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This edition of the play text went to press before the end of rehearsals, so may differ slightly from the play as performed.
























SCENE ONE








‘Young Woman with an Envelope’


1888. Zoé in black, formidable and immovable.


Suzanne Valadon in slightly garish clothes with an extravagant hat. She holds a large envelope.




Zoé   No. No and no.




Suzanne does not move.





He will not see anyone today.


He won’t see anyone tomorrow either. He has a cold.


Suzanne   I need to see him.


Zoé   He doesn’t need to see you.


Suzanne   I have something for him.


Zoé   He has everything he needs.


Suzanne   And I have a letter, it’s from a friend of his.


Zoé   Everyone has a letter from a friend. Everyone wants a piece of him, especially the ladies. They rustle their skirts at him but he has to keep working. He doesn’t want to see a lot of ladies and he never sees a lady in the morning.


Suzanne   I’m no lady, you might have noticed that. (She laughs.) I’m definitely not a lady.


Zoé   You’re wearing a lady’s hat.


Suzanne   Oh that. Lautrec makes me wear it.




She takes her hat off and shakes out some rather beautiful hair. Zoé plants herself even more firmly. 





Zoé   He has all the models he needs.


Suzanne   I’m not here to model.


Zoé   I think I’ve seen you standing in the Place Pigalle, but he never picks up models from the Place Pigalle, he says they look too eager.


Suzanne   Well, they’re hungry, aren’t they?




Pause.





I won’t leave the house until I’ve given him – this.


Zoé   You can leave it with me.


Suzanne   I can’t leave this with you. I’ll wait.


Zoé   This is an artist’s house.


Suzanne   That’s why I’ll wait.


I can stand still for hours and I’m very strong, so you can’t push me out. And he won’t like it if you call the police so you better tell him I’m here.


Zoé   I’m used to dealing with people who come to bother him. I’ve been doing it for years. We get beggars, we get whores, we get dealers, we get Americans, all the riff-raff of Montmartre try to disturb Monsieur Degas. But I’m here. Go!


Suzanne   No.


Zoé   How dare you behave like this?


Suzanne   Oh, this is nothing.


Zoé   Get out!


Suzanne   I’m staying here.




Suzanne doesn’t move. Degas comes on, watches for a moment. They see him.





Zoé   (to Suzanne) Look at what you’ve done. Aren’t you ashamed of yourself? (To Degas.) This girl is refusing to leave, but don’t worry, I’ll deal with her. You can go back upstairs.


Degas   Hasn’t anyone taught you never to bother a man with a cold? It’s getting worse, Zoé.


Zoé   I’ll bring you a tisane.


Can’t you see Monsieur Degas isn’t feeling well?




Degas studies Suzanne from a short-sighted closeness. Suzanne remains very still.





Degas   Who are you?


Zoé   She’s a model from the Place Pigalle.


Suzanne   Monsieur Bartholomé sent me.


Degas   Bartholomé? I haven’t seen him in ages. I neglected him when his wife was dying. I don’t have a very good heart, Mademoiselle, it gets rusty because I never polish it. I heard he was making some beautiful sculptures, are you modelling for him?


Suzanne   He wants you to see – this.


Degas   Why didn’t he come himself?


Suzanne   Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec also told me to come.


Degas   That name is not a recommendation. I’m not interested in cartoons.


Suzanne   He worships you. The other night he knelt before one of your paintings. He was very drunk but he made us all kneel.


Degas   Zoé, my chest is hurting. I think I have bronchitis.


Suzanne   And then Monsieur Zandomeneghi also –


Degas   Poor Zandomeneghi, trying so hard to paint something real, but he’s a Venetian and his bidets always look like flower pots. You seem to have a lot of friends, Mademoiselle.


Suzanne   They want me to show you these – these drawings.


Degas   Whose drawings? Bartholomé’s, Lautrec’s? I’m confused. I have a headache.


Zoé   I told her to leave the envelope with me.


Suzanne   Mine … they’re my drawings.


Zoé   Monsieur Degas already spends too much time with ladies who paint. They’re very demanding, especially the rich American ones. But at least they’re ladies.


Suzanne   Bartholomé told me to insist.


Degas   My eyes are bad. You cannot know what a torment it is. When I hear them play music by that depressing Herr van Beethoven, I can tell he was deaf. Is that what they’ll say about my work? That I was going blind?


Zoé   You know very well they won’t say any such thing as long as you’re left in peace and you’re not made to look at anything you don’t want to.


Degas   The ache throbs there, behind my eyes. It’s very painful. Perhaps another time?


Zoé   Quite: Monsieur Degas will see you another time. That ought to be enough.


Suzanne   If you look at one drawing, I’ll go immediately.


Degas   You’re very determined.




He takes the envelope and goes to the light.





Suzanne   I’ve had to be. I became an acrobat in the circus when I was fifteen. That takes determination.


Degas   Determination is a virtue but it’s dangerous.


Suzanne   I know. I fell. I was on my back for six months and I couldn’t be an acrobat any more so I became a model.


Zoé   I told you he doesn’t want a model.




Degas takes out a drawing and glances at it. He looks more closely. He takes out the drawings one by one and studies them. Pause. Suzanne now begins to fidget.





Suzanne   If your eyes are hurting, I will come back another time.


Degas   Silence.




He looks closely at a drawing.





Zoé, you may leave us.


Zoé   Are you sure? (To Suzanne.) Don’t tire him.




She leaves, a slight flounce. Degas looks at the drawing.





Degas   What school did you attend?


Suzanne   The convent in the Rue Caulaincourt. I found the graveyard opposite was more lively so I got kicked out when I was fourteen.


Degas   I mean, where did you learn to draw?


Suzanne   I always drew.


Degas   Answer me properly. Who taught you?


Suzanne   I lived with Puvis de Chavannes and I watched him work. And I posed for Renoir before he married that stupid fat girl. I used to watch him. And when I was a child, I watched all the painters in Montmartre.


Degas   This nude is very ugly.


Suzanne   I draw what I see.




Pause.





I’ll go now.


Degas   Does your mother draw?


Suzanne   My mother cleans houses.


Degas   Your father?


Suzanne   I never had a father.


You know those books that teach you to draw? I found some in one of the studios my mother cleaned and I borrowed them – well, I stole them.


Degas   ‘How to’ books … All the artists I have ever known are well educated, including the women. Mary Cassatt went to the best fine arts institute in America – Berthe Morisot studied with Corot. Look at Puvis, Pissarro, Manet – we spent our youth in a studio, learning, practising, acquiring the skill to draw a line, being criticised, starting again. And then years studying the Old Masters in the Louvre, endlessly copying their paintings. You spent those years in a circus.


Suzanne   It was a very good circus and the horses taught me a lot and they were very kind and – well – I came, didn’t I? And now they can all stop pestering me and I won’t bother you any more –


Degas   How then did you learn to draw a line that is so ferocious and so supple?




Pause.





There is no question, no question at all, Mademoiselle.


You are one of us.


Suzanne   You mean –?


You mean –


Degas   What I said. You are one of us.




Suzanne suddenly dances around and kisses his hand.





Suzanne   Thank you! Thank you. I thought – you looked so stern – I didn’t want to say it but I am serious. I’ve always drawn. I could never stop, even as a child, with chalk on the streets, on walls, scraps of paper. I have to do it but I never dared believe – I’ve never taken myself seriously because – I mean I did, but I didn’t –


Degas   You must take yourself very seriously from now on. What is your name?


Suzanne   Suzanne Valadon. It’s really Marie but I became Maria because that’s a better name for a model, but Suzanne sounds more serious.


Degas   Suzanne is a very serious name, although I also like Maria.


Suzanne   But Suzanne is a good name for an artist, isn’t it? I can call myself Suzanne now, now that I’m … now that you … now?


Degas   You can draw, Suzanne, but can you work?


I want to see more drawings next week.


Suzanne   You want me to come back next week?


Degas   I want more drawings to come back. And would you leave this one with me? I might buy it.


Suzanne   You can have it. You can have anything you want from me.


Degas   We give drawings to our friends but I’m not your friend. I will buy it. Zoé will see you out. Work.




He hands the envelope back to Suzanne and leaves.





Work …




Suzanne is alone for a moment with the envelope. Zoé in the shadows, watching her.
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