósol, where they stayed in a rustic inn with villagers who spoke only Catalan, and with whom Fernande communicated in a specially devised sign language while Picasso was working. She went for walks on her own past wild roses and – always struck by the changing colours of her surroundings – saw ‘marvellous green or 37stone-coloured lizards14 […] and the sky is a soft pure blue I’ve never seen before’. The local people seemed to love them both, and told endless stories which Picasso, at least, found absorbing. Fernande took pleasure in everything about Gósol – except the custom whereby the women served the men, then ate whatever was left over in the kitchen by themselves. In fact, she indignantly insisted the women in their inn share one meal with them – which they did, with obvious embarrassment. The couple stayed there until mid-August, departing abruptly when the innkeeper’s daughter fell ill with typhoid and Picasso, who since the death of diphtheria in childhood of his little sister Conchita, aged seven, had a morbid fear of illness, insisted they leave at once. They returned to Paris to find their studio as hot as a furnace and overrun by mice and bedbugs – a set of merely temporary problems. Both were glad to be back home. They typically spent evenings after dinner with friends, relaxing by the light of the single lamp, Fernande resting on cushions by Picasso’s feet. She was happier than she’d ever been and wanted to be nowhere other than with him. This was the romance she had always dreamed of; the life she had been searching for.

         By the following April (1907), she was aware that Picasso was undergoing some inner struggle, which she saw reflected in his work. Of his Rose Period paintings and drawings, her own preference was for his pictures of mothers and children, some with infants in their laps, or madonnas with scaled-down acrobats at their feet. She found these gentle and affecting, and had realised when she saw Picasso in Spain how attuned he was to the natural rhythms of life. His Catholic upbringing had instilled in him a deep respect for maternity; and they had now been together for three years without any sign of children of their own. She may (or may not) have known he wanted children. His own childhood had centred around his mother’s love; Fernande, by contrast, had been deprived of maternal affection, and may have yearned to compensate by bringing up a child of her own. She had certainly been happy when she discovered she was pregnant, even though she was still living with Percheron. Whatever conversations 38may have taken place between her and Picasso, she had befriended children in Gósol; and now she wished for a child, especially since Picasso’s new work – drawing endless figures with a sculptural and (to her) unromantic appearance – saw him moving in a direction that was making her feel increasingly excluded.

         On 9 April, she and Picasso made their way through the lanes of Montmartre, past the dilapidated houses and down the steps of the hillside to the orphanage run by nuns in the rue Caulaincourt, where they were shown the orphans and invited to choose a child. They selected a girl they were told was nine years old, friendly and appealing, and ‘d’une beauté grave’15 – seriously beautiful. Raymonde somehow settled into the chaotic and cramped studio in the Bateau Lavoir (painting paraphernalia, piles of clothing and Picasso’s two large dogs, Frika and Gat) and the couple enjoyed being parents. Fernande and Raymonde tried on clothes together and played with her dolls; Picasso made drawings for her, including simple ones of acrobats that suggest he may have been teaching her to draw, and after school he helped her with her maths. He painted a portrait of Fernande and Raymonde in his new style, Mother and Child, both figures with mask-like faces facing each other, the mother’s arms encircling the child. On 27 April the Steins received an Easter card inviting them to the Bateau Lavoir the following day, Easter Sunday – but if this was intended as an opportunity to introduce them to Raymonde, the visit, if it took place, went unrecorded.

         Perhaps Fernande (however reluctantly) gradually came to realise that the quotidian duties of motherhood were simply beyond her. Or maybe both Picasso and Fernande became aware that to expect Raymonde to grow up alongside them in the close quarters of the Bateau Lavoir studio was unrealistic. Whatever the reason, in July it was decided that Raymonde would return to the orphanage. Later that month, Fernande took her back, only to be faced with the Mother Superior, who told her that since she had selected her, Raymonde was her responsibility. Fernande took the girl back to the 39Bateau Lavoir, but that did not solve the problem. In the end, it fell to their friend Max Jacob to lead Raymonde by the hand back through the lanes and return her again to the orphanage, and she thus poignantly disappeared from Fernande and Picasso’s lives. The story is undeniably sad – Fernande does not mention it at all in her journal, though it has since been recounted by John Richardson in his biography of Picasso. But it cannot have been an unusual occurrence in Montmartre, where illegitimacy was common. Fathers tended to come and go; and though babies were often brought up by matriarchs within the family, the orphanages were always full. If this story seems shocking to us today, we should remember that at least the orphanages provided food, shelter, a decent education; and, in some instances, the care of solicitous nuns. Fernande herself, of course, had suffered in the (so-called) care of unsuitable guardians. For many others around that time (Coco Chanel, for one), childhood was peripatetic – which is not, of course, to downplay the lifelong stigma of illegitimacy. If Raymonde’s return to the orphanage seems abrupt, in Fernande’s defence, she may have done the best thing by the girl; and on the evidence of a postcard to Fernande from Raymonde dated 22 June 1919, the two of them kept in touch.

         On 24 August 1907, Fernande wrote to Gertrude Stein, with whom she had struck up quite a friendship, despite their obvious differences – one a writer and an intellectual, the other an ardent follower of fashion. But Fernande, of course, was also an avid reader, and in making friends, Gertrude followed her instincts. Furthermore, Gertrude’s new companion, Alice B. Toklas, also liked Fernande. In her letter to Gertrude, Fernande now shared the latest, startling update on her relationship with Picasso. ‘Do you want to hear some important news?16 Picasso and I are ending our life together.’ They planned to separate within a month, as soon as Vollard had paid Picasso whatever he owed him for some pictures. Meanwhile, Fernande was looking for somewhere to live. It was the first sign of a crack in their relationship, although – at least, at this stage – it turned out to be a false alarm. 

         40Nevertheless, Gertrude and Alice were given both sides of the story. Picasso, Gertrude told Alice, had been telling ‘wonderful tales’.17 He also told Gertrude that if you wanted to leave a woman, you had to give her sufficient funds to be independent – he was waiting for Vollard to stump up eleven hundred francs for the eleven pictures he had recently acquired. By 14 September 1907, Picasso had been paid. The day before the vernissage of the Salon d’Automne, Gertrude (ignoring Fernande’s announcement and what Picasso had told her) invited him and Fernande to dinner. When they arrived late, Picasso explained to Gertrude that he was very sorry – as a Spaniard he was never late, as she knew – but they had been waiting for delivery of the dress Fernande had ordered for the vernissage. When it failed to arrive, there was, of course, nothing for it but to wait until it turned up. During the evening, Gertrude took the opportunity of asking Alice if she would like to take French lessons from Fernande who, she assured her, was well-educated (witness the readings from La Fontaine). ‘Ah the Miss Toklas,’18 teased Picasso, ‘with small feet like a spanish [sic] woman and earrings like a gypsy and a father who is king of Poland […] of course she will take lessons.’ Fernande paid Gertrude and Alice another visit, and the French lessons were arranged. Fernande would be paid fifty centimes an hour and her travel costs (it did not matter about that, Fernande said, she would walk).

         During 1907 Picasso got to know Georges Braque, the painter with whom he invented cubism and with whom he would soon, especially in 1908, be spending much of his time. Meanwhile, he was already locked in his studio for hours at a stretch. When he was working on something new, nothing could distract him. His work was his priority, and Fernande was lonely and bored. She also found his refusal to be distracted first irritating, then infuriating. By the time the French lessons took place, Fernande had indeed left Picasso and found a room of her own at 5, rue Girardon. Nevertheless, the lessons took place not there but at the Steins’ home, at 27, rue de Fleurus. Fernande admitted to Gertrude that her new room was rather closer than ideal to 41the Bateau Lavoir; but it was still a separation. Perhaps all she needed was just a (temporary) break from Picasso, and some female company.

         The French conversation lessons proved entertaining. Fernande, Alice B. Toklas later recounted, had three main topics of conversation – hats, perfumes and furs (at a time when wearing fur was considered the height of fashion, with the context and consequences of its manufacture ignored). As for Fernande’s notorious passion for perfume, ‘Perfumes were Fernande’s really great extravagance’.19 Everyone in Montmartre knew the story of the bottle of Smoke, ‘like real bottled liquid smoke’, for which she had paid eighty francs, but which turned out to have no scent. The next subject for discussion was furs. There were, Fernande explained, three categories – sable; ermine and chinchilla; and martin fox and squirrel. ‘It was the most surprising thing I had heard in Paris.’ They then discussed dogs, and Alice was required to describe a dog specified by Fernande: ‘There we were,20 she was very beautiful but it was a little heavy and monotonous.’ Alice suggested going to a tea place out of doors, or for a walk around Montmartre, and the lessons went better, with Fernande now doing most of the talking. On one occasion they met Max Jacob, and Alice saw how funny Fernande could be when she was with him. They put on a little caricature – ‘rather wonderful’ – for Alice’s benefit, Max playing ‘le vieux marquis’, Fernande the Empress Josephine receiving his compliments. Then Fernande told Alice about Kees van Dongen, who had arrived in the Bateau Lavoir in 1905 with his wife and child, and had painted Fernande’s portrait. Gertrude later noted that it was by painting Fernande that Van Dongen had ‘created the type of almond eyes that were later so much the vogue. But Fernande’s almond eyes were natural, for good or for bad everything was natural in Fernande.’

         Living alone gave Fernande time to reflect on Picasso, and his work. Perhaps, she considered, his continual struggle was really with himself. She did not understand cubism, and of all his portraits of her, she preferred the traditional portrait he had once made to any of his recent works. He made many preparatory studies for and spent many 42months working on the painting he unveiled before a baffled group of friends and dealers in 1907: Les Demoiselles d’Avignon. The group included Fernande, who was, presumably, equally stunned. (She made no mention of the incident, or the painting, in her journal.) All stood lost for words as they faced the spectacle of five towering flesh-coloured Amazonian women gazing out at the viewer with blatant impudence – arms raised, drapery lowered, the face of one of them closely resembling one of Picasso’s ethnic masks. When someone later detected a resemblance between one of the women (the tallest, most imposing) and Fernande, Picasso humoured the questioner. Yes, Fernande was one of the demoiselles, he said – and (jokingly) one of the others was Max Jacob’s grandmother. He put the painting away again; and continued to work with Braque, with whom he now forged a close and deeply absorbing relationship.

         By the end of the year, Fernande had thought a lot about the demands Picasso’s work made on his moods and his emotions. It was clear that in his work he was struggling to express something he had never expressed before – she had never really understood why; but perhaps, she now reflected, she had not been sufficiently sympathetic. Just before Christmas in 1907, she and Picasso were invited to dinner at the Steins’, where they celebrated the season (and perhaps the couple’s reunion) with gifts. Fernande, Gertrude reasoned, had ‘held Pablo by her beauty’.21 Fernande gave up her lodgings and returned to Picasso in the Bateau Lavoir.

         By now, Leo and Gertrude Stein were buying as much as they could of Picasso’s work, substantially boosting his income. Picasso always deeply respected Gertrude Stein, regarded her as a true friend, and never forgot she had supported him when ‘no one else wanted any’.22 (When Leo later left Paris for Florence and divided their collection, he took the Matisses; and Gertrude kept her Picassos.) The artist was now making money, especially once young Daniel-Henry Kahnweiler arrived in Paris from Germany, and (on 11 July 1907) opened a small gallery in the rue Vignon. After gaining Picasso’s trust 43(at first, Fernande did the bargaining), Kahnweiler began buying work from all the artist’s friends. As soon as he saw the direction Picasso and Braque were moving in, the new dealer (as Gertrude Stein put it) ‘completely threw in his lot with the cubist group’.23 (In 1910 he acquired some forty works by Picasso.) All the small galleries on the Left Bank rapidly caught on. New dealers (Alphonse Kann, Wilhelm Uhde) followed, and cubism effectively made Picasso’s fortune. Over the next few years, Picasso became a celebrity – largely (according to John Richardson) thanks to Kahnweiler.

         Meanwhile, in spring 1908 Picasso and his friends were regularly seen around by everyone in Montmartre, with Braque and Derain dressed in tweed coats like those of the newly fashionable Auguste (as distinct from traditional white-faced) clowns. Picasso and Braque were now working so closely together that for a while they left their paintings unsigned, amused by the idea that no one would be able to tell the difference. The circle of friends was constantly being extended, and they all spent evenings together as a crowd at the circus, or the theatre, where Fernande noted that Picasso’s preference was for Spanish or gypsy dancing – anything that reminded him of Spain. Or they all congregated in Max Jacob’s lodgings in the rue Ravignan, where this generous man was still amusing all his friends – he sang, danced, mimicked, played the comedian and could be relied upon to entertain them all. Whenever he earned a bit of money from the publication of a poem or drawing, he would turn up at the Bateau Lavoir with flowers or chocolates for Fernande.

         When Picasso and Apollinaire ran into Braque’s friend Marie Laurencin at Sagot’s gallery on the rue Laffitte, she joined their circle – the only female professional painter included (albeit peripherally) in the bande à Picasso. As such, Fernande closely observed her. Marie was of unusual appearance – very willowy, with a long face and long, bony hands, and obviously short-sighted – rather like the figures in her paintings. In Fernande’s judgement, her apparent naivety was carefully constructed, but her childish manner charmed Apollinaire, so much 44so that within a few months he and Marie had become romantically involved.

         The occasional opium sessions continued without incident, until one fateful day, when Karl-Heinz Wiegels, Fernande and Picasso’s neighbour in the Bateau Lavoir, was found hanged in his studio after taking hashish, ether and opium in succession. Picasso was devastated – and frightened. He and other friends had tried to ensure Wiegels’s safety by watching over him as his addiction increased, but in vain. The morning after his suicide (he was found by the postman) Picasso rushed round and saw him hanging in the window. For weeks, he was haunted; he could not work or be left alone, and Fernande – herself shocked and shaken – persuaded him to take a break from Paris, to get away from the memory of the horrifying event. They went to Rue-des-Bois, a small village on the edge of the forest of Halette, seven kilometres from Paris, where Picasso responded to the peace and seclusion and they both soon began to recover – even though he was not particularly taken with the scenery (he preferred rural Spain). Fernande had no problem with the landscape: she enjoyed being in the countryside and would have liked to find a small house and settle there. Seclusion suited her (as, perhaps, did having Picasso to herself). But they were not left alone. Their friends all started coming to visit; no sooner had one left than the next arrived. On 21 August 1908, Fernande wrote from Rue-des-Bois to Apollinaire, asking him, could he please bring Picasso a bottle of Pachaut Valerian (she was specific about the brand) as it was unavailable there. She described the location for him. They were ten minutes from the Oise, in a small hamlet immersed in the countryside, surrounded by woods. She loved it so much that they had even found a large house they hoped to rent, in extensive grounds, for 400 francs a year. But once he had recovered his peace of mind, Picasso was keen to get back to Paris.

         In May 1909, Fernande and Picasso made a second trip to Barcelona. This time it was not a success. Because of her distinctive appearance, Fernande was jeered at by the local people, who laughed at her and 45pelted her with cabbage stumps. The impression of le style Parisien, which had worked so well in Montmartre where she strolled through the streets, confident all eyes were on her, was clearly lost here – ‘can you imagine,’24 she wrote home to Alice B. Toklas, ‘they don’t appreciate my hats.’ It rained; the bullfight was cancelled; everything was hateful. Things worsened when (by 16 May, when she sent a postcard to Alice) Fernande was confined to bed in severe pain. In June they went on to the (in those days) small, remote village of Horta, where she was kept awake all night by the town crier. The local dialect was impossible to understand, and she had nothing to do. She wrote home in despair to Gertrude and Alice. Could Alice please, she asked her, send her some embroidery cotton and silks? She asked for books – translations of Dickens’s Barnaby Rudge, Martin Chuzzlewit and The Mystery of Edwin Drood, and of Thackeray’s Vanity Fair. By mid-June she was still ill. The doctor she had seen in Barcelona had thought she might have a kidney infection; the pain was increasing, and Picasso was no help due to his morbid fear of illness. Fernande managed to see a doctor in Horta, but when they returned to Barcelona (on 6 September) they cut short their time there to return to Paris, where she could see a French doctor. On Saturday 11 September, after a journey of eighteen hours by (so-called) express train, they were back in Paris.

         After all that had happened to her, Fernande still deeply believed that only independence and true love (a tricky combination) would save her. In a sense, her problem was that she had already found it; what she could not work out was how, or when, to stop searching. She had found love and romance with Picasso; she had also discovered her independence by means of paid work: first modelling, then the French lessons. But she also knew that Picasso had a roaming eye (she had watched him in the Lapin Agile), and she had a deep need to prove she could look after herself. Nevertheless, when Picasso decided it was time to move to bigger premises where he could appropriately receive the dealers and purchasers now increasingly interested in his work, Fernande went too. They moved together into a large, sunny 46apartment at 11, boulevard de Clichy, the more affluent district adjoining the foot of the Butte Montmartre, where Picasso, somewhat unaccountably, put the lease on the apartment in Fernande’s name.

         The move to Clichy took place in autumn 1909, and Picasso immediately filled the new apartment with his usual clutter – all manner of bric-a-brac, furniture, and a pianola that did not work but instead, when you worked the bellows, emitted an intoxicating odour of incense. From the Bateau Lavoir he brought his paintings, his ethnic masks and statues, his collection of flea-market oddities; and to all that, he added furniture his father sent him from Spain: some Louis XVI-style chairs, a large table and a huge sofa with ornately carved arms covered with purple velvet and gold studs, which took up the whole of one wall. The couple at last discarded the old mattress they had slept on in the Bateau Lavoir and bought a comfortable bed. The furniture removers who moved them from Montmartre to Clichy were impressed – this chap must have come into a fortune, one of them was heard to remark. (It was an unusually impressive hoard of stuff to be moving out of the ramshackle Bateau Lavoir down the hillside of Montmartre.)

         A maid was hired to serve dinner (suitably attired in a white apron) and, as Gertrude, one of their first guests noted, impressively made a soufflé – though she also noted that Fernande did not seem entirely contented with her new life. A cleaner arrived every morning and spent an hour knocking the furniture about with a feather duster with most of its feathers missing, infuriating Picasso, who painted all night, by waking him up in the early hours (that is, before mid-afternoon). In the evenings, the couple swapped the Lapin Agile for the Taverne de l’Ermitage on the boulevard de Rochechouart, where the artists had their own corner in the right-hand aisle of the café, at a comfortable distance from the deafening orchestra. Marie Laurencin (when she was allowed out by her mother after ten o’clock) sometimes joined them, though she never stayed out late. Braque was there often, and he and Picasso worked together, both including musical instruments 47in their paintings, with Picasso also commencing his work on constructions. Fernande and Picasso continued with their dinners, their afternoon tea parties; and their social circle went on expanding. Among the acquaintances they kept in touch with from the Lapin Agile were Lodwicz Markus (later called Louis Marcoussis), a cartoonist for La Vie Parisienne and L’Assiette au beurre, and his lover, Eva Gouel (formerly Marcelle Humbert), whom Fernande quickly took to as a new friend. Gertrude thought she could see why. ‘Fernande’s great heroine25 was [the movie actress] Evelyn Thaw, small and negative. Here was a little French Evelyn Thaw, small and perfect.’ Eva Gouel was petite, she was quiet; but as events soon proved, she was far from inconsequential. Though Fernande had noticed Markus and Eva in the Lapin Agile, the two couples met properly in winter 1910–11, introduced by Apollinaire and Braque, who had got into conversation with them at the Cirque Medrano. Markus and Eva had been together for five years, and planned to marry. Once they were mingling with the friends of Picasso who regularly met at the Taverne de l’Ermitage, everyone got to know them, and from the start they were very popular: Max Jacob loved them, Gertrude Stein invited them to dinner. Picasso was impressed by Markus – his wit, his astuteness, his assurance, and probably his appearance: a photograph (undated) shows him looking dapper in a sharp suit and panama hat – a look Picasso (and Braque) aspired to. Picasso also liked the look of Eva – petite, charming – and though at this stage he and she seemed to be merely flirting, his interest in her did not escape Fernande’s notice. (During his relationship with Fernande he may have had other fleeting amorous encounters, which may have been the reason for her earlier sudden bid for independence – though if so she kept it to herself.)

         From autumn 1911 onwards, the Italian artists who called themselves Futurists arrived on the scene and began to patronise the Taverne de l’Ermitage. At the forefront of this new artistic movement, whose manifesto recognised the power – and appeal – of speed, cars and the machine, were Ardengo Soffici, Filippo Tommaso Marinetti; and 48Gino Severini, the only Futurist who lived in Paris, and who took the others to meet Picasso, Braque and Apollinaire. On the fringes of the Futurist group was a good-looking twenty-two-year-old Bolognese painter, Ubaldo Oppi, who after some persistent persuasion was taken by Severini to the Taverne de l’Ermitage to meet Picasso and Fernande, and Markus and Eva. During that same evening, Fernande (who had probably noticed Picasso’s interest in Eva) found herself flirting with Oppi; it was not long before she had begun a passionate affair with him. For a while she hid the liaison from Picasso, with Eva as her go-between – though not for long. Severini eventually told Picasso, for the usual (bogus) reason: that he thought everybody but him seemed to know. By all accounts, Severini never forgave himself, but Picasso never blamed him. Fernande, on the other hand, did – Severini never understood why. It was obvious (to all but him) that Fernande, though she had a funny way of showing it, was still devoted to Picasso; once again, as she had before, she was behaving in ways she barely understood herself. The past was also repeating itself, in that once again, as before, a trusted friend was apparently trying to help her – while disastrously disrupting her life.

         Picasso turned thirty in October 1911. He had been under pressure for some time from his beloved parents in Spain to settle down and marry. Fernande may not have been aware of this, but in any case, though no one but she (and Percheron, her aunt and uncle and Gaston) knew it, she was already married. Even Picasso may not have known about her marriage to Percheron; if he did, he kept her secret. During spring 1912, Eva, who had been biding her time, made a move on Picasso. She and Picasso announced on 18 May that they were together, and Picasso asked Fernande to leave. His friends the Pichots (the Spanish painter Ramon Pichot and his wife Germaine) took Fernande under their roof. In the face of her shocked protests, Picasso and Eva fled to Céret together. Fernande, Picasso told Kahnweiler, had gone off with a Futurist. Could he (Kahnweiler) please look after the dog (Frika; Gat may have been Frika’s puppy, and at some stage 49given away) for a few days? Fernande immediately broke it off with Oppi and rushed off to Céret in hot pursuit. This was most annoying, Picasso told Kahnweiler – it was unsettling Eva, and he did not want her upset.

         Fernande once again faced her old problem, of how to survive. She called on friends. Shortly before Christmas 1912, she appealed to Gertrude Stein for help with her rent. She had, she told Gertrude, found herself a job in the theatre; she also asked Apollinaire for a reference so that she could look for secretarial work. In the end, Paul Poiret came to her aid, employing her as a vendeuse. She embarked on one or two love affairs, one quite serious, with a poet, Jean Pellerin, but it came to an end when he was called up in 1914. Of the friends she and Picasso had often dined with at Vernin’s, the one widely thought the best-looking was Roger Karl, who (after starting out as a painter, then a writer) found success as a movie star and classical actor, and later reciting poetry on French radio. (Not only were his looks film-starry, but also his voice.) Some years after her relationship with Picasso ended, Fernande embarked on a new liaison with Karl, which lasted until 1943. (Was he the new love of her life? Whether he was or not, Picasso had certainly moved on, and showed no inclination to revisit his relationship with Fernande.) Her domestic life with Karl was turbulent (he was a drinker) but enduring. Nevertheless, she refused to live with him until 1918, when Picasso married Olga Khokhlova (time, presumably, to finally give up hope). In the meantime, she was variously employed, as an antique dealer’s assistant, child-minder, cashier in a butcher’s shop, running a cabaret, reading horoscopes, reciting poetry at the Lapin Agile, teaching diction (her voice, too, was still beautiful) and giving French and drawing lessons.

         As for Eva, she was different from Fernande in every respect – slightly built, quiet and (outwardly at least) undramatic. A photograph shows her to be pretty, diffident-looking, simply but exquisitely dressed in a fashionable kimono-style gown. She was also the perfect cook and hausfrau; if Picasso had been unable to adapt to life in the 50boulevard de Clichy with Fernande, it all seemed more than workable with Eva, who kept their apartment clean and sunny, and adroitly entertained his dealers, purchasers, and friends old and new. In fact, Picasso intended to marry Eva, and would have done so had he not been floored by the unexpected death of his father in 1913. Soon afterwards, Eva became ill. Her health deteriorated and she showed no sign of recovery. She was eventually diagnosed with cancer, for which she was operated on twice, and was in and out of hospital throughout 1914. At the same time, Picasso’s beloved dog Frika also fell ill, and despite a visit to Perpignan to consult the best vet they could find (as Eva told Gertrude), nothing could be done for her. Picasso asked the local game warden to put a bullet through her head. As for his feelings about Eva, during her illness he showed sustained love, concern and compassion. When she died in 1915, earlier than expected, Picasso was devastated.

         In 1927, aged forty-six, Fernande decided to write the autobiography of her life with Picasso, drawing on fragments from her journals, and her memories of those days. Having no luck with publishers, she agreed to have her story serialised in France’s evening newspaper Le Soir. Picasso was furious. Even more so was Olga (née Khokhlova), by then his wife of nine years. The year 1927 was particularly difficult for Olga, and this setback may have felt like the last straw. In any event, husband and wife did all they could to stop publication, by which time six instalments had appeared. In 1937, the French publisher Stock published a selection of Fernande’s anecdotal memoirs (not the original journals) in book form as Picasso et ses amis; again, Picasso tried to stop publication. Fernande angrily retaliated. She was in an impossible situation, she told him. She knew what it felt like to be unhappy, and now she would like him to feel it, too – and think of her. Some years previously, Fernande had discussed her plans with Gertrude Stein, who had offered to help find her an American publisher; in the event, Gertrude instead published her own memoir, The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas. Fernande always thought Gertrude drew on Picasso et 51ses amis for her evocations of life in Montmartre. (The two accounts, though with some overlaps, are barely comparable – they are different, above all, in tone and point of view.) Perhaps in withdrawing her support from Fernande, Gertrude saw herself as transferring it to Picasso, who continued to be furious – though many years later, he told John Richardson that, though he resented the intrusion of privacy, Fernande’s book was ‘the only really authentic picture of the Bateau Lavoir years’.26 (This was indubitably a compliment – whether or not he had read other accounts of those years.)

         In 1943, when her relationship with Roger Karl finally ended, Fernande (now sixty-two) wrote to Picasso imploring him to help her. Picasso did not reply. In 1947 she wrote again: her apartment had been sold for nothing; she was facing an unimaginably miserable old age. Still, no reply. All who knew her (or met her again in the 1940s) were struck by her physical disintegration. Nine years after Fernande and Karl’s separation (in January 1952), Alice B. Toklas mentioned to a friend, Samuel Steward, that she had run into Fernande, whom she had not seen for forty years. ‘She’s unchanged – except physically – she’s a monumental wreck.’27 (Fernande was seventy.) Two years later (on 1 February 1954), Alice contacted her to ask if she could help supply details of the old days they had shared, to help a young academic (Roger Shattuck, who had translated Selected Writings of Guillaume Apollinaire and was now, in 1954, in Paris working on The Banquet Years (1955)). ‘It was the first time in twenty-five years that I saw her,’28 Alice (inaccurately) told another friend, Lawrence Strauss. (In fact, she had seen her twice two years earlier, in January 1952, ‘after more than forty years’.)29 But if her dating was unreliable, Alice’s impressions were invariably honest (the ‘monumental wreck’ still bore the ‘vestiges of her old beauty and grand manner’).30 From time to time, Alice found her some new pupils, though (perhaps remembering her own French lessons) not without worrying that they might find Fernande trying.

         Fernande had kept a small wicker travelling bag full of old diaries, letters and documents too intime to include in Picasso et ses amis, and 52in 1956, aged seventy-five, she again contacted Picasso, pleading that her only chance of survival was to publish this material, in a book she would call Souvenirs intimes. He promised her a million francs if she refrained from publishing it – at least during his lifetime. Both kept their word. Fernande received a regular pension from him in the form of bearer bonds, the regular dispatch of which was entrusted by Picasso to Braque’s wife Marcelle. Souvenirs intimes was published in 1988, fifteen years after Picasso’s death, and twenty-two years after Fernande’s (she died, aged eighty-four, in January 1966). Fernande dedicated the book to Picasso. After many years of separation, when she looked back on her life and re-read her old notebooks her vivid recall of their period of happiness was visceral, and she found herself overwhelmed with loss and regret. She could never forget, she wrote, that it was with Picasso alone that she had experienced happiness. How, she asked herself, could she have made him suffer? ‘What a fool I was to trample on my heart.’31 Afraid of dying alone, in her final days she kept her door unlocked, with the unfortunate consequence that a neighbour robbed her apartment, and the bearer bonds were never seen again. At least, they were Fernande’s (and only hers) while she needed them.

         So, Fernande’s dream of romance was amply fulfilled by her love affair with Picasso – but only for so long. While it lasted, her life with the artist brought out the best in her: during these years she was creative, optimistic, driven by love. She also achieved the independence she craved, but at a price. Though her relationship with Roger Karl was ardent and long-lasting, she eventually ended up as she had started, exposed to the cruelties of the world, thrown back on her own resources, and dependent on the kindness of strangers – and of Picasso.
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            27 She’s unchanged – except physically: Alice B. Toklas to Samuel Steward, 30 January 1952, in Staying on Alone: Letters of Alice B. Toklas, ed. Edward Burns (New York and London: Liveright, W. W. Norton and Company, 1982; first published 1973), p. 252.

            28 It was the first time in: Alice B. Toklas to Lawrence Strauss, 1 February 1954, in Staying on Alone, p. 295.

            29 after more than forty years […] monumental wreck: Alice B. Toklas to Samuel Steward, 30 January 1952, in Staying on Alone, p. 252.

            30 vestiges of her old beauty: Alice B. Toklas to Lawrence Strauss, 1 February 1954, in Staying on Alone, p. 295.

            31 What a fool I was: Olivier, Loving Picasso, p. 21.

            The title of Gertrude Stein’s book remains mysterious. In December 1956, as Alice B. Toklas told Gertrude’s friend Professor Bernard Faÿ, Sylvia Beach (the creator of the Shakespeare and Company Bookshop in Paris, and publisher of James Joyce’s Ulysses), came to see Alice. She had been asked by Elizabeth Sprigge (author of a book on Gertrude Stein) whether Alice had written Gertrude’s books. Sylvia replied, ‘It does not surprise me that you should think so – you have not read the work of G.S. [sic]. It has been said that I wrote James Joyce’s work – by people who did not read him.’ (Sylvia Beach, quoted by Alice B. Toklas in a letter to Bernard Faÿ, 19 December 1956, in Staying on Alone, p. 340.)
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