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Foreword


Wild Girls was the title of this book when it was first published in 2004. I am glad it is reissued as Natalie and Romaine. I was uneasy with Wild Girls and its cover picture of a woman’s torso laced into a corset. The revised title is more appropriate to Natalie Barney and Romaine Brooks, their long relationship and cultured, creative lives in Paris, the city of light, in the first half of the twentieth century. It fits with other dual biographies of mine also being reissued: Gertrude and Alice, Greta and Cecil, and Mrs Keppel and Her Daughter.


Natalie and Romaine, both American, rich, and grandly lesbian, met in Paris in 1915 when they were in their forties. Their characters – Natalie’s joie de vivre and Romaine’s Gothic gloom – their abiding love which lasted more than fifty years, and their other, less enduring relationships, are the focus of this book.


Despite declared commitment to each other they did not live together, except for an enforced six months during the Second World War. Natalie, in particular, had no intention of fidelity. For her, ‘living was the first of all the arts’, and living meant seduction and lots of sex. She liked lavish display and theatricality and wanted not to bind love to rules, particularly to the rule of exclusivity. She inspired and befriended her lovers and broke their hearts. She divided her amours into liaisons, demi-liaisons, and adventures, and called her nature fidéle/infidéle.


I dwell only on her liaisons, before and during her relationship with Romaine. Her demi-liaisons and adventures were many. The acerbic view of Alice B. Toklas (Gertrude Stein’s ‘wife’ and muse),1 was that Natalie picked up casual lovers in the toilets of Paris department stores.


Paris was essential to Natalie. She aspired to make it ‘the sapphic centre of the western world’. She took as a model Sappho and the idea of a community of women who were artists and lovers.2 At Natalie’s ‘dazzling’ Friday afternoon salons, in her Grecian Temple of Friendship in the walled garden of her home in rue Jacob in the sixth arrondissement, ‘one met lesbians,’ Sylvia Beach said.3 ‘Paris ones, and those only passing through town … ladies with high collars and monocles, though Miss Barney herself was so feminine.’


Romaine, for her part, had no interest in salon life. She ‘remained Romaine’, as she put it, and resisted a sense of belonging to a place or time. To protect her artistic soul she kept aloof from relationships and trusted no one but Natalie, who perhaps was in love with her unavailability. Romaine suffered Paris and sought tranquillity in Capri and Fiesole, and in her elegant studios, though she never stayed anywhere long. Her prime interest was herself, her portraits of herself, and those she painted of women lovers and friends.


From the start my favoured title, though I was alone in wanting it, was not Wild Girls or Natalie and Romaine: it was A Sapphic Idyll. That was the title used, in French, by one of Natalie’s more flamboyant lovers, Liane de Pougy, courtesan to aristocrats and the Prince of Wales, for her memoir of her own extravagant affair with Natalie.


A sapphic idyll: the lives, love affairs and artistic contribution of lesbians in Paris between the two world wars, form the wider context of this book, beyond the relationship between Natalie and Romaine. In Britain, up until 1959, censorship deemed lesbianism inadmissible. Radclyffe Hall’s anodyne novel The Well of Loneliness was given a shaming trial and burned as obscene in 1928. A pall of silence followed for decades. Creative lesbians from Britain and America escaped repression and the ‘rigid protocol’ of their home towns, and headed to Paris and the freedom to express themselves according to their own rules. The modernist revolution would not have happened without their contribution: Sylvia Beach who published Ulysses; Gertrude Stein’s innovative prose and championing of the new in art and literature; Bryher – Winifred Ellerman – who financed Shakespeare and Company, the Egoist Press and the Contact Publishing Company, which published, often for the first time, Ernest Hemingway, Gertrude Stein, Djuna Barnes, Mina Loy, James Joyce; Bryher’s lover, the imagist poet Hilda Doolittle; Dolly Wilde – Oscar’s niece; Djuna Barnes who wrote the satirical Ladies Almanack, then Nightwood about her relationship with the silverpoint artist Thelma Wood; Radclyffe Hall; the poet Renée Vivien; Colette; the dancer Ida Rubinstein …


The list is long. Natalie once drew a dense maze of the written names of those who visited her Temple of Friendship with herself threading through, uniting them all. Many had their portraits painted by Romaine. Visiting Romaine’s studio, the writer Truman Capote, seeing these portraits, described it as ‘the all-time ultimate gallery of famous dykes’. They formed, he said, ‘an international daisy chain’.


Natalie made real her sapphic dream. But there was irony in my intended title. Her idyll cast long shadows. Dolly Wilde died alone in a rented room of alcohol and drug addiction when she was forty. Renée Vivien died of anorexia when she was thirty-one weighing under six stone. Romaine, haunted by her own disturbed childhood, famously wrote, ‘My dead mother stands between me and life.’


I chose an unorthodox structure in the hope it was appropriate to these unconventional women who were innovative in their work and lives. The many odd-ball footnotes were meant as a mild spoof of biography’s claims to authority and objectivity. The quasi-autobiographical snippets that interpolate the narrative of Natalie’s exuberant affairs, and self-sacrificing relationship to Romaine, were to show allegiance to the subject matter of the book, but also to undercut Natalie’s Temple of Friendship and privilege. These discursions alight momentarily on a few unmoneyed realities of more ordinary lesbian life in 21st century London. In this reissue I have left them unedited, though ten years on, different random snapshots might come to mind: Facebook messages perhaps, or a couple of tweets; the Iranian student living with her girlfriend in London, but unable to tell her parents back home for fear of being stoned to death; the woman high on the balcony of a tower block who each morning waves goodbye with a red scarf as her lover makes her way down the station steps.


In the years between first publication and this reissue times have changed and I am older. But the personal remains political. As Natalie, ‘the Amazon’, the ‘wild girl from Cincinnati’ who each morning rode bareback in the Bois de Boulogne, hosted ‘dazzling Fridays’ and loved aphorisms put it: ‘I am a lesbian. One need not hide it, nor boast of it, though being other than normal is a perilous advantage.’ Or, ‘People call it unnatural. All I can say is, it’s always come naturally to me.’ Or, ‘Be one of life’s equals.’ 





BEFORE ROMAINE






1
Liane de Pougy





‘I have watched women pass by, lit up by their jewellery, like a city at night.’





Liane de Pougy began each day with an enema. It kept her skin clear and her breath sweet, particulars that mattered in her profession. A servant administered it with a syringe and it took a minute or two to work. It was a custom copied from Madame Rhomés, Liane’s mother’s great-aunt, who even at ninety had a complexion like lilies and roses.


Liane took her name from a favoured client, the Comte de Pougy. Titles and the ways of the aristocracy impressed her, especially when allied to money. She viewed lax manners as a moral lapse and was outraged when the poet Max Jacob1 was late for lunch: her asparagus soup had thickened and the risotto had congealed.


She was complimented on the splendour of her jewellery, her fine carriages and inexhaustible wardrobe, her town house in Paris, and lesser houses in Brittany and St Germain. In her prime she employed four Arab servants: a cook, a lady’s maid, a scrubber and a housekeeper and she served peacock foie gras with the champagne.


She spent her mornings in bed. Her dressmaker or milliner might call at midday. On a single visit from Paul Poiret2 she chose fifteen of his designs: a dress in black wool with white embroidery and fringes, another in black silk with organdie flounces, silver tassels and a violet bow, a coat in black and gold with sable collar and cuffs.


Whatever she wore she flirted with it – the moue of her lips against the mesh of a veil, the lifting of her skirt to entice with a leg, the splaying of fingers over the fur at her throat. Such attention to detail and seductive gesture put her above the commonplace. She was of the belle époque, the demi-monde,3 a courtesan not a tart.


She was as voracious for jewels as for clothes. Paris society columns of the 1890s made many a reference to ‘our beautiful Liane de Pougy’, radiant in dazzling white ermine and adorned with pearls. In Kursk in Russia, one of her clients, Count Vladimir Miatleff, ‘a poet and a madman, impotent and a masochist, of the highest nobility, more ancient than the Romanoffs’, summoned a Paris jeweller Jacques Goudstikker to his estate so that Liane might choose a jewel as payment. Goudstikker showed her a ruby and diamond tiara, an emerald necklace, a diamond chain, a parure4 of turquoises and diamonds. Liane could not decide and asked for Miatleff’s help. He told her to take the lot. ‘I took the lot. He was a great nobleman.’


She described herself as vain but not a fool. She cultivated a conversational interest in painting, books and poetry, but avoided depth which she considered dull. Her clients did not pay her to stretch their intellects. She preferred café-concerts and popular songs to Shakespeare or Wagner, and made minor appearances in the chorus of the Folies-Bergère in Paris, in pantomime in St Petersburg and in cabaret clubs in Rome and on the French Riviera.


She was a conscientious bookkeeper, spent five thousand francs without a thought but was careful over five, and said she made all the minor decisions of her life, like marriage, or buying a house, by tossing a coin.


She was born Anne-Marie Chassaigne in 1870 in the Breton city of Rennes. Her mother, a tired-looking woman with large ears, while giving birth hallucinated that St Anne d’Auray, patron saint of the Bretons, prophesied that the child was destined for sainthood. Anne-Marie, even after her metamorphosis into Liane de Pougy, took the prediction seriously. An over-large pearl-encrusted crucifix often bumped below her secular beads.


She had no pleasant memories of childhood as Anne-Marie. To quell curiosity about breasts and vaginas her mother made her wear a chemise in the bath and sold pieces of household furniture to pay for her board at the Convent of the Sacred Heart. Anne-Marie abhorred such primness and scrimping and the sight of her father’s worn-out coat and shoes. She became a compulsive pilferer and schemed to escape, to be free and to better herself.


At sixteen she ran away with a sailor, Armand Pourpe. They took lodgings in rue Dragon in Marseilles and their only possession of value was a rosewood piano. They got married when she became pregnant with her son, Marco. She would have preferred the baby to have been a girl ‘because of the dresses and the curly hair’ and was, she said, a terrible mother. ‘My son was like a living doll given to a little girl.’5


‘Events’ and her husband’s bookkeeping drove her, in 1889, into the arms of the Marquis Charles de MacMahon to the agitation of his wife. He was her fourth lover in three years of marriage. The others were a naval lieutenant, a professional gambler, and the Marquis de Portes. When her husband, goaded by such infidelity, shot at her with a revolver and wounded her in the wrist, she advertised the rosewood piano for sale. A young man came to view it, bought it for 400 francs, cash down, and within an hour Anne-Marie was on her way to Paris.


She set up as a courtesan with the Comtesse Valtesse de la Bigne, whose monumental bed was made of varnished bronze. The comtesse was the inspiration for Emile Zola’s Nana, was painted by Edouard Manet, and her seductive success was commemorated in a stained-glass window depicting Napoleon III visiting her in her boudoir. She taught Anne-Marie the profession: money was its goal and life-blood so clients must be rich, she must conceal vulnerability or sentimentality, she must not fear publicity, reproach or blame, or voice principles, morals, or sectarian beliefs. She was to remember that her work put her ‘outside of society and its pettiness’. ‘Don’t be sensitive,’ Valtesse de la Bigne advised.


So Anne-Marie Chassaigne became Liane de Pougy and a shrewd businesswoman. Such kisses, caresses and spasms as she allowed were strictly in exchange for gold. ‘What is your heart? – that thing which beats for the pleasure you expect from me.’ Aspects of her work were disgusting. Many of her clients were intolerably fat, contemptuous of women or unbecomingly peculiar. They paid for fantasy and sexual oddity unavailable at home. They did not ply her with jewels because they liked women, nor was she accommodating because she liked their little ways. Far from it. The essence of the contract was that she served those who could afford her. The organs of Albert, Prince of Wales6 and Maurice de Rothschild7 were royal and rich and more than paid the bills.


Her work at times was demanding: there was ‘a very rich and very ugly Jew’ whose manners she disliked; a ‘silly Bonapartist’ who instructed her to lie waiting for him in a transparent negligée on her polar bear rug, then straddled her and farted; a gambler who smoked fat cigars and paid for her to be exclusively available night and day in a bed at the Grand Hotel Monte Carlo; an unstable, ‘so ugly’ aristocrat, Frédéric de Madrazzo, ‘too nervous, too excited’, who soaked her sheets in sweat … But in payment for a stint she might receive ‘a necklace of the white pearls I love worth one hundred thousand francs’. She accommodated her clients in a Louis XV bed, had more clothes than a bevy of maids could manage, slept in pale blue silk sheets hemmed with lace, and travelled from lord or prince to duke and count with quantities of expensive luggage. And when, on 13 May 1903, her five-row pearl necklace was stolen in rue de la Néva in Paris, her grief was brief. The client bought her another and a platinum ring stuck with diamonds.





2
More Liane de Pougy





‘I only know what I want.. And what I want, would you want it?’





The Bois de Boulogne in 1899 was a pastoral setting for women of the carriage class in the mood to meet a perfect stranger. Open landaus, proceeding at a slow trot down the Passage des Acacias and the rue de Seine, ‘gave one the leisure to exchange long looks and half-smiles in passing’. One such exchange took place on a spring day between Liane de Pougy and a young American woman with white-blonde hair and blue eyes.


Natalie Clifford Barney was out with an ersatz fiancé, Robert Cassatt of Pittsburgh.1 She was twenty-three, in Paris with her mother, and studying Greek so as to read Sappho. She aspired, she said, ‘to be a poet at all hours and above all a poet of life’.


The talked-of marriage was to appease Natalie’s father, Albert, a man of fabulous wealth with sleeked hair and a waxed moustache. Albert minded about propriety and society. He suffered the independent spirits and artistic aspirations of his wife and elder daughter. His dissatisfaction with them was at its stormiest when he was drunk. ‘I can’t and won’t submit to his whims as you do,’ Natalie wrote to her mother. ‘It doesn’t pay. I think I shall be very polite and never answer him back, but have my own way when it’s reasonable, just the same.’


Having her own way meant her way with the ladies. As she saw it, her sexuality was hers, not her father’s. Her ambition was to explore her own desires and be true to her own life. ‘The first of all arts should be the art of living.’ In an autobiographical piece she wrote of how, as a child at bath-time, ‘the water that I made shoot between my legs from the beak of a swan gave me the most intense sensation.’ It soon mattered that this sensation should ally to art, life, and a Sapphic concept of loveliness. She divided her amours into liaisons, demi-liaisons, and adventures, and called her nature fidèle/infidèle.


After the swan came Ellen Goines, a cousin, who would flirt and canoodle but no more. ‘Nothing can move you and nothing disturbs you,’ Natalie complained of her. More compliant was Evalina Palmer, famed for her sea-green eyes, her acting skills, and her ‘fantastic tresses which reached to her ankles, shimmering with the whole spectrum of reds’. ‘A liaison followed,’ Natalie wrote in Souvenirs Indiscrets, ‘where poetry, Plato and nakedness all had a part in our Arcadian life … We knew the sensual delights of our nakedness on the mossy riverbanks.’


Aged eighteen, Natalie found more sensual delights on a grand tour of Europe, chaperoned by Miss Ely of Miss Ely’s School for Girls in Maine. On a Norwegian steamship she met Mrs Leonora Howland, a violinist to whom she gave a heart-shaped diamond brooch. Their love lasted from Trondheim to Paris. ‘Only those to whom sensations seem more direct through another are lovers,’ Natalie wrote.


In Paris two years later came Carmen Rossi, principal model at the Académie Carmen, where Natalie’s mother, Alice, had enrolled in James McNeill Whistler’s2 course in oil painting for lady art students. Natalie and her mother were in smart lodgings at the nearby Villa des Dames. In the mornings, under Whistler’s instruction, Alice Barney painted Carmen gazing into a handglass, or draped in a floral Spanish shawl. In the afternoons Natalie had sex with Carmen. She pledged undying love to her, sent her letters and flowers, wrote poems about her, and went with her to the fair at Neuilly. ‘I have a lover,’ she wrote. ‘There are women whose black eyes sparkle with energy. They make me feel so irredeemably blonde.’


Monogamy did not appeal. Throughout her life the next seduction lured. She did not court approval or disapproval and made no apology for her pursuit of love. On that spring day in 1899 in the Bois de Boulogne both she and Liane de Pougy knew well the implication of their long look and half-smile. Natalie described herself as ‘captivated’ by Liane’s beauty. She did not conceal these feelings from Robert Cassatt. Her mother thought him naive and no match for her spirited daughter, but Natalie was frank with him: she desired women not men, and it would ever be so. Cassatt, unfazed, said he desired women too, so a marriage of such commonality might succeed. It would placate her father, secure for them both an enormous income, and not disturb society’s expectations of acceptable relationship.


He did, though, balk at her passion for Liane de Pougy, who was, he said, ‘nothing but a courtesan’, a high-class whore with an infamous reputation. Natalie was undeterred. ‘I knew little of the demi-monde. I imagined that this woman was in danger. I thought I would find it easier to save her if I married my fiancé.’


She sent flowers and importunate letters until Liane allowed her an afternoon call. To show a courtly intention to charm and woo, Natalie arrived dressed as a prince, in a hired costume embroidered with pearls. Her liking for this regal disguise dated from when she met Oscar Wilde in the Long Beach Hotel, New York, in 1882 when she was six. Boys had pelted her with preserved cherries, which stuck in her plaits. She ran along the hotel lobby, crying, and Wilde scooped her up and calmed her with his story The Happy Prince, whose heart breaks for the love of a swallow. He published it in 1888. It was a favourite for Natalie, and when, aged twelve, she had her portrait painted by Carolus-Duran,3 she insisted on dressing as a prince.


A maid showed Natalie into a shadowy bedroom where a woman reclined on a chaise longue. Natalie knelt and proffered lilies and roses. Liane giggled from behind a curtain. ‘I realised the figure in front of me was not my idol but a stand-in, Valtesse de la Bigne, and I got to my feet right away.’


Liane wafted out in diaphanous white. ‘She said in her languid way, “Here I am.”’ Natalie was surprised by the strength of Liane’s grip on her shoulder. Valtesse de la Bigne made her exit, but not before inviting Natalie to call on her, too, at her mansion on the corner of Boulevard Malesherbes and rue de la Terrasse.


Liane proposed a drive in the Bois. She put on lipstick and eye black, diamonds and pearls, sprayed herself with rose perfume and changed from the diaphanous white into a town suit her maid had laid out for her, with matching hat, gloves, and handbag. As they left she said to Natalie ‘I already love your hair and the way your mind works.’ ‘And so,’ said Natalie, ‘we set off at a trot, drawn by two white horses toward the Path of Virtue.’





1


At the Ace Bar, Christine Shaw asked me what my star sign was and would I like to dance. She supposed I was a Pisces like Elizabeth Taylor and that the number seven would bring me luck. She lacked Liane de Pougy’s strategic skills, financial acumen or shimmering self-importance. Christine was her given name, she was from Birmingham, not Rennes, her clothes were Carnaby Street, and she worked to pay the bills.


She treated me with sisterly protection and asked me what I was looking for. I went with her to Soho, waited in the shadows, and drank weak coffee from a polystyrene cup. Her routine was to strip until one-thirty, then serve a few clients before going home to her daughter.


I watched her wriggle out of leopard-patterned viscose, observed her fake tan, her ridged Caesarean scar. I felt I had chanced on an aunt in an unlocked bathroom and in confusion must say ‘So sorry’ and hurry out. The street was bright with neon. I took the night bus home.





3
‘Sonnets de Femmes’




‘Sensuality, wanting a religion, invented love.’





Natalie and Liane’s carriage ride in the Bois de Boulogne began a lesbian display, a subversive fling. Natalie was a ‘passionate rebel against a woman’s lot’. She did not want to bind love to rules and said conventional people did this so no event would find them at a loss. Paris accommodated her overt rebellion; it would not have been tolerated in Washington.


The following morning she again called on Liane, with roses and cornflowers. Liane was in bed. Her pale blue silk sheets, she explained, were to honour the virgin saint to whom she had been consecrated at birth. They got to the point of the visit – kissing, nipping, delirium. Liane commended Natalie’s hair ‘like a moonbeam’, her blue eyes and ‘vicious white teeth’. They soaked in a perfumed bath, massaged each other and rolled about on the polar bear’s fur.


In the evening they took a box to see Sarah Bernhardt as Hamlet at her own theatre.1 Max Beerbohm called Bernhardt ‘the Princess of Denmark’.2 Passers-by applauded Liane as she stepped from her carriage. Natalie dealt with the coachman and tickets.


Natalie compared Hamlet’s passivity to the subjugation of women. Men, she said, made laws for their own benefit. It was her resolve to revise these laws to suit herself. Her rejection of male orthodoxies was bold, her secularism determined. There was no God, the Bible was man’s fiction, an overprinted fable: ‘“God will punish you even to the third and fourth generation.” Let’s raise a glass of cool water to the health of the fifth generation.’ Individuality was her ruling star: ‘Might I be the one I am looking for?’ and her indiscretion was an act of faith, her way of breaking silence, of being visible.


She pursued Liane out of desire but did not lose a feminist intention to save her from prostitution. Such salvation needed money made by men, for Liane had tastes more expensive than her own. The Barney trust dictated the terms of Natalie’s inheritance: her father must die, or she must marry. A cursory ceremony with Robert Cassatt seemed the more manageable option. She persuaded him of the aesthetic of her exchange with Liane, ‘especially the Caress and the Kiss as described by the poet Pierre Louÿs’.


Pierre Louÿs,3 in 1894, fooled literary Paris by publishing what he said were his translations of an ancient Greek text of ninety-three songs by the poet Bilitis. In an accompanying essay he wrote of how a German archaeologist, Professor Heim, had broken into Bilitis’ tomb on Cyprus and found her poems. It was all a hoax. Bilitis and her songs, dedicated to ‘the young women of the future society’, were an invention of Louÿs. In these songs, on the island of Lesbos, Sappho initiates Bilitis into same-sex love with the beautiful Mnasidika, whom she marries. In ‘Desire’ she sings, ‘Never in my life had there been a kiss like that one.’


Cassatt agreed in writing to a ‘chaste and intellectual’ marriage. Natalie ‘tested him to the point of martyrdom’ but he kept his word. He was, though, doubtful about the family model she proposed. They were to adopt Liane to secure an inheritance for her. So Cassatt must not have sex with his wife because of her passion for their adopted daughter who was seven years older than she was and a famous courtesan. He wondered how the arrangement would benefit him, and feared he would be socially compromised. To placate him, Natalie took him to Maxim’s in the rue Royale to help him pick up amenable women. She wore a black wig as disguise.


Nor was Liane convinced that this proxy parenting would assure her own security. She wanted to retire, but was not inclined frivolously to gamble away a lucrative career. Natalie underestimated her professionalism; Liane was a strategic operator who would not carelessly rescind control of her own income. Nor would she tell Natalie secrets of her trade: how to avoid pregnancy, sexual disease, violence. She said she loved Natalie but that love alone was not enough. She called her luminous and subtle, a ray of light that gilded everything it touched. ‘There is no ugliness, no brutality, no dirtiness. I love to lie down beside her, be in her arms, fall asleep lulled by the thoughts she breathes in short sweet phrases. My Natalie is a gift from heaven.’


They had a stylish time together. Looking lovely mattered – long hair, frocks and jewels. They bought necklaces from Lalique4 and rings inscribed with messages of love. They scorned the image of their friend Mathilde de Morny, who dressed in riding breeches and morning suits, cropped her hair, smoked cigars, and called herself Uncle Max.5 ‘“Why try to resemble our enemies?” Natalie would murmur in her little nasal voice.’


They began but did not finish a one-act play about Sappho and the island of Lesbos. Both rejected the ethic of exclusive attachment: ‘One is unfaithful to those one loves so that their charm will not become mere habit.’ They used provocation and jealousy to enhance desire. One afternoon, Liane, in bed with Valtesse de la Bigne and ‘refusing her nothing’, hoped Natalie was suffering on the other side of the locked door. And for Natalie there was still Carmen, Eva Palmer and a legion of unencountered women.


Liane fantasised about ‘a blessed little nook where we will love each other; words, caresses, light touches, all that is us,’ but until it materialised work took her to Rome, Monte Carlo, Florence, and London. She was pleased to compose and receive letters about fires of desire and the woods of Lesbos. In turn, she sent billetsdoux and telegrams from hotels and chateaux: ‘My home is in you, moonbeam, spiritually in you, in the softness of your golden hair … little morbid languishing flower, come find me here.’ But her pecuniary instincts were deep: ‘I still need eight hundred thousand francs6 before I can stop. Then I shall cable you: “Come take me” … We’ll really live. We’ll dream, think, love, write books.’


In the summer of 1899 they went to England together. They stayed at an inn at Maidenhead and hired a boat on the Thames, then booked a suite at the Hotel Cecil in London. The papers wrote of Liane de Pougy’s beauty, her white gown covered in pearls, her ermine coat and her hats wreathed with roses. But then Mr Barney arrived, suspicious of all that was rumoured of the company his daughter kept. He looked ill and thin, with bloodshot eyes and a mottled face. His tolerance of alcohol had diminished: one whisky and he was drunk.


He forbade Natalie to have anything more to do with Liane and took her to Dinard,7 in Brittany, for a holiday with her mother and sister Laura. She went for long horse rides; read the poetry of Paul Verlaine,8 Baudelaire9 and Stéphane Mallarmé;10 wrote symbolist verses in French about her lovers; and sent letters to Liane commending her androgynous beauty and skin like rose-tinted snow:




Yesterday I rode twenty-eight kilometres looking for something of beauty, tired of my surroundings. I saw pipes, stones, old women, cows and sheep. One sheep refused to walk with the herd and was beaten. Am I like that sheep? Yes. I hoped the Breton women would look like you – another disappointment. But I see you, my beloved in the flowers of your country … I kiss and bite and breathe the perfume of these flowers … and you know what I am thinking about …





Liane knew. With her instinct to profit from sexual encounter, she began a memoir of their affair, Idylle Sapphique, a confession from the demi-monde. ‘It’s going well,’ she wrote after twelve pages. ‘I think you’ll like it.’ Natalie, apprehensive of the inclusion of her own letters, asked for their return. Liane refused. Natalie, she said, could recopy them and in future should keep duplicates.


In September Liane joined her for a month in Brittany. Natalie had found a secret love nest, a rustic villa at St-Énogat,11 away from the disapproval of family or the requirements of clients. But Liane became disaffected: the Clifford Barneys snubbed her and Robert Cassatt wrote from Pittsburgh ending his erratic engagement. Natalie tried unsuccessfully to secure her inheritance without the proviso of marriage.


Then a letter came from la Valtesse accusing Liane of slacking and of evading her responsibilities and opportunities. Where was she? A charming young man of good family was offering 500,000 francs for her. It was not possible to run a business this way. Liane returned to Paris and wrote to Natalie of her intention to end the relationship. As Natalie could not extricate her from prostitution there was no point to her reproaches. ‘Everyone tells me to let you go, that we can have no future together.’


In Paris they could at least have a present together. But a friend of Mr Barney saw them there and wrote to him of ‘things so repugnant that one has to pity the minds that have conceived them’. Natalie received a letter from her father demanding that she break with Liane or return to America. She replied with scorn:




Ever since I remember you your one ambition for us was petty and worldly. Even religion was made a sort of social duty. One should go to church because it looked well, or because people would think it strange if we didn’t. You must understand how petty, how ugly our whole bringing up was. You showed me at the age of twelve all that marriage means – the jealousness, the scum, the tyrannies – nothing was hidden from me. I was even made a witness when still a mere child of the atrocious and lamentable consequences an uncontrolled temper can have on a good and kindly woman … Seeing all this made me lose faith in you – respect for you. I no longer felt myself your daughter.





She did, though, give him false assurance that she would ‘give up seeing the woman’. It stopped him coming to Paris to take her home.


Natalie and her mother moved to the Avenue Victor Hugo on the Right Bank. Their house had wood-panelled rooms and high windows. Alice had a salon and studio in it; she painted portraits in the mornings, entertained artists in the afternoons and was thankful for her husband’s preference for the men’s clubs of Washington. Natalie had a workroom where she edited thirty-five of her own love poems for publication. In a nine-page preface ‘for those who never read them’, she explained her daring in offering ‘French verses to France’ and her experiment with French poetic conventions of rhyme and verse: ‘Nothing about me must surprise you. I am American.’ She called the book Quelques Portraits – Sonnets de Femmes. She did not explain the content, or that the poems were about and to her lovers. She wrote of breasts like lotus flowers on a tranquil pond, of hearts moaning like the sea, the scent of her lover’s hair, her lovers’ cries of joy like those of a newborn child.


Alice Barney’s French was poor. She thought Natalie’s friends made beautiful models, and did pastel portraits for the book, happy at professional collaboration with her daughter. It did not come into her thinking that these models were Natalie’s lovers. The book was published in spring 1900 by Paul Ollendorff under the imprint Société d’éditions Littéraires et artistiques. A review ‘Yankee Girl French Poet’ by Henri du Bois12 was printed in the Washington Post subtitled ‘Sappho sings in Washington’.

OEBPS/styles/page-template.xpgt
 

   

     
       
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
            
            
            
            
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/images/9781780878836.jpg
JAD ADAMS,
Guardian

Nataiﬁe an 7
Romaine

2

ris, Sappho and Art: the Lives and Loves of
Natalie Barney and Romaine Brooks

-






OEBPS/images/pub.jpg
Quercus





