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Does the wind make a sound in the trees when
there’s no-one there to hear?












PAULA KARST APPEARS IN THE STAIRWELL, SHE’S GOING out tonight, you can tell straight away, a perceptible change in speed from the moment she closed the apartment door, her breath quicker, heartbeat stronger, long dark coat open over a white shirt, boots with three-inch heels, and no bag, everything in her pockets – phone, cigarettes, cash, all of it, the set of keys that keeps the beat as she walks (quiver of a snare) – and her hair bouncing on her shoulders, the staircase that spirals around her as she hurries down the flights, swirls all the way to the lobby, where, intercepted at the last second by the huge mirror, she pulls up short, leans in to fathom her wall-eyed irises, smudges the too-thick eyeshadow with a forefinger, pinches her pale cheeks, and presses her lips together to flood them with red (indifferent to the hidden flirtatiousness in her face, the divergent strabismus, subtle, but always more pronounced when evening falls). Before stepping out into the street she undoes another shirt button – no scarf even though it’s January outside, winter, la bise noire, but she wants to show her skin, wants the breath of night wind against the base of her throat.









AMONG THE TWENTY-ODD STUDENTS WHO TRAINED at the Institut de Peinture (30 bis, rue du Métal in Brussels) between October 2007 and March 2008, three of them stayed close, shared contacts and warned each other about sketchy deals, passed along contracts, helped each other finish rush jobs, and these three – including Paula with her long black coat and smoky eyes – have a date tonight in Paris.


It was an occasion not to be missed, an exquisite planetary conjunction, as rare as the passage of Halley’s Comet! – they got all worked up online, grandiloquent, appending their messages with images pulled from astrophotography sites. And yet, by the end of the afternoon, each one was imagining the reunion with reluctance: Kate had just spent the day perched on a stepladder in a lobby on the avenue Foch and would have happily stayed sprawled at home in front of an episode of “Game of Thrones”, eating taramasalata with her fingers; Jonas would have preferred to keep working, to get ahead on a tropical jungle fresco he had to deliver in three days; and Paula, who had just flown in that morning from Moscow, was jet-lagged and not so sure the meeting was a good idea after all. But something stronger than them propelled them outside at nightfall – something visceral, a physical desire, the desire to recognize each other, faces and gestures, timbre of voices, ways of moving, drinking, smoking, all the things that would be reconnecting them any minute with the rue du Métal.


*


Bar thick with people. Clamour of a fairground and dim light of a church. They arrive on time, all three, a perfect convergence. Their first movements throw them against each other, hugs, sluice gates open, and then they wend their way through the crowd single file, welded together, a unit: Kate, platinum hair with dark roots, 6′1″, thighs bulging in ski trousers, motorcycle helmet in the crook of her elbow and big teeth that make her top lip look too thin; Jonas, owl eyes and greyish skin, arms like lassos, Yankees baseball cap; and Paula, who is already looking brighter. They reach a table in a corner of the room, order two beers and a Spritz – Kate: I love the colour – and then immediately begin that continuous pendulum movement between the bar and the street that sets the night’s cadence for smokers, cigarettes between their lips, flames in the hollows of their hands. The day’s weariness disappears in a snap, excitement is back, the night bursts open, there’s so much to talk about.


Paula Karst, fresh off the plane, you first! Tell us of your conquests, describe your exploits! Jonas strikes a match and his face flutters for a fraction of a second in the light of the flame, skin taking on a coppery glow, and in a flash Paula is back in Moscow, voice husky, back in the huge studios of Mosfilm where she spent the autumn, three months, but instead of panoramic impressions and sweeping narration, instead of a chronological account, she begins by describing the details of Anna Karenina’s sitting room, which she had to finish painting by candlelight after a power failure plunged the sets into darkness the night before the very first day of filming; she begins slowly, as though her words escort the image in a simultaneous translation, as though language is what allows us to see, and makes the rooms appear, the cornices and doors, the woodwork, the shape of the wainscotting and outline of the baseboards, the delicacy of the stucco, and from there, the very particular treatment of the shadows that had to stretch out across the walls; she lists with precision the range of colours – celadon, pale blue, gold, China White – and bit by bit she gathers speed, forehead high and cheeks flaming, launching into the story of that long night of painting, that mad crunch. She describes the hyped-up producers, their black parkas and Yeezy sneakers, how they cracked the whip over the painters in a Russian full of nails and caresses, reminding them that no amount of delay would be tolerated, none, but letting them glimpse possible bonuses, and Paula suddenly understood that she would have to work all night. She was in a panic thinking about painting in the dark, convinced that the tints couldn’t possibly turn out right and that the seams between panels would be visible once they were under the lights, it was insane – she taps her temple with her index finger while Jonas and Kate listen, rapt, silent, recognizing in her a desirable madness, one they are also proud to possess – and she goes on, telling them how stunned she was to see a handful of students turn up from the École des Beaux-Arts, hired by the set decorator as backup, broke and talented, maybe, but liable to totally botch the job, and that night she was the one who prepared their palettes, kneeling on the plastic drop sheets on the floor, working by the light of an iPhone torch that one of them held over the tubes of colours as she mixed them in proportion, after which she allocated a section of the set to each of them and showed them which finish to use, moving from one to the next to refine a stroke, deepen a shadow, glaze a white, her movements at once precise and furtive, as though her galvanized body was carrying her instinctively towards the person who was hesitating, veering off course, and finally around midnight each one was at their spot and painting in silence, concentrating, the atmosphere of the set stretched tight as a trampoline, coiled, unreal, faces in motion lit by candlelight, eyes gleaming, pupils jet black; all you could hear was the rasp of brushes against the wood panels, the whisper of the soles of shoes against drop sheets, and breathing of all sorts, including that of a torpid dog curled up in the middle of it all and then a voice burst out from who knows where, an exclamation – Бля, смотри, смотри, как здесь красиво! Look, would you look at that! It’s fucking beautiful! – and if you listened closely, you could hear the beat of a Russian rap song playing softly; the studio hummed, filled with pure human presence, and the tension was palpable until dawn. Paula worked tirelessly – the deeper into the night, the more her movements were loose, free, sure; and then around six in the morning the electricians made their entrance, solemn, bringing the generators they’d gone to fetch downtown, someone shouted Fiat lux! in a tenor voice and everything was lit up again – powerful bulbs projected a very white light on the set and Anna Karenina’s grand sitting room appeared in the silvered light of a winter morning: there it was, it existed; the high windows were covered with frost and the street with snow, but inside it was warm, cosy, a majestic flame crackling in the hearth and the scent of coffee floating through the room; the producers were back now, too, showered, shaved, all smiles – they opened bottles of vodka and cardboard boxes containing piles of warm blini sprinkled with cinnamon and cardamom, handed out cash to the students, grabbed them by the scruff of the neck with the virile connivance of mafia godfathers or yelled English words into voicemail boxes that vibrated in Los Angeles, London and Berlin; the pressure fell but the fever didn’t pass just yet, each of them looked around and blinked, dazzled by the thousands of photons that now formed the texture of the air, astonished by what they had accomplished, more than a little dazed; Paula turned to the tricky seams, worried, but no, it was OK, the colours were good, and then there were shouts, high fives, hugs and a few tears of exhaustion, some fell to the ground with their arms flung wide while others did a dance step, Paula kissed one of the extras for a little longer than necessary (the one with the dark eyes and strong build), slipped a hand under his sweater onto his searing hot skin, lingered in his mouth while phones started to ring again, everyone gathering their things, doing up their coats, wrapping scarves around their necks, pulling on gloves or taking out a cigarette; the world outside fired up again, but somewhere on this planet, in one of the large Mosfilm studios, they were waiting for Anna, now, Anna of the grey eyes, Anna who was madly in love, yes, it was all ready, cinema could arrive now, with life along for the ride.


*


Lashes of cold air, the bar door opens and closes like a pair of bellows in a forge, renewing the smokers on the pavement, and Paula shivers. She lowers her head, thrusts her hands into her pockets, scrapes at the ground with the toe of her boot while Kate and Jonas watch her in silence, pensive, envious of that burning night, so like the ones they had lived together at the Institut de Peinture, a night she told them about precisely so they would remember them all. Because the all-nighters spent painting side by side in order to hand in their projects at dawn on Madame la Directrice’s large desk, like a tribute and an offering, these nights were their common good, the cornerstone of their friendship, a stock of images and sensations they returned to and dove into with obvious pleasure each time they were together again, exaggerating the urgency in the retelling, the exhaustion and the doubt, amplifying the smallest incident – the missing tube of colour, the jar that was knocked over, the white spirit that caught fire or, worse, the error in perspective that they’d missed – replaying the scenes and delighting in appearing ridiculous, ignorant, insignificant specks before the work, anti-heroes of a gripping and comical epic from which they emerged all the more victorious for having brushed up against catastrophe, all the more valiant for having erred in the shadows, all the more ingenious for having nearly butchered everything; and these retellings had become a ritual: they were the required route of the reunion, functioning like an embrace.


They’re sitting down inside again, Paula and Kate on the bench and Jonas facing them, heads tucked down, rubbing their hands together. What are you working on now? Kate asks him straight up, glass to her lips, eyes like a low-angle shot beneath turquoise lids, and it’s startling to hear her reedy voice, no relation to her robust physique, as though her voice were dissociated from her body. Jonas leans back in his chair, amused, and then says with arms crossed high on his chest and hands tucked into his armpits: I’m working on Heaven, a tropical Eden, three and a half by eight metres. Silence. Paula and Kate feel the effect, and take it in. Kate drinks in slow gulps, eyes on the ceiling – she calculates the surface, evaluates the salary, quick – while Paula, unfolding her fingers one by one, recites the litany of colour names they all know by heart, enunciating the syllables as though she were bursting capsules of pure sensation one by one: zinc white, vine black, chrome orange, cobalt blue, alizarin crimson, sap green and cadmium yellow for the greens? Jonas smiles, and goes on in the same rhythm, looking her straight in the eye: topaz, avocado, apricot and bitumen – these two sit face to face and play off each other, it’s a gorgeous movement – and then Paula takes a long inhalation and says softly: I’d like you to paint a spot for our big ape in your jungle, will you do that? Jonas nods without releasing her gaze, I will, and Paula lowers her eyes.


*


It’s crowded in here, no-one can hear anyone although everyone is talking, as though the din was filled with alveolus – a hive – as though every table built an acoustic space around itself to hold each clandestine conversation. Jonas rests his chin in his hand and looks at the women, one after the other, sardonic: the same, completely the same, both of them. Kate laughs and continues, curious: who are you doing this jungle of yours for? He suppresses a laugh, his shoulders shake, his chest palpitates under his arms, and he shoots back: no way, I’m not telling you anything, you little mole. He challenges her with his eyes, a smile on his lips, and Kate tries again, on the offensive, stepping into the role of the pragmatic young woman who keeps both feet firmly on the ground, compares the benefits of mutual funds, makes contributions to her RRSP, and keeps tabs on the salaries of the company of set painters: does it pay well, at least? How much per square metre? Eight hundred, a thousand? Jonas rolls his eyes and his smile grows wider, revealing crooked teeth, keep going, sweetheart, the guy’s loaded. So Kate guesses again, Jonas indicates that she can keep going, and both women join in, one after the other, tossing out more and more astronomical numbers, rates that only the stars of the business would ever get, and soon they’re playing hard, it’s heating up, and then suddenly he pulls back: OK, OK, it’s a special project. He pauses and his eyes ferret around them. It’s an original fresco. Ah. He sits up straight and drives in the nail: it’s my own work. In the silence that follows, the volume of the room seems to go up a notch, but Jonas can still hear Kate’s voice perfectly as it lays into him: oh so that’s it, you’re an artist now! He turns to Paula and, shaking his head, indicating Kate with the corner of his eye, says: you hear this jerk? They find their speed again, talking fast, and here comes that cutting vivacity that is the punching bag for tenderness. A waiter passing the table trips on Kate’s helmet and drops his tray. Clatter, silence, applause. And then the racket starts up again, a racket that Paula plumbs with her eyes to find the industrial clock hanging above the bar and remembers that yesterday, at exactly the same time, she was running across Red Square. Her eyes sweep once around the clock face and come back to settle on Jonas, and in a single breath she utters: a kingdom for the great apes, Jonas, that’s what you’re going to paint.


*


The glasses are empty, Jonas grabs his pack of smokes from the table and says: and you, ladies, what’s coming up for you in 2015? They go outside. Again the icy street, the gutter jammed with cigarette butts, and the crowd they have to extricate themselves from so they can move. Once they’re out in the open, Kate pulls her phone from her inside pocket and jabs it into the space between them, saying solemnly: alright, enough bullshit, the time has come to show you some real professional work! Paula and Jonas lean in, their temples touching now.


*


An image gleams, very dark. Marble. The patina of the entrance hall on the avenue Foch that she’s been painting for eight days. Unfathomable black, veined with liquid gold, shadowy and ostentatious, majestic. The August sun dripping through trees to the underbrush, a Japanese lacquer veiled with gold pigment, the funerary chamber of a pharaoh. Are you doing a Portor marble for them? Paula lifts her head towards her friend who nods, turning her face away with regal slowness, blowing smoke out her nostrils. Yes. Damn, you’re good, murmurs Jonas, struck by the fluidity of the veining, by the ambiguous luminosity of the painting, by the impression of depth he sees in it. Kate puffs up but plays it cool: I graduated with a Portor, you know, I like doing them. The photo is hypnotizing. Are you going to do all four walls? Paula is surprised – Portor is rarely chosen for large surfaces, she knows – it’s too black, too difficult to do, too expensive. Kate’s cigarette lands in the gutter with a quick flick: I’m doing the ceiling too.


*


A slick of pure oil. Kate had presented her sample of Portor to the building’s management in these terms – at least that’s what she tells her friends now, having stepped from the pavement to the middle of the narrow street to replay the scene, playing herself and also the man she had to convince – a pale, thirty-something guy with a double-barrelled name and disproportionate signet ring, narrow shoulders and round belly, swimming in his pearl-grey suit; he caressed his own head slowly as he studied the sample, unable to lift his eyes to this tall woman standing in front of him, unable to form a clear idea of her body: statuesque or mannish? Kate showed up to the meeting wearing a navy-blue suit and heels, she’d forgotten to take off her ankle bracelet with the skull and crossbones clasp, but she had combed and parted her hair to the side and eased up on her make-up: she wanted this job. Indeed, she had taken pains over her palette – titanium white, yellow ochre, cadmium orange, raw sienna, smoky ombré, Van Dyke brown, vermilion, a little black – and added two coats of glaze to obtain a surface that was simultaneously dark and transparent – obscurity, transparency: the secret of a good Portor. And her pitch had a good chance: the owners of the building were rich families from the golfe du Lion who spent three nights a year in the city. They wanted this marble, wanted it to be like a mirror of their wealth, to pander to their power, evoke the fossil manna sprung from lands where herds used to wander while people dozed inside the steaming tents. To land the job, Kate had expounded on the rarity of Portor, described the scorching marble quarries on Palmaria and those in Porto Venere on the Gulf of Genoa, quarries suspended a hundred and fifty metres above the ocean; she had talked about the boats that would draw up alongside the base of the cliffs where blocks of stone would be slid onboard, up to one hundred carrate per ship – the unit of measurement, the carrata, is the load of a cart pulled by two steer, or three-quarters of a ton. The ships would unload the raw marble onto the wharves of Ripa Maris and immediately be re-loaded with blocks of marble set to dazzle – sawed, polished, sometimes stamped with the royal lily – before hoisting the sails and setting a course for Toulon, Marseille, Cádiz, passing Gibraltar and sailing up the Atlantic coast towards Saint-Malo, the route of the marble forking at Le Havre, becoming fluvial, and arriving at Paris; and finally, the last shot, Kate had extolled the royal aura of the stone, a stone valued by the Sun King himself, stone that could be found in the walls of Versailles and definitely not in the cloakrooms of hip restaurants – shall I show you some photos? And now she was imitating the postures of the property management exec, the way he’d held out a limp hand after introducing himself, drawing out his name, hot potato rolling around in his mouth; she mimics his evasive lechery, his awkward chic, but above all she includes herself in the scene, an actress, parodying her own cupidity, her adulation, fox-like, exaggerating the curves of her body and her Scottish accent, and all so beautifully that she takes up the whole street, immense and whirling, haloed by her movie-star hair, and people are starting to stir, to take notice in front of the café, getting intrigued, shifting to find a better view, heads are turning towards this young woman and her theatrical number. The manager had finally settled his skittish gaze on her, hired her for a trial, and then spent every evening taking stock of the progress of the painting, captivated; he was already hinting at other lobbies, other stairwells, other apartments to restore – he managed a significant amount of real estate in the west of Paris, pure and simple Haussmannian through and through, hundreds of square metres on which he intended to turn a profit. Rich at last! Kate’s gums glow red as she laughs. And then she bows, like an actor at the end of a play, one hand on her heart, declares that she’s buying a round, and everyone crams back into the bar behind her.


*


What are you going to do next? Jonas looks at Paula, the whites of his eyes yellow and pupils enormous beneath the brim of his hat. She shifts in her seat, I don’t know, I just got back from Moscow this morning, remember. Beside them Kate deteriorates, starts to show signs of fatigue, tipsiness, or both – slouching, mouth open, eyes blurry – and it’s a surprise when she finds enough energy for a jab: you must have made a mint with the Russians, they’re rolling in it over there, aren’t they? Paula smiles: I did alright. And then a cricket chirps from the bottom of a pocket and Jonas jumps up, phone to his ear, rushing out to the street without a glance at Paula and Kate, who stay on the bench. He walks past the window of the bar and sits down on the curb across the street, takes off his cap – a rare gesture – and throws his head back so the light from the street lamp pours over his face, and then we see him close his eyes and move his lips while shadows form at his temples and in the hollows of his cheeks, and no-one could have failed to see that he lifts his lids from time to time to look at Paula behind the pane of glass, Paula who has turned her back. At that moment he has the look of someone seized by love, a being gripped by the subterranean movement of love, and this was likely why the two women kept themselves turned away – it would never have occurred to them to come too close, or ask him about it, never, that wasn’t how they worked, the three of them. Their love lives played out off-camera, they never talked about them, were reserved, aside from romantic disasters (Jonas) or head-on laconicism (Kate), carving a vein in these registers where love stories were always exalted and tragic, sex awkward or merely technical, and they were funny at this game; Paula would laugh as she watched them, squinting and wrinkling her nose, replying: tons! when they asked her: and you? Are you getting some? And when it came down to it, all of them kept quiet about love. When he gets back to the table, Jonas’s cheeks are burning and his voice is buried, he doesn’t sit down, just says flat out: I’m going to a party on the rue Sorbier, want to come? Kate shakes her head, I’m exhausted, and I’m working tomorrow, but Paula stands up and says she’ll go with him, she wants to walk for a bit.


*


Later, long after Kate had slowed down to pass them, sitting tall on her scooter, arm raised like a charioteer saluting the emperor at the start of the race, when the time of night made a whole other city emerge, Paula and Jonas walk up avenue Gambetta, alongside the wall of the Père-Lachaise cemetery. She puts her arm through his and with her free hand holds her collar around her freezing neck, he lowers his cap, reties his scarf, shoves his hands into his pockets, and they walk along together like that. You’re not wearing enough, it’s ridiculous. Jonas’s gaze trails over the cemetery, drifting across the sepulchres that stand taller than the wall – stone crosses and statues, covered in lichen, glimpses of temples, slivers of cupolas, mausoleums of rock resembling cave dwellings. Paula presses closer to him in response and they continue on, shoulder to shoulder. What kind of ape are you going to paint? Her voice is low. The vapour that comes out of her mouth tears apart as they pass through it, and otherwise not a breath of air, the façades of the buildings are dark, cold vitrifies the city, and the sky, high above, is hard and sparkling. I’ll do Wounda – Jonas answers softly, nose in his scarf, and at these words Paula’s face grows radiant.


They reach the small square. It’s midnight, the bars are closing, rows of bottles gleam at the back of darkened spaces, bay windows frame little shadow-puppet theatres where silhouettes are still in motion, carrying out the gestures of work, rinsing carafes, drying glasses, wiping down zinc countertops. Jonas has taken his arm out of Paula’s, a firm gesture, I have to go, I’m off, and as he’s turning away from her, she holds on, turns his collar up, you’re not bad, but you stink of turpentine, you know? Jonas sniffs the sleeve of his coat, and Paula goes on, curious, trying to make the moment last, you might even say you’re inflammable. Is someone expecting you? A jogger passes, glancing at his stopwatch, a guy in a fur coat walks his dog, an old woman smokes a cigarette on her balcony, bundled in a fringed shawl. It’s quiet. What are you gonna do – are you coming or not? Jonas paces, eyes aimed at her.


Then he takes a step back, takes out his hands and places them under the street lamp. Lit up like this, they seem to be detached from his body, emerging from the darkness, floating, whitish, vaguely monstrous, with long fingers, bulging joints, the lifeline carved into the palm like a knife swipe in a plank of wood, the pads at the base of his fingers peeled off by old light bulbs, and the skin encrusted with various substances – oils, pigments, paint dryer, solvents, varnish, gouache, glue. Now yours. He gestures with his chin to Paula, who shows her short, square hands: dorsal side, same thick skin, phalanges creased like walnut shells and short nails set with a line of black; palms up, the same signs. They stand for a long while forehead to forehead above their open palms that are the palest surfaces in the night, stencils, stamps, transfers – from far away you would have imagined you were seeing two hikers leaning over a topographical map, staring at the paper and deciphering the legend in order to find their way. Suddenly Jonas takes Paula by the waist, holds her close, and murmurs in a rush into her neck, I’ll call you tomorrow.









Imbricata









NOW LET’S TALK A LITTLE ABOUT THE RUE DU MÉTAL. Let us see Paula arriving in front of Number 30 bis that September day in 2007, stepping back onto the pavement to cast her eyes up and take in the façade – this is an important moment. What stands there, in this street in Brussels at the edge of the quartier Saint-Gilles (just a street, an insignificant street, a street mended like an old woollen sock), is a fairy-tale house: crimson, venerable, at once fantastical and folded away. And already, thinks Paula, whose cervical vertebrae hurt from holding her head so far back, already it’s a house of painting, a house whose façade seems to have been lifted from a canvas by a Dutch master: bourgeois brick, rows of gables, rich metal hinges at the windows, a monumental door, elaborate metalwork, and wisteria that entwines around the building like a jewelled belt. Then, exactly as though she were stepping into a fairy tale, Paula pulls the handle and the bell emits a cracked ring, the door opens, and she steps inside the Institut de Peinture; she disappears into the decor.


*


Paula is twenty, has a maroon Adidas bag slung over her shoulder, a sketch pad under her arm, and sunglasses on her face behind which she hides her strabismus, so that the lobby she’s walking through now becomes darker and darker through her lenses, dark but fabulous, thick, unplaceable. Scents of temples and construction sites. The air, teeming with suspended particles of dust, takes on the thickness of fog in places, the heaviness of incense, and the smallest movement, the lightest breath, creates thousands of microscopic whirlwinds. She makes out a door on the left, a stairwell, and the opening of a hallway at the far end on the right. She begins to wait.


She puts down her things and lets her eyes trail over the room, across the floor, the ceiling and the walls. She wonders where she’s landed: on every side, and becoming more and more clear as the seconds pass and her eyes adjust to the dimness, the walls show a sampling of large marble facing and wood panelling, fluted columns, capitals with acanthus leaves, and a window open to the branch of a cherry tree in flower, a blue tit, a delicate sky. Suddenly she steps over her bag and walks towards the marble slabs – Breche Violet, she will later learn – placing her hand flat against the surface. But instead of the cold touch of stone, it’s the texture of paint she feels. She leans in close: it really is a picture. Amazed, she turns to the woodwork and repeats the motions, stepping back and then leaning in closer, touching it, as though she were playing at making the initial illusion disappear and then reappear, moving along the wall, growing more and more stirred up as she passes the stone columns, the sculpted arches, the capitals and the mouldings, the stucco; she reaches the window, ready to lean out, certain that another world stands right there, just past the casement, within reach – and at every point her fumbling only reveals more painting. Even so, she stops once she’s in front of the tit paused on its branch, reaches her arm out to the rosy dawn, opens her hand to slide her fingers between the bird’s feathers, and tilts an ear to the foliage.


*


The appointment time, which she checks on her phone, suddenly seems as cryptic as the secret code of a safe – four impenetrable, solitary numbers, disconnected from earthly temporality. A light vertigo comes over Paula as she stares at them, her head spins, inside and outside get mixed up, she doesn’t know how to catch hold of the present anymore. But at the appointed time, the door swings open silently and Paula steps over the threshold of a huge room bathed in stained-glass light.


A woman is there, behind a desk. Paula doesn’t immediately distinguish her from the surroundings, she seems to be so much a part of them, to belong to them, fitted into space like the last piece of a puzzle. She’s bent over a notebook, turning the pages with a slow hand, and she lifts her head to rest her gaze on Paula with the sureness of a trapeze artist landing on a narrow platform. We can see her clearly now, we receive full-on this face, neutral as a mask, and this poise – nothing strains, nothing wobbles. Economy and rigour emanate from this body, and Paula quickly feels ungainly, slovenly. The woman’s blouse seems sculpted to her body, like a decorative panel, a breastplate, and her turtleneck, at once setting and pedestal, exhibits her head like an Elizabethan ruff, emphasizing the paleness of the skin, the curve of the jaw, the strong chin. She may be only a metre away from Paula, but her voice seems to arrive from far away, from within the walls, and carries with it an echo when she says, without preamble: Miss Karst, becoming a decorative painter requires learning depth of observation and a mastery of the stroke; in other words, developing one’s eye (at this moment Paula remembers that she is still wearing her sunglasses) – and hand – the woman opens a palm, marking her words. Silence. The air is dry, metallic, frenetic, as though the room had been rubbed with chiffon and now electrostatic forces fill it to the brim. Paula is sitting still on her chair, back straight, neck stiff. Maybe it’s over already, she thinks, maybe it’s all been said, nothing more to add, the eye and the hand, there you go, that’s it, I understand, I’ll get up and go. But the woman continues in her deep voice – a voice of supple bronze that seems to be forming in her thorax and not in her throat – trompe-l’œil is the meeting of a painting and a gaze, conceived for a particular point of view, and defined by the effect it is supposed to produce. Students at the Institut have access to archival documents and samples taken from nature for their work, but the most important parts of the training are the in-studio demonstrations, the benefit of learning by example. Her words are so perfectly strung, slow, weighted, each sentence imbued with a strike so clear, each intonation so serene, that Paula grows agitated, as though the scene were surreal, as though she had stepped onto a proscenium to take the place waiting for her, to take on her role. The voice again: we teach traditional painting techniques, oil painting, watercolour, and our method consists – at this point the woman slows down, suspends her sentence, takes it up again after a moment, abrupt – our method consists of an intensive practical training. Attendance is mandatory, absence will result in being thrown out of the Institut and each project must be handed in on time. A lock of black hair, escaped from a quick chignon, disrupts her face now: the Institut’s reputation is based upon the painting of woods and marbles. We delve into the very matter of nature, exploring its form in order to grasp its structure. Forests, undergrowth, soil, rifts, chasms – it entails patient work of appropriation (a dumbstruck Paula concentrates on the movement of the hands that twist and turn in the air – she holds to them, because everything else is going over her head). Any questions? The desk that separates them is a jumble of papers where the Institut’s administration stretches out in piles beneath a dusting of iron. Between the crumpled invoices and the boxes of invitations, Paula glimpses the sketch of an impressive diving suit on the back of a brown envelope and stutters an inaudible syllable, preparing to open her drawing folder, when the woman stops her: close it – an eloquent gesture with the flat of her hand. Pink and gold rays filtering in through the windows carve translucent diagonal lines through the space, creating aureoles on the oak wainscot – chef-d’œuvre of trompe-l’œil – and on the faded carpet, on Paula’s hair, which changes colour, and on her face, where astonishment now creates a whole other light.


The current programme – the voice has risen a notch, the eyes shine, aniline black, lacquered – lasts from October to March, the six months considered off-peak for house painters. Starting from the first week, we paint wood. Oaks, which are by no means the easiest, and also elm, for example, or ash, Macassar ebony, Congo mahogany, the crown of the poplar, the pear tree, the walnut – whatever species I judge important to know how to paint. In mid-November, we start on marble. Carrara, Grand Antique, Labrador, Henriette Blonde, Fleur de Pêcher, Red Griotte – and here again I will decide in due course – the enumeration of these names is more than just a table of contents, and the woman takes a visible pleasure in pronouncing them; her voice undulates through the room like a shamanic chant, and Paula understands nothing but the rhythm. In mid-January, it’s the semi-precious stones, lapis and citrine, topaz and jade, amethyst, clear quartz; in February, drawing: perspective first, then mouldings and friezes, ceilings and patinas. In March, we do gilding and silver plating, stencilling and commercial lettering, and then, finally, the diploma. All this is quite dense, quite substantial. Still speaking, she steps out from behind the desk and moves slowly towards the door, places a hand on the handle, indicating to Paula, who is thrown off guard, that the interview has come to an end, all the while holding out a list of the course materials in the other hand. Don’t forget to get a smock. Then, just when she’s turning back to her desk, she changes her mind and whips around: one last thing – in the beginning, turpentine can cause dizziness and nausea, all the more so because we work standing up. You’ll see, it’s all quite physical.


*


Back on the pavement, the pale September sky blinds Paula and she squints and stumbles, just like every time she comes out of a cinema and finds herself back in real life. The scene that just took place – the lobby, the wait, the interview – extends and changes shape as she walks down the rue du Métal, enfolded in the echo of the woods, marbles and gemstones, the marvellous names. There is more to this world, she muses, more ways of seeing it and speaking of it. Her step lengthens and the pavement beneath her feet seems to speed up and carry her along like a moving walkway in an airport terminal. She heads towards the trees with leaves turning brown, there, on the square, and at the same moment, a flight of crows rushes into formation at the top of the street behind her. Paula pivots, alerted by the sound. The birds plunge in her direction – perhaps a dozen of them and some with a wingspan of nearly a metre, the sound of their croaking reverberating down the street, a wild, unreadable flight, only a haruspex trained in the best temples of antiquity could see in it a manifestation of the gods, could decipher in it an omen. The flock comes nearer, swells, fans out from one façade to the next along the street which has become a massive aviary, and Paula dives instinctively between two cars, crouches down with outstretched fingers covering the top of her head, sure that the crows are going to peck her with their beaks, their claws – shining like the skin of an orange, and hooked, hard, hard as wood. She feels them pass above her head, feels the disturbance in the air, waits, and then slowly stands again. Something hits her on the back of the head just then, a little tap, a flick, and she sways forward, catches herself against the side of a car, and looks around – but there’s nothing there, it’s over, the birds have disappeared, silence has returned and the sky is empty over the rue du Métal.


*


Paula catches her breath and starts walking again. Around her, the cobbled street, the rooftops, the low buildings – all of it is shiny, sharp, revived, as though the energies buried in the stones had been whipped up. She blinks and touches the spot on her head where she was hit, says to herself, I’m alive, and starts to run, cutting across the square on the diagonal, gaining the opening to the metro nestled against the side of the Église Saint-Gilles, reaches the Bruxelles-Midi station, an aisle seat in a jam-packed Thalys hurtling towards Paris, the glass roof of the Gare du Nord beaten by a storm, the stairwell in the building on the rue de Paradis, the old Roux-Combaluzier lift, the family apartment that she rushes straight through, her room where she tosses her bag and sketch pad on the floor and then goes back along the passage to the kitchen, where her parents, Guillaume and Marie Karst, are making dinner together as they do every evening – beetroot with vinaigrette, shepherd’s pie, crème caramel – and it seems that something has taken shape within her, an intuition has firmed up, because we hear her announcing: OK, it’s decided, I’m going to the Institut on the rue du Métal to study decorative painting. Silence. Her parents don’t put down their graters, their knives, their peelers, but slow a little and then grow tense: decorative painting? Well then. They both turn towards their daughter at the same time, flustered: so you’re finished being an artist?


Paula looks out the window. She’s been dawdling for two years, she knows it. There was the dullness of the bac, then enrolment in legal studies in Nanterre, on the pretext that it could lead to anything and she would have time to find her way; a wasted year. She was quickly out of her depth in a difficult, dense curriculum, at once meticulous and technical, horrified by the cramming – at the end of the winter, she discovered an artistic sensibility and switched streams the next September to take a foundation course for art school. The Karst parents had been silent witnesses to this movement, hoping for the solid ground of a vocation, but their daughter had turned out once again to be indecisive and something of a follower, choosing the film option so she could stay close to the boy she was in love with, beginning several documentaries only to abandon them (including a rather promising one about a grain of sand filmed through a microscope); and at the end of the year, the art school entry exams (it had to be admitted) had yielded nothing.


The parents begin to pace between the stove and the sink. Decorative painting. It sounds less magical and more arts and crafts – you want to do decor? Relieved at the thought that their daughter is enrolling in a solid training course, through which she will be more likely to find work, they are ready to believe in her again. But disappointed, too, without really understanding why. Surprised by Paula’s aplomb as she sprawls on a wicker chair, bites into a crust of bread, and declares: I’m going to learn the techniques of trompe-l’œil, the art of illusion.
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