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What does it matter if radiance, which was once so vivid, has now been forever banished from my sight. And although nothing can bring back that instant of brilliance in the grass and splendour in a flower, we shall not regret it, but rather we shall draw strength from all that has been left us. We shall draw strength from primeval compassion which, since it has always existed, will continue—in the dying thoughts that well up from human anguish, in the faith that devours death, in the years that bring a philosophical understanding of the world.


For Mary-Jane [1956–90]


with all my love that proved inadequate …
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Paris, Rain





AT LAST, on the twelfth of August 1919 AD, it rained. Lolotte came along the west side of the street, bringing a scorched wreath, virtually dry, of cows’ eyes for lunch.


The first morning shadows—those clearest ones, the most sharply defined—occasioned by the unexpected gloom outside—played over the wall, and then over the long, tormented face of Amedeo Modigliani, fading on the unfinished canvas where there was a prostitute with a pockmarked face. Eyes without pupils.


Then the painter, coughing, dishevelled reached for a knife with an ornamental handle of soft rosewood and drove it despondently into the angelic and sensuous left arm of the girl who screamed. I watched as though hallucinating, said Leopold Zborowski later, as a piece of flesh, white as mutton, fell onto the wet street, alarming the drunken Cocteau, some prostitutes and a bow-legged Arab angel. Then I bounded up the stuffy stairway at a run to find the drunken Amedeo and the frightened Miss Lolotte in a tortured and indecorous position of animal coitus, while a thin red thread trickled down the girl’s left arm, leaving marks like rust on the floor.


Dusk found the three of them drinking wine and discussing Cézanne, Toulouse-Lautrec and the delicacy and elongated form of African statuettes. Then Amedeo Modigliani talked about Lodovico di Vartemi, a nobleman from Bologna, who wanted to reproduce faithfully something he had seen in 1505 on a journey to Calcutta, a celebration of the festival of the twenty-fifth of December consisting of a circle of illuminated fir trees placed around a temple.


Zborowski hiccuped and reminded them that he was a Catholic.


Lolotte laughed and went to pee in another part of the room.


The two men closed their eyes.



















Poppies, Dream





MONTPARNASSE, AFTER RAIN, breathing deeply. Two men who are immigrants bring into that same room a considerable quantity of opium from Afghanistan, which makes the thinner and taller of the two, Nekrasov, leaning on the door-post, find it hard to breathe—he coughs yellow mucus into a stained handkerchief.


He asks about the rust on the floor.


The ones who live there say nothing.


The two men who are immigrants leave the opium and vanish with a ’bye into the darkness of the stairwell. In the street the thinner and taller of the two, Nekrasov, steps with a rat’s caution round a lusty ultramarine lady, who has eyes without pupils, who is in fact the embodiment of death—the worst kind: immigrant death. Death with no funeral service, no requiem, death with foreign clay in one’s mouth. Inside, Zborowski and Lolotte are kissing.


Modigliani, high by now, sees a vision of poppies in his native Livorno. Since they have no champagne left, Zborowski and Lolotte move closer together.


Intimately.


Afterwards Zborowski places Amedeo Modigliani on his low, fairly dirty iron bed.


But Amedeo’s head falls off the pillow.


Zborowski puts it back.



















Fear, Dream I





WITH A COMB, the woman removes the top of the angel’s head. Jeanne Hébuterne tattoos poppies and marigolds on the inner side of her waxy thigh.


It is summer but there is no sun in the sky.


Her eyes have no pupils either.


He dreams that he is stepping between his eccentric fellow countrymen, Italians, who are carrying a Madonna, naked, raped, on an improvised cross.


She bears an incredibly close resemblance to Jeanne.


He tries to explain that they are wrong.


They tell him to fuck off, signore.


Utterly confused and terrified, Amedeo Modigliani turns and runs across a field full of poppies. He looks up and sees the angel with no top to his head painting the sky blue.


He hears his eccentric fellow countrymen, Italians, praising their own masculinity.


He wakes and goes over to the table.





The water is stale.


He drinks it and glances outside, at the sky.


The sky is grey.



















Morning, Hunger I





JEANNE HÉBUTERNE is not the same as she was in the dream—


In reality she is far less real.


And then, as though compressed by the morning, the two of them have breakfast, the lascivious red-haired woman with eyes without pupils, Jeanne Hébuterne, and the thin, hung-over painter, the Italian vagabond Amedeo Modigliani. They eat the sparse cockroaches from behind the wallpaper, knights of the kitchen table, with salt, and drink stale water on the surface of which float fat drowned flies, black, almost dark blue with their legs turned towards the sky.


Jeanne lifts up her skirt and shows him the bird.


And then, as though compressed by the morning, they put salt on the young pheasant’s tail, scatter ashes over its head and big peppercorns on its impotent wings.


Then, they tear it apart and eat it greedily, while it’s still warm.


There are feathers everywhere.


Oh well, fuck it, she says, it’s raining at last.


Of course, he says.


Then they roll, light and smoke olive leaves, laurel and a strange Indian plant. The smoke fills the space, cramped but crammed with furniture, which is sparse and consists of


—a fairly low bed


—a rickety little table with a bottle and kitsch candlestick


—a cement floor, stained in places with spit,


windows (two) with three panes


—and an easel and paints.


They listen to the landlady, Madame Carmelita with the triple stomach, giving birth on the floor below, to her seventh child, emitting from her throat sounds resembling a wounded sow.


They smoke again.


Drawing a huge, elephantine, mouthful of smoke into his already damaged lungs, Amedeo Modigliani gets up, goes over to the easel and brings back paints


—sickly yellow, the colour of tuberculosis,


—Parisian blue, the colour of Montparnasse after rain


—and ultramarine, the colour of her eyes and veins.


They swallow them.




His nudes and partially draped female figures are among the most sensuous and beautiful in the whole of art.


H H ARNASON
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