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My Cousin 
Maria Schneider


A MEMOIR 









“I had a beautiful life,” you say with a tired smile. It’s a few days before your death and you’re lost in happy memories. Your voice is soft, like a finger gliding along a piece of velvet. You don’t say it to make us happy, or to convince yourself—that isn’t your way.


At first, I don’t understand. Your declaration seems like a dissonant note in an otherwise harmonic chord. For so long now I’ve been worrying about you—years of my life spent living through your pain and misfortune until it became nearly indistinguishable from my own. And yet, here we are.


“I had a beautiful life.”


I’m so glad you see it this way.


You are fifty-eight years old when you die. Far too young—and yet we never thought you would make it even that long. Most people assumed that you had died years ago. To them, you’re already a figure from the distant past.


After your death, the media thrusts you back into the spotlight. The articles all tell the same story, more or less, cobbled together from the same hackneyed clichés: “Erotic Actress” and “Lost Child of the Cinema.” They write about The Last Tango in Paris and of your “ruined career” and “tragic destiny.” There’s the hedonism of the seventies, the cruelty of the film business and, of course, the sex and drugs.


No one writes about how, when you die, you are sipping champagne, your favorite drink—the one that could make you forget your childhood and help fill in the cracks of a fractured, sensitive soul. You leave us amidst bubbles and bursts of laughter, loving faces and smiles—–upright with your head held high, a little tipsy. With panache.









L’Église Saint-Roch, known as the church of artists and film stars, is located in the heart of Paris, the city you tried and failed so many times to leave. It’s in this particular church that you wanted us to say our goodbyes to you. You planned the ceremony with stunning precision, down to the music that would be played—mostly Bach—and the people who were to be invited. With age you’d become a believer again, rediscovering all the religious rituals from your childhood. You started lighting candles in church when you came for prayer, while continuing to espouse the veracity of your other preoccupation, astrology—the influence of the positions of planets on people. The incongruity of these beliefs never seemed to bother you.


On the day of your funeral, it’s pouring rain, and water streams down the bell tower of the Church of Saint Roch. Alain Delon is seated in the first row. I’m not sure when you had seen him last, but here he is, with his mane of white hair and dark eyebrows, seated in the pew reserved for family. He had insisted on giving the first eulogy. Soberly, he reads aloud the letter Brigitte Bardot wrote for you but didn’t have the strength to come read herself, and his deep voice echoes throughout the church. He inhabits the words as if they’re his own. Delon and Bardot, your “film godparents,” had both wanted to say the same thing anyway.


There are many people gathered that day under the church’s cold vaulted ceiling; your friends, the remainder of our broken family, one or two ministers of culture, and complete strangers who have come to pay their respects. Your father’s family, the Gélins, and your half sisters and brothers meet later at the Père Lachaise cemetery, part of an intimate group that will gather for your cremation. There are faces I struggle to put a name to, film icons from the seventies and survivors of the film industry like you—Dominique Sanda and Christine Boisson, star of the film Emmanuelle, are both there. They have such admiration for you, and so many fond memories—I wish you could’ve seen it.


Your mother is absent. She elected not to take the trip from Nice to Paris, saying she was too tired.









I keep everything in a red plastic folder, the kind with the two rubber bands angled at the corners to keep it closed. Inside are photos of you torn from magazines, with interviews and press clippings from your films. I’m in elementary school, and I collect everything ever written about you with a perseverance that borders on obsession. I carefully cut out each article in which your name appears using those little safety scissors with the rounded ends. I beg my mother to entrust me with the pictures of you at my age, along with your first drawings, and I decorate the folder containing my treasures with star-shaped stickers and rainbow glitter. On the front of the folder I glue a black-and-white photo of you from a newspaper that was printed on poor-quality paper. In the picture your cheeks are round, and you wear the radiant smile I saw so rarely in person. I cover the picture with Scotch tape to safeguard it from age, and in what was probably my childish attempt to protect you from life’s contamination.


Over the years, as the file grows, I notice with disappointment that each piece I collect has less to do with your films and more with the turbulence of your personal life. The features and reviews are replaced by tabloid stories with salacious headlines. As I get older, even these articles begin to disappear, and there’s rarely anything new to put in the red folder. Occasionally, you appear in the kind of low-budget international film that’s sure never to be released in France, but you’re no longer considered for the lead roles, and after a while you cease to interest even the journalists. Like so many others of your generation, you join the troop of discarded stars, beaten down and rejected by a new era that has no place for rebels. You’re no longer my childhood celebrity, the one strangers recognize on the street with a frisson of excitement and envy, but you remain my special cousin for whom I harbor a tender and morbid fascination. A precious, broken family jewel, hidden away in a secret drawer.


Throughout my adolescence, I keep track of the red folder—the testament to your former glory. I take it with me everywhere, reading and rereading the fragments of your life. I don’t always recognize the girl in the stories the press chooses to tell. They are half-truths, approximations, fantasies, and some blatant falsehoods. But even so, there is usually some element of truth. A young girl ravaged by an explosive public debut. The weight of a terrible childhood too heavy to carry. In the end, yours is a path that the women in our family tend to follow, a trajectory that our cousins and I could have easily taken had you not, in some way, been sacrificed for us.


When I’m a child, on the rare occasions I open the red folder in front of friends, I receive looks of bewilderment and suspicion. Who is this actress who is supposed to have been so successful, but who no one’s ever heard of? I’m suspected of lying, of inventing a famous relative to get attention. When I move out of my parents’ apartment at twenty years old, I decide to leave the folder at the family house in the country to keep it from getting lost during the itinerant years of young adulthood.


The old farmhouse is a repository of memories. In a room that’s ostensibly my father’s office (although I never saw him work there), he keeps hundreds of papers tracing his revolutionary ambitions as well as the archives from the extreme Left Maoist political organization to which he once belonged. There’s also a collection of drawings, some by you, thrown together in colorful disarray alongside stacks of the very first issues of Libération, the left-wing newspaper founded in 1973 by Jean-Paul Sartre and Serge July, for which I would later work as a journalist. The farmhouse suits you: wallpaper with big orange and chartreuse flowers, patched furniture and salvaged objects, a sprawling, overgrown garden that during my childhood was regularly transformed into a hippie haven, a place where men and women dressed in tunics gathered around a campfire and strummed guitars while smoking enormous joints. It seems the perfect place to keep the folder safe.


Every time I come to visit the house in the country, I take the red folder out of the drawer and examine its contents. As the years pass, the smell of dust grows stronger. The photos fade and the paper begins to erode from the humidity. One day I can’t find the folder at all. It seems to have vanished entirely. I’m heartbroken. I can’t shake the feeling that the folder somehow represents you: the pride and embarrassment it brought me, its comforting omnipresence, until its gradual, eventual disappearance. Now that the folder is gone, I know that one day, I will have to tell your story.









In my earliest photo of you, you’re about twelve years old. My mother is behind the camera, and you’re posing with my father—your uncle—who is only a few years older than you and who, at twenty, appears so young to me now. In the black-and-white snapshot, the two of you look like sad children. You’re leaning against a tree staring at the lens with the wide eyes of a frightened fawn. Your hair is shorn like a boy’s—your mother had recently and brutally decided to chop it off. Perhaps you had become too beautiful for her taste. The way you hold your head hints at the determined young woman you are soon to become, but you still have a young girl’s silhouette, and you seem unsure of yourself. You wear the worried expression of a child who senses her path in life will be paved with sharp and jagged stones.









You are born just after World War II, during European reconstruction, at the beginning of the postwar boom. That same year, a strange machine manufactured by IBM—the first commercial scientific computer—is released in the United States. In France, our homes are still heated with coal and our laundry is done by hand. Children don’t receive gifts except on Christmas and birthdays. Families do not travel, or have refrigerators. Two thirds of the population don’t even have running water, and only the very wealthy own televisions. The schools are segregated by gender so that the girls grow up together away from the gaze of boys. They play with jacks and yo-yos, and can’t wait until they’re old enough for sleepovers. The birth control pill doesn’t exist. Couples do their best to avoid unwanted pregnancies by using the rhythm method and, when that fails, secret illegal abortions. Former Resistance fighter and Catholic priest Abbé Pierre founds the Emmaus movement to bring financial aid to those most in need.


You’re considered a peacetime child, and yet the wars are certainly not finished. Decolonization is bloody, first in Indochina (now Vietnam) and then in Algeria. A new world map is being drawn. Stalin dies in March 1953, and Elizabeth is crowned queen of England a few months later. In France, the commanding presence of Charles de Gaulle rules politics. On the fourth of November 1956, Soviet tanks enter Budapest and wipe out the Hungarian insurrection. Europe, and soon the world, is cut in half—vast swaths of battleground between the pro- and anti-communists. The wars become colder by the day.


Others describe you as a happy and playful child, but to your mother you are intolerable, particularly in comparison to her two sons, whom she openly adores. She never hid the identity of your father from you. Daniel Gélin, the great French actor, was unable to give you his name because you were born out of wedlock and the law at the time forbade him from legally recognizing you. In Melun, where you spent your early years, he would come to see you on occasion, but so rarely you kept no memory of him. Eventually the visits stopped altogether. Your mother tells you this is your fault—that he’s angry with you, that he doesn’t love you or want to see you. In fact, it’s she who wants to keep you at a distance.


Eventually your mother insists she can’t take it anymore; she can barely take care of herself, let alone you. She wants to send you away to be looked after by a nursemaid. A professional will know what to do, she says: she’ll teach you rules, give you an education, keep you on track. You’re still so young, only eight years old, when your mother informs you that she’s found someone. I imagine you at first responding to the news in silence, your anguish restrained by rage and terror. You don’t want to go. You don’t want to leave your mother and brothers. Eventually you cry, and scream, but no one listens to you. Your mother leaves you with a stranger for two years, during which time you hear not one word from her.


You are just shy of ten years old when you are returned to your family.


Your mother’s sex life was never a secret to you, just as her mother’s was not to her. Our family hides nothing. A story often told in our home, always with an air of disapproval, is of the time your mother was in bed with a man and called out for you to fetch her diaphragm. She demanded it in the same curt, imperious tone she always used with you, making it clear you had no choice but to comply. You looked for it in the bathroom, rummaging around with shaking hands, finally managing to locate it in the cabinet under the sink. She told you countless times not to drop it, that it’s extremely fragile and cost a fortune. You walked so slowly to her bedroom, holding it carefully in your hands, that she shouted for you to hurry up. You safely delivered the diaphragm and ran back to your room.









And now you are fourteen and your beauty grows more evident with each passing day. Your face metamorphoses into that of a young woman. The bend in your nose straightens out, your skin becomes smooth, your eyes suddenly seem a little too big for your face. Your stomach and breasts bloat every month as your body prepares for menstruation. You try to disguise the changes under oversize sweaters, but no matter how much you hide, the boys notice you. Their looks linger on the curves of your figure. Grown men turn around to ogle you as you pass in the street. Your mother questions you incessantly, and one day you give in and admit to having a sweetheart. In response to this news there’s only one thing that interests her.


“Did you sleep with him?” she asks. The question hurts and offends you—how could she think such a thing?


“No, of course not! I wouldn’t do that!” you insist.


She sucks her teeth and rolls her eyes. “My poor girl. What a coward you are!”


You’re fifteen years old, the age your mother was when she had her first child and the age our grandmother was when she was forced to marry. In our family, it’s the age at which young women are brutally thrown into adulthood, when mothers cease to protect their daughters. Yours kicks you out after a terrible argument at your home. There are whispers that your mother caught your stepfather in your bed. Papa and Maman suggest that you come to live with them in a tiny one-bedroom apartment on the Avenue de la Grande Armée, a street that forms the boundary between the 16th and 17th arrondissements of Paris.


You adore my parents, and you’re enamored with their bohemian lifestyle. At last, you feel free. You attend high school at the Lycée Racine and are a good student. It’s 1967 and I’m not born yet. My father is still a college student, and my mother works as a book editor at Maspero publishing house in the Latin Quarter. She hangs out with the Cahiers du Cinéma gang and spends her free time going to see films at the Cinémathèque Française, the French museum of film. Papa studies politics, the economy, and the law. He moves in the most radical left-wing circles, the ones that are ready to take up arms in the name of revolution. He reads the newspapers and organizes protests, slipping away to meetings during the day with the air of a conspirator and returning home in the evening with a euphoric smile. Having heard nothing of politics up until that point in your life, you find it all novel and amusing. In this milieu of the mid-sixties, you call yourself a Gaullist. You aren’t sure exactly what it means but you call yourself one anyway.









My parents don’t believe in God. Jesus and the Virgin Mary have been replaced in their cosmology by Freud and Mao. After moving in with them you discover that something called “psycho-analysis” exists. It amuses you about as much as the revolution, and you dismiss it as just another of my father’s eccentricities. Anyway, it’s the cinema that really intrigues you. You ask my parents to tell you about the newest films and then run to the theaters to discover them for yourself. Maman recommends you to a young director friend of hers who is casting his film. He’s looking for someone resembling the girl in Robert Bresson’s 1967 film Mouchette, someone young with a dark, sullen manner, and he arranges for you to film a screen test but ultimately finds you too timid. Maman is disappointed, arguing that, on the contrary, you possess a wild intensity that’s completely innate. She’s unable to convince him to give you the part but manages to persuade him to give you the reel from your screen test. I have no idea if you kept it.









You are barely sixteen years old when one day you return home with your cheeks on fire. You have something extraordinary to share with my parents. “You’ll never guess what I did today!” You’re so deliriously excited anticipating their reaction that the words come out all jumbled. That afternoon, on impulse, you went to your father’s apartment and rang the bell. You hadn’t seen him for years but were very well received! He and Danièle Delorme had divorced and after a brief affair with Ursula Andress, he settled down with the former Dior model Sylvie Hirsch, with whom he had two other children, Manuel and Fiona. He told you to come back whenever you liked. Really, whenever!


Soon you stop going to school and go everywhere with him instead. You join him on set, where he introduces you as his daughter. He’s proud of you. You’re beautiful, have artistic talent, and are curious about so many things. He too makes you swell with pride. A dark and handsome leading man with a career that’s the envy of film actors on both sides of the Atlantic. He’s acted for many of the greats, from Sacha Guitry and Jean Cocteau to Alfred Hitchcock.


At the end of each day, you return home breathless and recount everything you saw. In the bubble of the film set you are adored. People show interest in you, and you relish it. You talk to my parents nonstop about the camera and lights, the tangle of cords and the intricate ballet of the film technicians behind the camera—the multiple takes, scenes repeated over and over. When you come home you draw everything you’ve seen with your pastels as if trying to remember the fragments of a dream.


Gélin brings you to the set but also to clubs and parties, introducing you to the nightlife of Paris. In Montparnasse, where he’s counted among its most famous residents, it’s rumored that he’s a libertine leading a life of debauchery behind the façade of a well-behaved married man. He’s known for doing drugs and seducing women and men alike. Even though you’re his daughter, and still so young, he drags you from place to place until dawn as though you’re his latest conquest.


One night you’re with him in the wee hours at Chez Castel—the Parisian hot spot of the moment. It’s six in the morning and the nightclub is closing, but he’s not ready to let go of you yet. He decides, at that moment, it’s absolutely urgent that he introduce you to your sister and brother, and he brings you back to his apartment. “Fiona, Fiona!” he calls out to your sleeping six-year-old half sister. He shakes her awake. “Fiona, this is your sister, Maria.” She opens her eyes. You smile at her, a little embarrassed. She blinks at you, not sure if she’s awake or dreaming.
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