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INTRODUCTION





What I have in common with Nico is the understanding of her furious frustration at not being recognized.


Marianne Faithfull




I was very, very late discovering Nico. One night, I was out with a friend, discussing our personal female rock heroines. I was both surprised and mortified to find that compared to all of the men in music that we loved, the list of women we could come up with was woefully short. Upon getting home, I did a bit of research to see what fantastic females I had forgotten. I came to Nico. She was in the Velvet Underground for that one crucial record; she had that Chelsea Girl album. But what else? I started to look a bit deeper into her life, my years as a PhD student researching pop culture making it natural for me to crawl down the rabbit hole of this enigma’s history. At the beginning, I assumed I would unearth the usual story of rock highs, lows, a comeback, and an eventual career playing at county fairs and heritage gigs. What I found instead was a life and a myth that became more surreal the further I dug.


Almost every aspect of Nico’s life has been haphazardly recorded, if accurately chronicled at all. The repetition of the same anecdotes has somehow mutated random incidents specific to contextualized moments into grand brushstrokes of overarching truisms. The more I tried to figure out who the “real” Nico was, the greater the rupture became between the oft-repeated myths, the few documented facts, and the personal memories of those who knew her best. Any new crumb of information was hard-won and precious, often the result of weeks spent digging in dusty and long-forgotten archives, months of scanning through old microfiche, and countless emails and phone calls, all in the hope of discovering something not previously known. More than a hundred new interviews were carried out in pursuit of establishing a more well-rounded understanding of the icon. What emerged was a didactic example of apathetic misogyny and stereotyping on the part of written history, a narrative that lazily rests upon the familiar, salacious, and utterly predictable realms of sex, drugs, and rock’n’roll excess, without acknowledgment of the unique and often unnerving life circumstances of the singer. At first it seemed too simplistic to blame the quagmire separating the two versions of Nico on nationality, misogyny, and expected cultural expectations. Yet the more I learned about her, the more obvious this explanation became. There were very few women writing about and documenting rock music at the time, and even fewer brave enough to break societal expectations of what or how a female could be as an artist. This meant an often one-sided narrative was created and perpetuated about Nico, as there were no other female voices to challenge it or offer a counterpoint.


From her name to the diametrically opposed personas she inhabited over the span of her life, it is hard to discern who the real Nico was. It has not been an easy task to tease apart fiction and folklore from often long-forgotten fact. The majority of Nico’s life was spent as a solo artist, with little formal documentation. There are also numerous conflicting claims about her, ranging from when she was born (1938? 1942?) to her political ideas (was she a Nazi? Or a Jew herself?). And though hardship and horror are common threads throughout Nico’s story, so are moments of humanity and humor, such as the singer’s love for making brown rice and vegetarian soup (“Always have an onion,” she once told a friend), or her attempt at seducing a potential partner with a box of Cadbury’s Roses chocolates.


Several aspects of Nico’s life are certain. Born in Cologne to parents of Spanish and Yugoslavian descent, Christa Päffgen carried with her the guilt and unease of being brought into the world and raised in Germany during World War II. Her father, Willi, was drafted into the Wehrmacht; she never saw him again. This would haunt her for the rest of her life. “Nico” was a persona, created one day in 1956, when fashion photographer Herbert Tobias suggested to the then teenage aspiring German model that she should change her name, causing a protective shield between the fragile survivor and the public character to be forged. The nom de guerre paid off, as Nico began landing modeling jobs for fashion hard hitters across Europe, including Vogue and Elle. She moved from modeling to acting, most notably scoring an unforgettable cameo in Federico Fellini’s 1960 art house masterpiece La Dolce Vita. After being encouraged by a lover to try her hand at singing, Nico eventually found herself at artist Andy Warhol’s notorious Factory in New York, a hub for outsiders, creatives and nonconformists. Warhol and his collaborator Paul Morrissey had just decided to work with a then unknown band, the Velvet Underground. The duo agreed to fund the fledgling group, if they let Nico front them as the “visual element.”


While the Warhol days boast ample images, anecdotes and interviews, the later, perhaps more “authentic” version of Nico—the two decades spent touring the globe as a solo artist—has been virtually lost and rarely discussed. This has created a vacuum, allowing Nico’s legacy and impact as a cultural icon to be often solely defined by her supposed superficiality, which sees her cast as a racist junkie who slept with a myriad of famous men. Her fellow Velvets Lou Reed and John Cale are consistently hailed as “American masters,” “poets,” and “legends,” their creativity and talent the main focus for the dispersion of such accolades. When physical appearance, sexual exploits, political leanings, and substance abuse issues are woven into the overall tapestry of their stories, it is often as part of the expected journey for any “real” artist. Yet Nico’s genius contributions to rock culture are often overlooked, her value to contemporary music trivialized to her simply being a beautiful mannequin for the Velvet Underground.


Nico’s five albums post-Girl—many of which are now considered undervalued treasures by critics—showcase a polluted, heroin-addicted, henna-haired singer with a repertoire of songs that are focused on the morbid and the dark. It is the demise of her legendary appearance, not the music, that is often remembered. Though her otherworldly beauty granted Nico access and opportunity, she also saw it as a hugely problematic attribute that prevented her from being taken as a serious artist—not just a female performer with a pretty face. Her apparent need to destroy this valued asset was not lost on those around her. As the years went by, the few press write-ups Nico received often hastened to note that, along with her deteriorating fan base, increasing age and fifteen-year opiate addiction, she had “lost” her fresh-faced youth. Even her former benefactor Warhol called her old and fat in 1980. People rarely saw or acknowledged the woman who could speak seven different languages fluently, read classic literature voraciously and finish the New York Times crossword puzzle in near record time.


Nico’s continued determination to make music, seemingly against all odds—whether fueled by artistic ambition or a need to fund her drug abuse—along with the empty concert halls, abusive fans and the uncertain and often perilous reality of being an aging artist and addict, have often been cast aside in our cultural memory. This makes her story a chilling modern narrative on the fetishism of beauty, ageism and the romanticization of death, at the cost of a talented, lonely and eccentric musician’s life. As a solo artist, Nico created mesmerizing and thoroughly unique projects that inspired a generation of artists, including Henry Rollins, Morrissey, and Marc Almond. She was a true bohemian who deserves proper recognition for her brave, ballsy, often weird, and always deeply personal albums, which created a template for the modern genres of rock, punk and goth.


Her untimely death in Ibiza in 1988—not from a drug overdose, but instead the result of a bizarre bicycle accident resulting in a severe cerebral hemorrhage—has elevated Nico in the context of popular culture from junkie/hanger-on/has-been to legend. In 1966, Warhol proclaimed her a “Superstar” simply for being “Nico,” yet it is Nico’s determination to be an artist in her own right, regardless of commercial success, pop accessibility or societal norms, that has made her posthumous legacy authentically iconic. The real story of Nico is one of determination, self-destruction and belief in one’s artistic vision, at any cost.
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Margarete “Grete” Berta Schulz was born on January 10, 1910, in Hardenberg, an area of Germany that is now part of Poland. She was the third of eight children, small in stature, with the same high cheekbones and sultry lips that would bring her daughter global fame. Grete met Hermann Wilhelm “Willi” Päffgen in Berlin. They fell in love. From the very tall Willi Nico would inherit her height, wide-set gray eyes, and distinctive bone structure. But there were some major problems: Willi was the rebellious son of a well-heeled, well-known Catholic family, prominent for owning a major brewery in Cologne; Grete was a Protestant from a humble background—and married.


Grete’s first husband was painter Rodolf Paul Emil Schulz. Rodolf treated Grete very well, and the two seemed happy. However, upon meeting Willi, Grete became completely besotted. Following her heart instead of rationality, she left her devoted spouse in order to run away with Willi to his hometown of Cologne.


The mystery of Nico’s actual date and place of birth has been woven into her myth, as if to prove the consistency of inconsistency, even from the womb, of a life patchworked with half-truths and fabrications. It has been purported that she was born in Cologne in 1938 or 1942, Budapest in 1943 or 1944, Berlin in 1943, Cologne in 1942 or Poland in 1938. Not only the date but also the surname are inconsistent across various texts, noted as being “18 October,” “15 March,” “… Pafgens, or maybe Pfaffen.” By actually tracking down the formal German documents Nico’s true origins have now been clearly established.


From as early as 1880, German citizens had to fill out a Meldekarte, a personal registration card documenting a variety of events, including marriage, death, changes of address, and divorce. It also records individual characteristics, such as religion and occupation, and includes the name of the head of the household. The birth certificate—or Geburtsurkunde—is always based on the information that is written on the Meldekarten of the parents. The personnel in the registry office look at the Personenstandregister—birth registrations from the Meldekarten—and then write the certificate. While there have been numerous birth dates and places given in various press pieces, this registry provides an incontestable document showing when and where Nico arrived. The third entry on Margarete Berta Schulz’s card states: “Born on October 16 1938 at 17.30h in Köln-Lindenthal, Kerpenerstraße 32 a girl. The child was given the name Christa.” Kerpenerstrasse, in Köln-Lindenthal, is in Cologne.


The registry documents contain a wealth of information about Nico’s family during her early years. Nico being born out of wedlock has been a long-standing part of her “history,” her illegitimacy perpetuated by repeated retellings across various biographies. However, this is not entirely accurate. As of October 8, 1937, Grete is listed on her Meldekarte as being legally divorced from her first husband, Rodolf. The form marks a difference between children born in and out of wedlock. If the parents are married, the date of their wedding is included on the form. If the mother is without a spouse at the time of the child’s arrival, only her date of birth is included. On Nico’s birth certificate Grete’s nuptials with Rodolf are listed as “the marriage of the parents on May 17, 1933 in Berlin, registry office B lin XIII B (or 13), Nr. 437”—though he is not her birth father. Thus, Nico formally started life as Christa Schulz. Further down the Meldekarte, however, this line is crossed out—most likely a reference to the dissolved Schulz/Schulz union. There is no further mention of Christa in relation to Rodolf Schulz.


Another addendum on the birth certificate from April 1939 clearly substantiates Nico’s place on the Päffgen family tree. It states that Margarete Berta Schulz married the clerk Hermann Wilhelm Päffgen on December 30, 1938. Due to an order of a local court in Cologne, from March 1939, the child was now considered ehelich, meaning “born within the marriage.” Thanks to this declaration, Nico became officially, legitimately Päffgen. Grete’s younger sister Helma Wolff remembers that this news was not welcomed by Willi’s family. They were horrified by the young man’s nuptials, even more so when they heard of the arrival of an infant daughter. Else Päffgen, Willi’s sister (Christa’s aunt), insisted that the newborn was not her brother’s. The Päffgen coterie pressured the new groom to annul the marriage, arguing that Grete was surely only interested in getting her hands on the family’s money. Grete and Willi’s divorce is listed on legal documents as going through on May 21, 1941.


Despite the Päffgens’ attempts to distance themselves from Nico, she was, according to the formal German documents, legally Willi’s daughter. However, the idea of displacement and rejection was very real for Nico, her trajectory of “ohne feste Adresse”—“without a fixed address,” be that place, family ties or nationality—seeming to have been set in motion from the earliest moments of her life.
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The guilt, shame, and disgust associated with her heritage were a constant in Nico’s life, an unsettling commonality for many descendants of the Nazi era. She was arguably attempting to separate her personal beliefs from those imposed upon her as an impressionable child, as social currents changed post World War II. However, no matter how valiant her desire to break from her origins may have been, the ramifications of the violence witnessed by Nico in early life cannot be forgotten.


The brutality and genocide of the Nazi regime began less than a month after Nico’s birth. On November 9, 1938, forty-eight hours of horrific attacks began on Jews throughout areas of Germany where the Nazis had already installed strongholds. The event is now remembered as Kristallnacht, or the Night of Broken Glass—a reference to the shattered windows and large shards of glass strewn across the streets after many Jewish-owned establishments were destroyed during the two days of carnage. Bloodthirsty rioters attacked Jewish homes, hospitals, and school buildings with sledgehammers, destroying 267 places of worship throughout Germany, Austria, and the Sudetenland—including the synagogue in Cologne.


Located just a hundred meters away from Meister Gerhard Strasse, where the infant Nico and her mother were living at the time, the holy building was burned to the ground like others of its ilk that appalling night. In total, over seven thousand Jewish businesses were either wrecked or damaged. The official death toll from the first night alone was estimated to be ninety-one Jews, with many historians placing the figure much higher. By the end of the atrocity, more than thirty thousand Jewish men had been arrested and sent to the newly constructed concentration camps. In retrospect, the Night of Broken Glass marked the very public beginning of Nazi Germany’s overarching racial policies and was the start of Hitler’s Final Solution and the Holocaust.


While the Jewish community tried to come to terms with the devastation, Cologne kicked off its annual carnival. The Närrische Jahreszeit—which translates as the foolish, crazy or fifth season—commences every November 11 at 11:11 a.m. 1938 was no exception. Carnival was celebrated by bars suspending their closing time for the duration of the festival, while a massive parade caroused through the streets of the city, featuring people dressed up in colorful costumes. Though families, homes, and livelihoods had just been destroyed and innocents taken to the death camps, that year Nazi Germany reveled in its annual shenanigans, partying drunkenly into the early hours of the morning.


The young Päffgen family spent the first eighteen months of Christa’s life living at Luxemburger Strasse 26, in Cologne. The onset of World War II forced Willi—barely twenty years old himself—to join the German army, or Wehrmacht. Nico recalled her mother receiving a package of fancy underwear and dates from Willi in 1942. The next communication was far grimmer, bringing the macabre news of Willi’s fate. According to Grete’s sister Helma Wolff, née Schulz, “My sister was notified by the Wehrmacht that he [Willi] was killed in action. But he wasn’t dead. He was injured, but alive.”


In the summer of 2000, Helma was interviewed by Christian Biadacz, who kindly agreed to share with me these previously unpublished recollections. Her memories provide crucial insights into the lives of both her sister and her niece. Before her own death in 2015, at 101 years of age, Helma never clarified how she knew that Willi was not killed instantly on the battlefield. His actual fate has never been confirmed, the void of uncertainty allowing for various renditions of his demise to be circulated. One story speculated that Willi was shot to death by his commanding officer in 1942 after a bullet from the gun of a French sniper entered his brain, while another vaguely claims he suffered head injuries that proved fatal. Helma went on to say, “We assume they [the Nazis] killed him. That was common practice under Hitler, wasn’t it? Any man who wasn’t fit to serve was useless.”


Nico often repeated these family anecdotes, still enraged almost half a century later at the death of her “dear father” at the hands of the “German Pigs.” She firmly believed—or at least needed to believe—that her father was a victim of, not a participant in, the Nazi regime. In her personal notes, Nico continuously had Willi as a sympathizer, a heroic rescuer—not a murderer—of those persecuted during World War II. Though never given the opportunity to know her father as anything more than a ghost, Nico wrote that she felt they were “very much alike.” Helma confirms this, saying, “He was an adventurer. He had no roots. Sometimes I see him in Christa. She looks like her father.”


With Willi removed from their life, Grete found herself a single parent to young Christa. According to her Meldekarte, she had Christa placed at the Kinderheim Sülz orphanage for seven months, starting on May 15, 1940, and ending shortly before Christmas, on December 7. A likely reason for her doing so could have been the dire financial circumstances the young mother surely found herself in. In its own brochure, the institution, founded in 1917, sounds like a cross between an Aryan finishing school and an idyllic country club, with its 40,000 square meters of facilities, including an eight-room school, a gymnasium, a swimming pool, a garden, and a pigsty. For the boys, the educational goal was to learn a “respectable” trade; for the girls, it was to acquire domestic skills in order to prepare them for the profession of domestic helper and their later inevitable role of housewife.


When Nico was there, Kinderheim Sülz was the biggest orphanage in Europe, housing up to a thousand children at once. The orphanage’s director, Friedrich Tillmann, was a deeply Catholic member of the National Socialist German Workers’ Party and attempted to instill his pious values into all of his charges. He had an apartment on the orphanage’s premises and was an office manager for the Zentraldienststelle T4 in Berlin. This was a Nazi cover organization that organized and registered the systematic killing of approximately 216,000 people they considered “unworthy of life.” This included prisoners, “degenerates,” dissidents, and people with congenital, cognitive, and physical disabilities. As manager of the group, Tillmann’s duties included inspecting the Vergasungsanstalten—gas chambers—used in the concentration camps.


Photographs taken of Kinderheim Sülz during the years that Nico was there showcase Nazi pride. One image features a large group of boys, ranging from toddlers to teenagers, all proudly standing straight in their well-pressed Nazi uniforms. Another black and white frame captures young kids, again in military apparel, standing at attention and looking to the left at an out-of-shot authority figure. A panoramic portrait of the entire grand complex prominently features two large Third Reich flags.


The orphanage was destroyed by bombs in 1944, several years after Nico left. Though it was later rebuilt, the facility was permanently closed in 2009, under a dark shadow of the documented, systematic mistreatment of its vulnerable residents, stretching back to Nico’s time there. An investigation into the establishment included interviews with 150 former inhabitants. A shocking 120 of them recalled horrifying instances of abuse, rape, and violence committed by the priests and nuns upon the children housed at the orphanage.


The only other acknowledgment of her time there is in a line Nico included in her diary. She writes: “My mother came to see me every Sunday, when she was not at the factory making weapons.” In an interview, Graham Dowdall, who played in Nico’s band the Faction in the 1980s, remembered her saying “something about a factory in Berlin”—corroboration of the line in the diary. The company Nico was referring to could be Deutz AG, an engine manufacturer based not far from Kinderheim Sülz in Porz, Cologne.1 During World War II, it was ordered by the Nazis to produce artillery, making it a likely place for Grete to work during the months she was separated from her child, as she attempted to eke out a living, impossible though it may have seemed at the time.2
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Before she was even two years old, Christa had lost her father in World War II, been excommunicated from the Päffgen family, and been separated from her mother and forced to live in a violent orphanage. Yet, once reunited with Grete, the brutality did not end, as the war became more intense. Nico later recalled hiding in the family bathtub as explosives rained down around the small apartment where they lived in Cologne.


Helma Wolff was already in Berlin with her son (Nico’s cousin) Ulrich, or “Ulli” for short. Like Grete, Helma had lost her husband in the war, and she found herself bringing up Ulli alone. However, she had managed to enroll her son in a school, find a job at a nearby military base as a secretary, and move into an apartment she described as being comprised of “one and a half rooms.” It was 1940 when Grete appeared at Helma’s door, seeking refuge for herself and Christa. For a short time, the two sisters shared the cramped space with their children, who were just six months apart in age. It was not long, however, until they received a letter from their father, beseeching them to leave the city and return to their home in the comparatively rural German town of Lübbenau.


Fifty years later, Helma recalled the daily terror and near brushes with death during those last days in Berlin, as the Germans struggled to remain in control. “The air attacks grew stronger,” she said. “One night I had to run through an inferno of flames with my son in my arms. The strength of the flames lifted us up in the air. I had the sensation we were already burning. Later, my workplace was destroyed.” According to Grete’s Meldekarte, she and Christa fled the capital for the family abode on December 7, 1940. Helma and Ulli followed six months later.


Though only an hour’s drive from Berlin, Lübbenau, at first glance, seemed worlds apart from the war-torn city. Leafy, green and lush, the town is located within the Spreewald forest. Nico described No. 4 Güterbahnhofstrasse—her grandparents’ house—as a massive four-story brick building with a large outdoor garden, situated alongside the local freight railway line. As an adult, she would often comment to friends that passing trains reminded her of childhood.


At the time of their arrival, Albert, Nico and Ulli’s grandfather, or “Opa,”3 as they called him, was a railroad switchman for his town. His job was to check the tail lights of the trains as they lumbered by his assigned station. Albert’s southern position controlled a vital intersection during the war, with one line taking trains from Berlin to Görlitz and Poland, the other to Dresden and Czechoslovakia. When the Reich invaded Prague, he had to direct trains full of troops and guns, switching the tracks when Germany entered Poland. He saw huge carriages packed with Jews on their way to Silesia,4 yet felt powerless to do anything: any questioning of authority could jeopardize the safety of his family.


It was mandatory for women to join in the war effort, hence both sisters spent their days away from home in different jobs. Helma continued in her position at the military station, commuting in and out of Berlin, while Grete was taken on by a factory near the house that built flying boats. This left the children in the care of their grandparents—Albert and grandmother Oma (her actual first name is unknown)—each youngster the other’s main companion. “We spent a lot of time together, my aunt, Christa, my mother and me,” says Ulli. “We [would play] in the courtyard. Christa was always afraid of the geese, which were roaming free. When we played, she was funny, foolish and silly. She liked to be entertained. She was a very giggly girl, but not in a relaxed way.” Another favorite memory was of Ulli receiving literal bowl haircuts from Albert, an activity that would endlessly amuse his cousin.


Albert loomed large as both protective patriarch and childhood distraction, telling the children elaborate stories and classic German myths. Ulli recalls, “He was wonderful; the most entertaining part of our day was listening to him. You must bear in mind that there were few books around then, no children’s comics, no magazines for us, a boring radio service, and, of course, no television. The cinema was very popular, but not in Lübbenau—we had to wait until we were back in Berlin. So our Opi was a fantastic source of entertainment to set our imaginations racing.”


When not with her cousin or grandfather, Christa’s favorite place to play was in the Gothic graveyard adjacent to the house. Filled with trees, flowers, and bushes, crumbling memorial statues and spiraling ivy, the tranquil environment provided plenty of stimulation for the young girl’s blossoming imagination. “She spent so much time in there, sometimes just wandering around,” Ulli remembers. “I can’t think what she found to do. I think she enjoyed its quietness. On the other side of the house was all this machinery and movement, but here it was natural, and for children it held a certain mystery.”


While the bucolic moments of family life provided some stability for the child, the daily realities of the war’s atrocities burned into Christa’s mind. Nico wrote about these early years, recalling in her diary:




In 1942, the trains passed our house to take the Jews to Auschwitz, I was only four years old, but my family and neighbors waited by the railroad fences to give them food and water, but the guards whipped them away from our reach. I remember very clearly how many hungry people I saw when the trains came to a halt. Freight trains and barbwire windows, the rail line to the camp has lost its tracks… The ribbon of death. I was sighing to my cousin Ulli and refused to wash with soap made from human bones, the material for clothing had been made from human hair, lampshades from human tattooed skin.





She goes on to vividly describe another macabre scene from her childhood, of “dead bodies lying on the sidewalk in Luebbenau, Berlin, any other small Village in Poland.”






[image: image]








By the mid-1940s, the family was used to sporadic influxes of people coming into their town. Tourism in the region was spurred on by Kraft durch Freude (“Strength through Joy,” abbreviated as KdF), an initiative set up by the German Labour Front, a government organization created to promote the ideals of the Nazi party. The notion behind the KdF was to make middle class leisure activities available to a wider swathe of the population. With its landscape of marshes, forests, pine trees, and sand dunes, Spreewald was a popular weekend escape for those taking advantage of the KdF scheme, all desperate for a temporary reprieve from the war. Tourism pamphlets from the time capitalized on the contrast between Berlin’s war-torn urban rubble and the natural beauty of Spreewald, describing its inhabitants as “honest peasants” who “held fast to simple certainties in a land where sky and water meet by nature’s sandbanks.” Though the weekly invasion of KdF participants brought outsiders to the rural town, the war still seemed far removed.


This changed dramatically in 1944, when the Soviets began pushing the Germans back from some of their former strongholds across Europe. Information was slow to trickle into Lübbenau, and the family did not hear of the defeat of the Germans in Poland, France or Belgium, although refugees and lone soldiers began to appear in the town en route to Berlin. Autumn arrived. While the war raged around them, life went on. Ulli and Christa began school. The curriculum focused on indoctrinating children with the racial ideas of the Nazis and having them pledge allegiance to Hitler. Textbooks had been rewritten at the start of the Nazi regime, especially on the topics of history and biology, to reflect and promote Germany’s “greatness,” Aryan “supremacy,” and antisemitism. Course work was separated by sex, similar to the teaching offered by the orphanage Nico had stayed at several years before. Boys were trained to be good soldiers, and they studied eugenics, physical education, and the Nazi rendition of history. From an early age, girls were taught to be good Aryan wives and mothers, with an emphasis on home economics, the omnipresent eugenics, and physical education.


By the start of 1945, the Allies had entered Germany, bringing the Nazi regime to its knees on its home turf. Most of the country was invaded by the Allies, specifically the Soviet troops who conquered the region. On April 30, the capture of the Reichstag—the German parliament building—signaled the defeat of Nazi Germany. Nazi soldiers who had been stationed in and around Spreewald began to leave, warning the townspeople of Lübbenau that the invading Russians would steal, rape, and pillage, thus spreading fear and trepidation throughout the native population. Thankfully, Albert’s knowledge of the soldiers’ language helped keep the family and their neighbors relatively safe. He would occasionally share stories, alcohol and food with the Russians to keep them on side. Yet Ulli has dark, dangerous memories of this time, saying how it “wasn’t so nice. These Russian soldiers were looking for women. It was everywhere the same in those days.”


Despite the relatively secure standing provided by Albert in Lübbenau, both Grete and Helma longed to get back to Berlin and left at the first chance they had.















4


The Päffgens returned to a Berlin that was a dystopian wasteland, the once vibrant city now described as a Geisterstadt—a “ghost town.” As the target of continuous fighting throughout the duration of the war, more than 70,000 tons of bombs had been dropped on the capital alone. What had once been one of the largest and most modern cities in Europe was now unrecognizable. Every street was filled with rubble and debris, a landscape of crumbled buildings. About a third of the city had been leveled. 600,000 apartments had been destroyed, and only 2.8 million of the original population of 4.5 million occupied the city, most of them the wives, mothers, and children of deceased soldiers. The estimated total number of corpses caused by the air raids alone and left to rot on the streets ranged from 20,000 to 50,000.


The suicide of Adolf Hitler on April 30, 1945, secured the Allies’ victory over Nazi Germany, making daily existence even more perilous, the streets filled with refugees and Russian soldiers. Though often historicized now as a moment of rebuilding and camaraderie, diaries from the period reveal a much darker reality for families like the Päffgens.5 New records are still being found, uncovering the violent sexual assaults committed in Germany by the Allied forces—American, British, and French, as well as Russian—both during and after the war. In one set of notes that have resurfaced, an anonymous female journalist recounts how she and almost every woman she knew were repeatedly raped by the Russian servicemen flooding into the city. Her first assault is shocking, as she recalls being dragged from the basement she and her neighbors had been using as an air raid shelter. After screaming for help, she realized she was entirely on her own, as her familiars had already barricaded the door behind her. However, she writes, “better a Russky on top than a Yank overhead”—rape by the Russians deemed preferable to being blown apart by the American bombs. Such increased savagery was also interlinked with the ever-growing problem of starvation. Food was given first to the Russian troops. All other German residents were placed on a five-tier ration card system, with the highest tier reserved for intellectuals and artists; rubble women and Schwerarbeiter (manual workers) received the second-tier card, which was more valuable to them than the 12 Reichsmarks they received for cleaning up a thousand bricks; the lowest card, nicknamed the Friedhofskarte (cemetery ticket), was issued to housewives and the elderly. During this period, the average Berliner was around 6 to 9 kg (13 to 20 lb) underweight. Women between the ages of fifteen and fifty-five were ordered to get tested for sexually transmitted diseases, with one survivor recalling, “You needed the medical certificate to get the food stamps, and I remember that all the doctors doing these certificates had waiting rooms full of women.”


Nico always claimed that, at the age of thirteen, she was raped by a Black American sergeant, who was charged, court-martialled and hanged; however, no record of the case has been found in the U.S. Army archives. Recent research, as well as newly uncovered personal documents from the period, both support Nico’s assertion and provide a clear rationale for the lack of formal reports. At the time, in East Germany a lingering social stigma hung over anyone viewed to be criticizing the Soviet and American heroes who had defeated fascism. Such ideas were frowned upon and considered sacrilegious, leading few to report such crimes, and even fewer who would listen to any condemnation of the foreign saviors. This makes it probable that Nico was indeed a victim of this ghastly attack and likely knew or heard about others suffering similar assaults.
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Upon returning to the German capital, Helma miraculously found her one and a half rooms in the neighborhood of Schöneberg intact. Unlike most of Berlin, Schöneberg was governed by the Americans, who ran the best black market in the city. Candy bars, cigarettes, and fruit juices were delicacies, with prices for certain items equivalent to an entire month’s wages for many workers. Nico’s memory of the time consisted of her first immersions into a foreign language: “I think the first English word I learned was ‘Hershey.’ Later I went to New York and I was shocked to see so many Hershey bars in rows, like they were nothing.”6


The realities of post-war Germany were grim for the Päffgens. Helma remembered Grete and her daughter living in Nürnburger Strasse, in an apartment similar to her own. Though they were lucky to have any accommodation, the building was cold, leaky, and miserable, with rain often falling through the roof directly into the flat. For Grete, work was hard to find. Though she qualified for the full allotment of ration cards, food and supplies were tight in the Päffgen household. After procuring a sewing machine from the local black market, Grete began working as a seamstress, utilizing the apartment as her studio. Often spending fifteen-hour days toiling away on limited nourishment, the young mother made a name for herself in the city and began taking on commissions from more affluent neighbors. Christa was the beneficiary of her mother’s talents, always turned out in impeccable clothing, which was often cobbled together from leftover scraps and old attire. Her wardrobe provided the young girl with some much-needed confidence, her appearance already being treated as an attribute of value, a currency to be used to best advantage. What Nico remembered from the period, however, was being painfully underweight and eternally hungry, as food production and distribution had been greatly impacted across the Continent by the years of fighting.


The nearby Berlin Opera House turned into a refuge for the girl. Music became an important part of life, as school did not offer any reprieve from her harsh daily existence. As an adult, Nico recalled her time at the Wilmersdorf-Schöneberg school as being a cheerless experience, saying, “In these schools nothing is suppressed. A cruel method of education: one is classified, and every child should stand on the same level. You cannot be different. Some children are peculiar. I was a very sad child—now I’m much happier—but they thought I was stubborn. I cannot explain it, it’s all so far back.”


Helma described her niece similarly, saying, “Christa was a very strange girl. From childhood. She once had a certain pride. She walked very upright. And she was either shy or conceited. Or both.” In her diary, Nico agreed with her aunt’s assessment, admitting that she had to “overcome mental hang-ups such as painful shyness, in my case.”


The girl’s first ambitions to leave Germany began to show fairly early, with Christa seeing a career as a prima ballerina as her ticket out of the country. Helma remembers, “At the age of twelve, she said, ‘Mother, I would like to go to ballet, I would like to dance.’ And my sister said, ‘But you make great demands, my child. That costs a lot of money. How am I supposed to earn that?’ But my sister thought, ‘Maybe something will come of my daughter, maybe she has a talent,’ and sent her to Tatjana Gsovsky, a great ballet dancer in Berlin.”7


After a close inspection of young Christa, Gsovsky gave the devasting news to the anxious Päffgens: Christa was far too old to achieve her dream of being a prima ballerina. Gsovsky admonished Grete for not starting the girl on lessons sooner, as there was no hope of attaining such greatness unless the child had begun at the age of five. Grete blanched; survival had been the priority during the war, and extraneous activities like ballet had not been considered. But neither Päffgen was deterred, and Grete paid for a series of classes. Though on the back foot because of her late start, Christa tried very hard, often coming home sweaty after her sessions. She showed natural talent, yet attaining the top spot was an impossible idea without years of formative training. Once she realized she would never achieve her goal, Christa stopped attending. “Christa wanted to move on to something she could conquer and excel at,” said Helma. “I have set myself the goal of always making the most of something. And if that’s not possible, then I just quit,” the girl told her aunt.


Gsovsky’s devasting verdict left Christa seeking another way out of Germany. Her prima ballerina dream in shreds, she decided to exploit her burgeoning asset of striking good looks to attain financial mobility and freedom.
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As an adolescent, Christa began working on some of the attributes that would become integral to her later “Nico” persona. Helma Wolff pinpointed the time when the deep, baritone pronunciation, which was synonymous with the singer’s work, began. “It started about the age of twelve,” she recalled. “She often came to me after school and asked me in her strange pronunciation, ‘Aunt Helma, is Ulli also there [said using elongated vowels]?’ She always sang like that.” Though “as a child she had a dark voice,” Aunt Helma still tried to get the pre-teen girl to “talk reasonably, say the words short.” Grete also noticed the difference in her daughter, but simply wrote off the odd behavior as a symptom of impending puberty. Nico later reflected on this time, stating, “When I was young in Berlin I was not interested in many boys. Well, I was interested, but nothing more. I was shy. I have always been shy, this has been my difficulty. Some people think I am distant, while I think I am shy.”


Though admittedly a bit reticent, the determined and innovative young girl set her sights on trying to connect with the local fashionable set, spending time on the most aspirational streets in Berlin. Filled with shops, fashion houses, hotels, and restaurants, the thoroughfares provided a glimpse into a tantalizing world, far away from the atrocities the young teen had seen and experienced. Christa also began haunting key shopping ports of call religiously, praying and hoping to be noticed by anyone who might be able to help her. Helma recounted, “She took walks on the Kurfürstendamm,8 she went window-shopping. She had no friends, she just went by herself.” Another favorite spot for the teen was Berlin’s elite shopping center, the Kaufhaus des Westens (Department Store of the West, or KaDeWe for short). Like its upscale cousins Harrods of London and Bergdorf Goodman of New York, the KaDeWe catered to a well-heeled clientele keen to snap up the latest and greatest fashions. With her tall stature, graceful body, and high cheekbones, Christa attracted a lot of attention, with Helma remembering, “Christa was always noticed by everyone. What a proud child this is. A uniquely beautiful girl… You couldn’t miss it.”
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Considered one of the foremost German fashion designers of the post-war period, Heinz Oestergaard catered to a wealthy clientele and celebrities. Housed within the KaDeWe was his “salon,” where his newest pieces were featured. Instead of immobile plastic dummies, Oestergaard used good-looking young women to model his creations for potential customers, yet still referred to them as “mannequins” or “dummies.” However, any job with Oestergaard was highly sought after, and his agents were constantly looking for new talent to inject into the daily fashion shows occurring within the sacred rooms. Christa caught the eye of one agent as he was planning the KaDeWe autumn show of 1953. Finally, her persistence had paid off.


Once she began, Christa soon saw that the realities of the job were less than glamourous. Mannequins were hidden behind a screen in the salon, where they quickly changed outfits, refreshed makeup, brushed out wigs and tried not to appear too sweaty as they modeled the newest styles for the attending glitterati. Nico later described the experience as “an alternative school. I understood why everything had to be just as it was; I could see the effect of a walk, a turn, a position… I was the center of attention.”


The 1995 documentary Nico: Icon, written and directed by Susanne Ofteringer, provides invaluable interviews with many of the key figures in the artist’s life. It is a subjective film, painting Nico as neither a fallen martyr nor an unredeemable mess. Instead, it is one of the only texts that presents Nico as a flawed, interesting, troubled human. Ofteringer’s first person, primary interviews with family, friends, and colleagues—many of whom have sadly now passed away—provide a fairly well-rounded narrative of the woman behind the mythology.


This is especially relevant through reflections provided by Nico’s Aunt Helma.


“She could move her body and act,” Helma remembered. Thanks to her success with Oestergaard, the opportunities began pouring in. Christa excelled, even winning the title of “best mannequin at a parade to show off new items” at one event. Her prize for the triumph was the rings she had modeled. A young photographer named Herbert Tobias was enlisted to snap her studded hands—and that, her aunt Helma recalled, “was the beginning.”


Tobias—who always went simply by his last name—was renowned for providing ornate, professional portraits for the fashion media, taking mannequins like Christa and transforming them into cover girls. The two quickly became close. Tobias proved to be both a good friend and a mentor. Fourteen years her senior, the photographer gave the teen her first color spread, for the magazine Bunte in January 1955. Though not often credited, further collaborations followed. Tobias’s images from these early modeling days reflected the teenager’s ability to transform seamlessly in front of the camera.9


At one of the many fashion shows Christa had started doing, someone from Vogue magazine approached her mother. The offer was beyond tempting. Grete was told that Vogue could offer her daughter a fantastic, affluent career in Paris. Yet despite living hand to mouth and with the threat of violence omnipresent, it was a tough decision. “Paris was the center of the fashion world, you could not go higher. Imagine what she would earn! Imagine the fame!” recalled Helma. But Grete was not as easily convinced. “My sister said, ‘I couldn’t give my child to a completely foreign world. What’s all this about?’” Helma recounted. But the girl was obstinate. “Christa cried and said, ‘Mummy, even if you don’t want it, I’m going without you!’ Then she went directly to Paris.”


At the time, Christa was determined to provide a better life for herself and Grete. In 1969, she reflected on that first departure from Germany, telling Twen, “At 16, I became a photo model. I simply did what seemed easiest to me; after all, I had to take care of myself and my mother.” The teen wanted to pay Grete back for the unconditional love and support she had provided, and saw becoming a professional “dummy” as the easiest way to accomplish this. When later asked if she enjoyed the profession, Nico answered, “No. I have not thought long whether I enjoy it. I did it to feed ourselves.” Like it or not, Tobias had plans for his new protégée, viewing her as a vehicle for the rehabilitation of his post-war career.10 In Christa, Tobias recognized his own grit and determination. Having already tasted success on the Parisian fashion scene, he wanted to position the girl for similar fame. Christa was a willing and eager pupil.


Partnering with Tobias was an early example of her ability to take the initiative. One day in 1956, he prompted Christa to make a life changing decision, as her name was “all wrong” and “not international.” “Models have one name, just like photographers and designers have one name,” he told the model. She recounted how she got her new moniker, saying, “When Tobias took the first fashion photos of me, my name was Christa Päffgen. Tobias said, ‘That’s no name for a model. You’ve got to change your name. I’ll name you after a man I once loved in Paris. His name was Nico. That’s a nice name for you.’”


Christa’s new moniker allowed for an entirely different persona to be born, one without the baggage of family issues, poverty, violence, and patriarchal frameworks. As Nico is usually a name for men, suddenly even the limited opportunities and expectations for a female artist seemed temporarily non-existent. “Nico” allowed Christa to seemingly shed her past and step into an unpolluted simulacrum. In the 1969 Twen interview, when asked about her memories of the war, Nico responded, “That was not me, that was another girl… My memory consists of shreds and short flashes, never the whole picture.” Though she thought she was at last outwitting her past, Christa never fully became Nico, remarking, “You don’t have to be you to be you.” It would remain simply a role, an “other” that she was portraying to the outside world while still eternally haunted by her youth. When asked how she dealt with the idiosyncrasies of modeling, she responded, “I was an alien… I did not take it seriously. I could laugh… because I was playing the part of Nico.” For the rest of her life, she would maintain the dual personas: Nico, the created, cool ice queen that she showed to the world and her audience expected; and Christa, the brave yet damaged survivor at the core of her being, the tormented casualty of a grim childhood. In the over one hundred interviews for this book, not one person remembered ever referring to the singer by anything else but her Tobias-chosen name. Nico had become so good at playing Nico that she rarely showed anyone her authentic self.
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The birth of Nico began the decline of Grete. Mother and daughter had been in each other’s company almost continuously since Christa’s birth, and they were incredibly close. Helma recalled them both sobbing hysterically at the airport when Nico first left Berlin; she hypothesized that this initial detachment was one that neither of them ever really got over. It was the first instance of what would become a lifetime pattern of Nico being completely on her own, alone, a foreigner in a foreign country. At first Grete was worried about where the teen was staying and who was chaperoning her. Christa quelled Grete’s concern, calling her and reassuring her that she was “well accommodated.” The loss of her daughter “almost broke her heart,” Helma remembered, as Grete “started to suffer from the separation… Christa would not have seen that, or even understood it.” Christa’s mind was focused on being Nico, making money and creating a new life away from her past. Her diary overflowing with assignments and bookings, Christa did not come back to Berlin, as the opportunities lay elsewhere. Though the absence of the girl left Grete bedbound with grief, Nico’s star was about to soar.
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In a Parisian dark room, Tobias met his fellow German Willy Maywald, who was already a famous photographer in his own right. Tobias began helping Maywald retouch images, which led to the established shooter introducing the young artist to crucial contacts at elite magazines. Tobias also set his protégée up with a meeting with his new friend. Soon Maywald would begin booking regular shoots for Nico with the esteemed Elle magazine.


Maywald had worked in the Parisian fashion industry since the 1930s, making a name for himself with his black and white portraits. He was also one of the first to take models out of the controlled studio environment and onto the bustling streets of the iconic city, capturing the energy and vibrancy that inspired so much of its famed haute couture. His images were featured regularly on the covers of Vogue and Vanity Fair, with celebrities lining up to have him snap their pictures.


In his autobiography, published in German after his death in 1985, the photographer recounts the day he first encountered the young model:




I was retouching photographs on a summer afternoon at my big working desk, and the door to my garden was open as always. A sound in the room made me look up. In front of me stood a most beautiful girl with bright eyes. She was tall and well proportioned, and her hair was cut short. She gave me a shy glance and introduced herself to me… I had just had the assignment to shoot some ready-made clothes at the Côte d’Azur. And because Nico was exactly the right look for that, I hired her at once.





The two would go on to collaborate repeatedly, Maywald capturing the fresh-faced blonde with the haunted eyes for top fashion magazines and designers, including Elle and Dior. Once Nico was firmly under Maywald’s wing, her image gained a more consistent, defined quality. Maywald played a crucial role in helping Nico find her signature look of fair hair and long fringe, while fine-tuning her natural ease in front of the camera. Of her Maywald-influenced look, Nico commented, “You could say I looked the same from 1957 for ten years, until I changed the color of my hair for Jim Morrison. Maybe my hair grew a little longer or shorter depending on the cut, otherwise I never bothered to make a change. Whether it was quite the fashion I didn’t care, because I had found my fashion. It gave me a security.”


Security was important for the teen, who often felt intimidated by the high-powered, high-glamour social situations she suddenly found herself in. Nico’s rapid evolution—moving from Berlin to Paris, unaccompanied by family members—must have been extremely overwhelming for a girl of sixteen, especially as she did not speak the native language, having to learn it at the same time as attempting to acclimatize to her new life. She quickly moved from print-ad model—with campaigns for everything from face cream to washing up liquid—to cover girl, adding the catwalk during fashion season to her accomplishments. Maywald helped the teen navigate the fashion business, tutoring her on how to carry herself and act in various social situations. In a later interview, Nico said, “I could say that I reserved all my energy in Berlin for Paris. I was never so lazy in Paris because Willy Maywald was strict, and he counseled me. But when you are eighteen in Paris, you do not want to be lazy, in case you miss something. I tried to miss nothing, but I understood nothing as well.”


Though grateful to her mentor, she was still an outsider, a young woman alone in an unfamiliar country. Nico was acutely conscious of her turbulent childhood and lack of formal education. She would often make up for it simply by being quiet and coming off as aloof. The young model would carry a copy of Nietzsche’s Beyond Good and Evil, in an attempt to prove herself worthy of the attention she received. Nico’s coping mechanism became to simply watch, listen and learn from others, teaching herself how to adapt to various situations. Later, she would say of the time, “I could not admit that I was out of my depth, but anyway I found a way to overcome my shortcomings. You might think it was easy, because the men in any case did not assume you had intelligence. But that was a trap, or do I mean a convention? I didn’t want anyone to assume I was a stupid girl, because I don’t believe I was. I was uneducated because of the restraining system of the school. I found instead an underground way to learn. You can study most from other people not when they are formal, but when they are relaxed.”


Nico’s quiet demeanor was often perceived as her being vacant and vapid, instead of it being the only protection available to the damaged girl.
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When she was still just sixteen, Nico traveled for the first time to the Spanish island of Ibiza. Tobias had previously worked there and booked Nico for some upcoming shoots. The sunny Mediterranean climate, a sparkling ocean and cheap rent made it a magnet for the burgeoning bohemian movement, expats and artists alike. Ibiza’s geographic location among the Balearic Islands meant it was still relatively isolated when the model arrived, and this combined with an appealing mix of medieval architecture and alternative ideas. Nico was so enthralled by the place that she decided to relocate to the island. In 1954, she persuaded her mother to join her.


While Nico may have found a location she could finally call home, Grete did not share that feeling. In preparation for the move, the elder Päffgen had sold everything she owned, including all of her dressmaking equipment—her way of making an income. Though not even fifty years old, without her sewing machines Grete was at a loose end, having no career path or hobby to keep her occupied. Nico’s work in Paris made her visits to Ibiza few and far between. According to Helma, Nico thought that putting her mother up in a lovely home on the Spanish island “would all be wonderful”; however, “she hadn’t thought out the practical problems,” like the running costs of the new abode. With Nico away, Grete was left on her own, with few opportunities to create a new network of friends or earn a living. “I think my sister made friends with a German schoolteacher on the island, a woman, but I don’t think their friendship lasted,” Helma recalled. “There were no men. Not one. My sister became ill, ill in the head. I don’t think Nico understood this tragedy. It got worse and worse, and my sister was forced to face it alone.”


Though Nico loved Ibiza, France was still the center of the European fashion world, and the main stage for the teen to try on different versions of herself.11 One thing that provided comfort for the young woman was her discovery of jazz. As opera had afforded her escape and solace during her childhood, so Nico found this new form of music permeating the Parisian streets intoxicating. When she arrived in 1956, the French capital was already a hot spot for the genre, having hosted the first Festival International de Jazz in 1948. At scene hotspot Hotel La Louisiane, Nico tried marijuana. The experience left the model “coughing and coughing until I was dark red. Then I laughed too much, and I do not like to be vulnerable in this way.” It is rumored that she tried heroin for the first time during this period, with Chet Baker. When asked during an interview in the 1980s how she came to cover his classic “My Funny Valentine,” Nico reminisced about listening to jazz when she was sixteen and in Paris, singing along to various songs she heard, even though she did not know the language. “It was a wild music, against all the conventions that I knew then,” she later said.


This landscape of eccentrics and mavericks suited Ernest Hemingway perfectly. The writer had already spent ample time in the French capital during the early 1920s, living in the Latin Quarter with his first wife Hadley and fraternizing with other cultural luminaries, such as James Joyce, Gertrude Stein, Ezra Pound, and Pablo Picasso. During a subsequent visit three decades later, in November 1956, Hemingway made a discovery: he had left several large trunks, packed with writing, notebooks and other documents, at the Hôtel Ritz in 1928. The archive provided the material for what would become Hemingway’s memoir, A Moveable Feast. It was during this period that Nico met the Nobel Prize winner. It has been written that Nico’s diary refers to Hemingway taking her to a party before trying to seduce her, all the while promising to write her into one of his books. However, her personal notes mention the author just twice across their entirety: once only vaguely in passing,12 and a second time when she describes her room on the Contrescarpe as being “next door” to the “Grand Hotel,” where Hemingway stayed and “wrote a Novel, which one I don’t know.” She makes no other claims referring to any sort of relationship or liaison between the two.


While it is incredibly titillating to contemplate the legendary writer and iconic singer having a brief fling in the opulent capital, it was Coco Chanel, not Hemingway, who, Nico said, “corrupted her,” beginning the idea that Nico was bisexual.13 Chanel was already seventy-three years old when Nico arrived in Paris to start modeling, making it unlikely that the two did have any sort of affair. Though it has been written repeatedly that Nico worked for Chanel, the company has no official records documenting this claim. The teenager did socialize with others who were employed by the designer. “We were like a gang, we young girls,” observed Anne-Marie Quazza, a distinguished Chanel model of the era. “Nico would call round, say hello to us girls—‘What are you doing tonight? Where shall we go?’” This provided ample access to gossip and for allegations made about the fashion house and its founder to be passed along to the teen.


There were similarities between the designer and Nico, providing a clear illustration of why the older woman may have been a compelling figure for the young model. Chanel biographer Janet Wallach provides a take on the designer that could also be applied to Nico, deducing that “Chanel was simply lonely, and while she may have flirted with her beautiful models, she was desperate for companionship.”14 In a world where her worth was based almost solely on her appearance and, later, her notoriety, Nico may have craved genuine connection wherever she could find it.


Clive Crocker is old-school Ibiza, the owner of the legendary nightclub Domino’s and a stalwart of the early bohemian scene on the island. Crocker first had a romance, then a friendship with the singer that lasted from her first trips to the island until her death. Crocker,15 a British expat who moved to Ibiza in 1958, has rarely talked about his relationship with the icon, but kindly supplied an exclusive interview for this book to help draw a more well-rounded portrait of his former companion. The two were lovers during Nico’s early years in Ibiza, and he recalled the model having “this crazy idea that she preferred women.”


Nico allegedly confided to having an affair with French actress Jeanne Moreau while she was shooting the François Truffaut film Jules et Jim. Referring to studio shots promoting the movie, Nico supposedly suggested, “I wonder if you can tell from the picture that she is happy from the love of a woman, not the men you are meant to believe in?” At the time of the possible affair, Moreau would have been ten years Nico’s senior. Awed by the older woman, Nico reflected, “She was not a typical woman, at least… She is beautiful and shadowy. She commands your attention with a look, which is how strong people should be.” Friend Carlos de Maldonado-Bostock also recalled Nico telling him about the intrigue with Moreau, saying, “Nico had these romances with women… She had this notion that it was chic to be a lesbian. It was like the idea of her reading Nietzsche; she probably carried the book around because it was a fashion… the fashion of bohemianism. It’s a kind of put-on rebellion, and she picked it up from other people.”16
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By 1957, at the age of just nineteen, Nico was making more money than she could have ever hoped for. Her hourly rate varied anywhere from 80 to 250 francs, with a whole day being worth 500 to 800 francs, depending on the client. It was not uncommon for Nico to be netting over 10,000 francs a month. Yet even at the height of her earning power, the model still played down her looks, later saying of her success, “I was tall, I was blonde, and I was dignified. Nothing more is needed to make an effect. It is short people who need technique… I had none.”


Though she had more money and access than she could ever have imagined, the constant focus on appearances did not sit well with the teen. This was the start of what would be a lifelong internal battle for Nico. She knew her most valued commodity—her physical features—was what allowed for escape, entry, and security. Yet she hated it being the sole quality that she was judged upon, her own possibilities beyond physicality not even being considered. Nico came to detest being called “pretty,” as she viewed it as “ornamental, useless and a nuisance.” Nico struggled especially with the constant pressure to stay ultrathin in the competitive fashion industry, later confiding, “It is never easy to eat when you are a model. You are hungry but you are frightened you will lose your figure. For a time I took some pills that suppressed the appetite, but they were not correct for the complexion. In the end, I didn’t care and I ate more because I was large anyway and that was a part of my character… I would eat normally or eat nothing. But when I ate, I ate like a sparrow—a big, German sparrow. Sometimes I felt this was the hardest part of my work, either to eat, or not to eat. Is there any other job like that?” Though she felt unfulfilled and frustrated by the limitations of modeling, she knew it was a platform that could launch her into other arenas. What those were, she was not sure of.


Her early habit of silently taking in her surroundings, of learning not just new languages, but attitudes, customs, and characters on the fly, was often perceived as vacant unintelligence, her looks being the only thing, besides the uncommunicative behavior, that others saw. Nico’s reticent ways often became problematic. Those jealous of or threatened by her—basically anyone not delving beyond first impressions—were quick to note her closed-off personality. It was a double-edged sword, however: the quieter she was, the more it became an inherent trait, which made for people constantly misunderstanding her, thus returning to the beginning of the cycle, over and over and over again, until, in later years, the singer often seemed completely devoid of emotions. “Nico was like the Kelippot, empty human shells in cabalistic mythology. Many people… say there was nothing beneath her surface: no love, no interests, no cares,” wrote one journalist.


David Croland disagrees. Even via a transatlantic phone call, the former model and Factory insider is charismatic and witty, leaving no doubt as to why he captured the attention of former girlfriend Susan Bottomly—otherwise known as the Warhol Superstar International Velvet—and legendary photographer Robert Mapplethorpe. Croland spent a lot of time with Nico around the time she was shooting Warhol’s Chelsea Girls in the mid-1960s. “She was observant, and people don’t get this! She was at heart a poetess. Your looks do get in the way of your progress if you’re that beautiful, there’s no doubt about it. People become instantly attracted to you and instantly jealous at the same time. She’s not the best news for any woman if she walks into a room, the way she looked. What I liked most about her, after the initial shock of her extraordinary beauty, was her reserve, her quietness, and her way of observing people who were observing her,” says Croland. “She was very, very curious and very quiet. She didn’t spin around; people spun around Nico because of her beauty and her mystery. She was sweet. I liked her shyness. I did not find her aloof, I found her shy.”
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It was in the summer of 1958 that the opportunity to expand her repertoire arose. While in Rome for a photo shoot, Nico stayed with Italian actress Silvana Mangano.17 It is likely that it was during this visit Nico scored her first role on the big screen in La Tempesta, starring Mangano; Nico has an uncredited part as a blonde girl at a large festival scene. This role was quickly followed by an appearance in Mario Lanza’s final film, For the First Time. Though her character is only on camera briefly, she does get a few lines as the “Leader of Admirers in Capri,” who ask Lanza to sing them a song in a village square. Nico’s last uncredited part came at the end of 1958, in Willy Maywald’s German documentary Montparnasse. The ten-minute film focuses on the Parisian district of the same name and features a short-haired Nico in another non-speaking role as a Swedish art student. She is shown sipping coffee in a café for about a minute, before wandering off to a drawing workshop. She is on screen for less than five minutes across all three movies, but it was enough for a new path to emerge.


Though these first films gave Nico a taste for acting, modeling was still the source of her main revenue stream. Throughout 1958, she appeared in a variety of ads and magazine spreads across the continent, under a myriad of different names.18 The inconsistent moniker reflects a teenager still not entirely sure of her personal or professional identity, even though her images were now being featured across Europe. It also illustrates a young woman wanting to get as far away from her German roots as possible.


In 1959, three years after taking on Tobias’s suggestion of changing her name, Nico met someone whom she thought was her namesake. One night at a dinner in Paris, the model leaned over to a handsome dark-haired man sitting next to her and asked his name. Decades later, in an invaluable interview included in Nico: Icon, Nico Papatakis remembered the conversation:




“Your name is Nico?”


“Yes, my name is Nico.”


“You lived in Paris before?


“Yes.”


“Do you know a photographer named [Herbert] Tobias?”





Papatakis did not know Tobias. By the time he and Nico met, he was established as a successful club owner in his adopted country of France, where he ran the famed club La Rose Rouge. With his mixed Greek/Ethiopian heritage, the then forty-two-year-old Papatakis cut a dashing figure. He and Nico struck up a romance. “From that moment, we were never separated. For two years we chose to live together, Nico and Nico,” Papatakis said. He recalled Nico once again trying to distance herself from her origins, even when it came to her name. “I liked the name Christa,” Papatakis commented. “Isn’t it a beautiful name? She hated it. She would always say, ‘No! It’s too… it’s so German!’”


In the young woman, Papatakis saw a talent that she had yet to consider. “I had spent a lot of time listening to singers, and talking to them, because of La Rose Rouge,” he later said. “I got to the point where I could recognize by their speech if someone could sing. Nico had this deep tone.” While visiting Manhattan together in 1961, Papatakis asked his girlfriend if she had ever considered singing. “She hadn’t thought about it,” he remembered. “So, I took her to a voice teacher in New York.”


Here the timeline of events becomes blurry. Nico said in various interviews that she arrived in New York in 1959, “modeling for [Eileen] Ford.”19 However, Ford Models do not have official documentation available to corroborate the claim that the agency represented Nico. Nico also said that she had been in the “same class” as actress Marilyn Monroe at Lee Strasberg’s famous Actors Studio.20 Already a household name through mega cinema hits such as Gentlemen Prefer Blondes, How to Marry a Millionaire and The Seven Year Itch, Monroe was tired of being closely associated with “dumb blonde roles” and wanted to be considered for more serious dramatic opportunities. She enrolled at the prestigious New York institution in 1955, moving from her native Los Angeles to the East Coast to receive private tuition. This was four years before Nico came to New York to (perhaps) work with Ford. It is possible that both of Nico’s claims are true, and that records and dates have been lost over the passage of time; it is also conceivable that she thought positioning herself with both of these iconic entities would help bolster her own reputation.
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La Dolce Vita is Federico Fellini’s most renowned work. One of the director’s first inspirations for the film was the “Hollywood on the Tiber” phenomenon that swept Rome in the 1950s and ’60s. During this period, Tinseltown studios set up camp in the Italian capital, using the cheap labor and gorgeous locations afforded by the city. As celebrities emerged from Cinecittà Studios,21 they would be snapped by waiting photojournalists. This became the foundation of the film’s plot, which centers around seven days and nights in the life of gossip journalist Marcello Rubini (played by screen idol Marcello Mastroianni). It was a large-scale satire, a not-so-tongue-in-cheek critique of the soulless celebrity worship emerging in culture. Broken into seven different sequences depicting Rubini’s various activities, the movie contains clear references to Dante Alighieri’s Inferno, as well as T. S. Eliot’s The Waste Land. It also provided a virtual panorama of Roman life, at the very moment when the capital was evolving from its rural past into a cosmopolitan city, fueling a tourist tsunami that continues to this day. The film went on to become a worldwide sensation. Nominated for four Academy Awards and winning the Palme d’Or at the 1960 Cannes Film Festival and the New York Film Critics Circle Award for Best Foreign Film, La Dolce Vita22 made almost $20 million, crushing the record for the highest box office takings of any foreign film.23


Nico’s best-known cinematic turn occurred by happenstance. While staying with friends in Rome, the model accompanied them to the studio where La Dolce Vita was being made. Fellini was looking to shoot an orgy scene for the film, yet no one was able to give him advice on how best to stage it. Seeing an opportunity to get in front of the camera once again, Nico offered to guide him. Recalling her first meeting with the famed director, she recounted, “I was with my friends and there were some props on a table. I picked up a candlestick with a false light on it, and I was just holding it up. No, it was a candelabra. And Fellini saw me and ran over to me and said, ‘I have dreamt of you. I recognize your face. You will look wonderful with candlelight. You must be a star in La Dolce Vita.’”


Nico could not have hoped for a better springboard to the higher echelons of cultured society. Fellini was immediately captivated by the blonde bombshell, and quickly elevated the walk-on role he originally conceived for her into a full speaking part, with Nico appearing across various scenes. When the young woman expressed apprehension toward taking on a role that was so much more substantial than her previous on-camera experiences, Fellini instructed her to play a model named Nico.


The years of already “playing” Nico paid off, both on and off screen. Though she does not appear until more than two hours into the film, her character is memorable, an effervescent spark in the scenes she is featured in. Referred to as Swedish in the movie, and credited as Nico Otzak, her time on camera perfectly encapsulates the idea of a role within a role, of Christa playing the part of Nico, who in turn is playing the part of Nico in the film. Whether she is chatting in the back of a convertible on the way to her fictional fiancé’s castle, dissecting a coat of arms or biting her onscreen beau’s thumb, the script, as well as the action, seemed to echo the frustrations and complications felt by the young actress. One line seemed like an onscreen confession: “I finished modeling a year ago. Enough’s enough.”


Ignited by her turn in La Dolce Vita, Nico became more determined than ever to leave modeling forever and pursue her acting career full time. Twenty-one years old, and on a high after the success of the Fellini film, she landed a lead role in a highly anticipated new project. The film, Plein soleil, or Purple Noon, was a French adaptation of the best-selling Patricia Highsmith novel, with most scenes shot on a yacht off the coast of the Italian island of Ischia. With René Clément on board to direct, the movie was set to be the hit it became even before the first frame was in the can.24 Purple Noon seemed to be the step Nico needed to take in order to fully escape the fashion world and become completely ensconced in acting.


Yet despite it being the chance she had been waiting for, Nico somehow forgot the date when filming for Purple Noon was set to start. Shooting began, and Nico, in the main female role, was nowhere to be found. Frustrated by the setback caused by the missing ingénue, Clément gave the role to French actress Marie Laforêt. By the time Nico arrived in Ischia, the production was well under way, her opportunity gone. The only apparent bright spot was meeting the male star of the film: a handsome French parachutist turned actor named Alain Delon.


Already hailed as the James Dean of France, Delon quickly made her forget about Purple Noon, sweeping Nico off her feet in a whirlwind affair and taking her around the island for a few days, during which she admitted to falling in love with the actor. Nico later referred to him as “the most dangerous man I ever met,” an idea that was bolstered by Delon bragging that he had connections to dangerous underworld gangs. “He was like a gypsy,” she claimed, “with strong eyes and dark hair, and I wanted him for myself. I had never felt so possessive before. It was a very emotional feeling whenever I saw him. I could not control it.” But the romance was short-lived: unbeknownst to the besotted Nico, Delon was already involved in another relationship with his Purple Noon companion Romy Schneider. Once filming was wrapped up, the actor returned to Rome to be with Schneider. Though still hung up on Delon, and with her acting dreams temporarily destroyed, Nico retreated once again to Papatakis and modeling.


Back in New York, Nico dovetailed taking singing and acting lessons with embarking on a new round of modeling assignments: on magazine covers, in ads for a myriad of products and the ubiquitous fashion spreads.25 Though she wanted to move away from modeling, she liked the financial security it offered. Friend and fellow model Anne-Sophie Monet spoke highly of Nico, saying that she was “a good model, very professional, though it was obvious… that she didn’t take it at all seriously. I think she just wanted to earn the money and do something else… I think she took a lot of jobs on, whatever was on offer—she was always in work. She earned an awful lot of money.” This would explain the seeming lack of consistency in the brands she would work for, as having cash seemed to be the priority, regardless of the opportunity on offer.26
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Toward the end of 1961, Nico found out that Alain Delon was in New York, staying at the St. Regis Hotel. With little hesitation, she rang him up. The two had a night on the town, driving around in a Maserati, before getting stopped by the police. They then made their way to the Blue Angel club, before heading back to Nico’s place. Delon stayed the night, leaving in the early hours of the morning.


At the time of the liaison, Delon was engaged to Romy Schneider. “Although she [Nico] knew that he belonged to Romy, she put up with it too. Delon took advantage of it. He has children all over the world, I think, whom he doesn’t know,” Helma Wolff claimed. “It couldn’t have been a great love. Rather an encounter,” she concluded. Friend Carlos de Maldonado-Bostock recalled Nico’s enthrallment with the actor: “I was just leaving for Paris… when Nico came round, very happy and excited: ‘I’ve just slept with Alain Delon!’ It was like Snow White had met her prince. She was obsessed with this ghastly man for some reason.”


For several weeks after the one-night stand, Nico felt extremely ill, throwing up almost daily and complaining of nausea. More than eight weeks after her night of fervor with Delon, a doctor’s appointment revealed the cause: Nico was almost through her first trimester of pregnancy.


Almost forty years later, Helma still vividly remembered how Grete found out she was to become a grandmother. “[Nico] had rented a very nice house for her mother on Ibiza, right on the beach, and came to her mother: ‘Mother, I am pregnant. I’m having a child,’ she said. ‘The father is Alain Delon.’ My sister didn’t even know who that was then. ‘I’m really happy,’ Christa said. My sister suggested an abortion to her, saying that ‘You are constantly on the move in the world. How do you want to be a mother to the child?’ ‘Don’t worry,’ Christa said, ‘I won’t let it drift away. This child should be my own. I also want to have a person for me.’”


Though pregnant, Nico did not stop trying to further her acting career. She was considered for the lead in the French–Italian film L’Année dernière à Marienbad (Last Year at Marienbad).27 The role eventually went to French actress Delphine Seyrig, freeing Nico up to take on other offers, including a photo shoot for Harper’s Bazaar in the Bahamas, and to contemplate another seemingly juicy role: the main character in French film director/actor Jacques Poitrenaud’s new project, Strip-Tease (or Sweet Skin, as it was alternatively called, depending on the country). So keen was Poitrenaud to get Nico to sign the contract for his movie that he flew to the tropical location of the Harper’s shoot to deliver it. After agreeing to the role, Nico informed a most likely startled Poitrenaud that she was pregnant, but would be ready by the time filming was supposed to start in November—just over two months after she was due to give birth.


Model Anne-Marie Quazza recalls encountering a giddy Nico turning up during the spring Chanel shows of 1962. Fresh from the shoot in the Bahamas, she announced to Quazza and the other models, “I am the most happy girl in the world. I have found the most beautiful boy in the world. I wanted a baby and now I am going to have one by him!” Quazza recounted everyone looking at Nico and asking who the father was. When Nico exclaimed, “Alain Delon!” as Quazza said, “You can imagine the silence.” Quazza reminded Nico that Delon was not her “boyfriend,” calling her “crazy” for getting herself into this predicament. Nico replied, “I didn’t want anything from him. I didn’t ask for it. I just want now a baby of my own.” “It was like a fairy tale to her,” Quazza concluded.


Though neither Helma nor Quazza thought Nico wanted to carry on a relationship, let alone get married to Delon, others remember her being deeply infatuated with the French actor and very much looking for a betrothal. Nico Papatakis, her long-time partner, was working on a film in Paris28 and was the last to know of the impending arrival. He recalled, “One day she called me from New York and said, ‘I’m having an affair. I’m expecting a baby. Alain Delon is the father. I want to keep it. He has accepted paternity.’ ‘Are you sure?’ I asked. ‘Yes,’ she said, ‘and I’ll marry him.’ ‘Well, good luck,’ I said.” In another interview, Papatakis is quoted differently, saying that from the start of the phone call, Nico was acting “very strange,” before she broke the news. “We had to separate because of what she had said,” he recounted. “I warned her, I really warned her: ‘This man has had many affairs, and he couldn’t care less. Please don’t try any blackmail on Delon. Don’t blackmail him.’ The whole thing to her was not like something in reality, but like something in a film.”


Delon, however, did not share Nico’s joy, denying paternity and ignoring any correspondence from the model and her friends.


Throughout the early months of 1962, Nico continued taking modeling jobs.29 By June, she was ensconced back in Ibiza, where Grete still had the house outside the old town. Though living in a beautiful setting, the elder Päffgen was not well. Friend Anne-Sophie Monet accompanied Nico to Spain. “It was frightening to see her mother, because she was so obviously ill,” Monet said. “She was developing Parkinson’s disease but there was also something mentally wrong. To put it simply, she was paranoid—everyone was against her, trying to poison her. There was a kind of reversal in the relationship between the two of them; the mother had become the child of the daughter.” Carlos de Maldonado-Bostock further embellished the situation, saying, “[M]entally the mother relied entirely on Nico, because she was absolutely lonely otherwise.”


Nico’s unsettled relationship with her own nationality may have been what pushed her to have Ari in France, thinking that her son would automatically receive citizenship in the country of his birth. Now heavily pregnant, the only available transport from Ibiza involved various trains and boats. Grete insisted upon coming, wanting to be on hand when her grandchild was born. Monet accompanied the Päffgens on the harrowing journey, which included a night spent in Barcelona. “The mother started to howl,” she remembered. “She became hysterical, thinking that strangers were after her, frightening hallucinations… [she] was unpredictable the entire time. Then we had the train journey, and this was nerve-racking, because the mother would react in an unstable way that drew attention and could not be controlled.”


Monet said in an interview that she had a small apartment on the rue Jacob in Paris, which she allowed Nico and Grete to stay in before the birth. It is likely that Nico Papatakis accompanied Nico to the Clinic Emmailloté, located in the western Paris suburb of Neuilly-sur-Seine, where she was admitted on August 9, 1962. Having nowhere to stay at the hospital, Papatakis was forced to leave Nico on her own. For the next two days, he waited anxiously by the phone for any update on what was happening. On August 11, the hospital called with the news that Nico had delivered a baby by Cesarean section. De Maldonado-Bostock recalls Papatakis being “beside himself with fury” after hearing the news, slamming the phone down and immediately going to the hospital. “I was angry with this arrogance of the surgeon,” Papatakis said. “These kinds of men always want to open people up! He had no right to assume this with Nico, who was in no condition to argue.”


Papatakis signed the witness document for the baby boy, Christian Aaron, writing down “Päffgen” for the last name. Instead of using his formal name, Nico decided to call her son “Ari,” meaning “little lion,” Leo being Ari’s zodiac sign. Her naivety with regard to formal documentation later led to Ari being “stateless” when he came of age (at fourteen) in France. “[Taking French nationality] was not possible under the law because there was no father, nothing registered in the name of a father, nor of anyone French,” Alain Delon’s half-sister Pauledith Soubrier later said in an interview. “As a German citizen, she should properly have gone to the German Consulate for the purpose of registering Ari. So he was not German, he was not French, he was not anything.”


Despite Nico very publicly naming Delon as the father of her child, the actor—“the most famous man in France”—refused to accept that Ari was his, even though the resemblance between the two was indisputable. At the time, some people questioned Nico’s claim of Delon’s paternity. Nico had been openly captivated by the Frenchman since the two met on the set of Plein soleil. Maybe she had made the entire affair up. It could be Papatakis, not Delon, who was the child’s dad. Nico was, after all, living sporadically with Papatakis when she got pregnant. And Papatakis was the only person there to witness the birth documents (though, as Ari points out, “No declared father… at this empty place,” referring to the line where paternity would be normally be listed). Ari also had a Mediterranean skin tone, similar to that of Papatakis.


Yet as Ari got older, the striking likeness between Delon and him became ever more uncanny. Though Papatakis and Nico had lived together for two years, de Maldonado-Bostock said that the relationship was “a romantic liaison with very little physical intimacy.” Papatakis did seem to genuinely care about Nico. Unlike Delon, he did not want to leave the new mother alone, with only the sickly Grete for support. As soon as he could, he picked Nico and the infant Ari up from the clinic, collected Grete and brought the trio to the studio he had rented for them in the Marais. “Papatakis was a decent chap. He had integrity in the matter,” de Maldonado-Bostock recalled. “I think he only wanted to see that Nico was treated right… He was simply being honorable, unlike Delon.”






[image: image]








When Ari was six weeks old, he, Nico and Grete returned to Ibiza. This time renting a small set of rooms near the harbor, Nico set about learning her lines for her upcoming star turn in Strip-Tease. Grete made a convenient babysitter, living just up the hill. It was during this period that Nico first met Mancunian jazz musician and self-proclaimed bohemian Victor Brox. Still playing shows and making music today, Brox has a hearty laugh and a beguiling storytelling style that is apparent even over the phone. Though at the time he had heard about Nico and seen her from afar, they had not been formally introduced. Having bought the latest in technology—an audio recorder—to help her memorize her script, Nico soon found herself taping the flugelhorn player who lived above her. When his errant football fell onto her balcony, a flustered Brox had to knock on the model’s door. “She was simply breathtaking to look at… but she was very shy,” he recalls.


Nico was ravenous for information about music and soaked up any crumb of knowledge provided by Brox. “She wanted to know everything about jazz and blues, absolutely everything. She started to come upstairs, and I’d talk her through the history of the forms, the styles, the key musicians, the singers, like Bessie Smith—just everything I could tell her and play her. She just sat there and listened intently, though I had no way of knowing how much she took in,” he notes. These salad days in Ibiza built on Nico’s aborted singing lessons in New York, as she found herself surrounded by artists, gaining entry to Brox’s group of like-minded jazz players. Eventually, she joined in with the locals’ improvisation sessions. “There was a rule for entry: you had to bring an instrument,” states Brox. “Nico brought her tape recorder.” A romantic affair lasting a couple of weeks followed.30


Though having found romance and a freewheeling set of friends in her beloved Ibiza, Nico had a film to make. Flying to Paris with baby Ari in tow, she prepared to start work on Strip-Tease, where she was billed as “Krista Nico” for tax purposes. Upon landing, her old mentor and trusted friend Willy Maywald surprised the model/actress with a trip to his studio. There he shot a color portrait of the new mother and her infant son.31 Nico looks much older than twenty-four, her hair ratted and teased into a sweeping, chin length bouffant. She is wearing a bright-pink blouse, with a gold and pearl-studded pendant necklace. In her arms, she proudly clutches Ari, who is swaddled in a white, fluffy, cloud-like blanket. In all of the various images of Nico throughout her life, it is one of the only ones in which not only is she smiling, but she looks truly, authentically happy and hopeful.
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