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  DRESSED, READY, THÉODORE GÉRICAULT waited in a state of dread for

  the arrival of his uncle. He knew that soon the shiny black landau would appear along the avenue of chestnut trees, beneath all their dark green magnificence and white candle blooms.




  Always it was the same, like a scene in a play enacted for all eternity over and over again. The coachman guiding his team of six bays at a decorous pace; then his uncle stepping from the

  equipage, manner patrician, imperial, extending a hand to assist his lovely young wife.




  Géricault stood in the doorway and greeted his patron and benefactor with a sly, sycophant’s smile, unable to look his aunt in the eye, yet trembling with desire to kiss her gloved

  hand.




  As always, supper would be interminable, tense with suppressed longing.




  Géricault led the way to the dining room and they took their places at the polished oak table: Charles Caruel in the honoured position at the head, flanked on either side by his wife and

  his nephew. A maid lit the candelabra and closed the French doors overlooking the terrace; a chill dew had descended and the twilight sky was darkening with fast scudding clouds.




  Géricault watched his uncle pour Alexandrine’s wine, select the choicest morsels for her plate. How he fussed so. She submitted to her husband’s attentions like the perfect

  child bride, remonstrating in the prettiest way that indeed she could not eat another morsel. A sight to set his teeth on edge. Seated on a straight-backed chair, Alexandrine folded her hands on

  her lap, modest, wifely, with an expression of demure saintliness; butter would not melt in her mouth—that pouting, waiting mouth. At times, Géricault felt himself diminished by this

  woman’s poise and sophistication. Here was a hothouse orchid, destined for a life of elegance and ease that only the self-assured possessed. You could see it in the languor of slender wrists,

  the way she arranged her hair in loose lazy coils, which would cost a fortune to affect. The clothes she boldly wore. Cut in the latest fashion, those free-flowing gowns—so cruelly unbecoming

  to many who thronged the King’s court—shimmied from his aunt’s shoulders with a fascinating grace. Yet there was no attempt at artifice in Alexandrine’s allure. If anything

  she magnified her beauty by not giving it a single thought.




  Always when jealousy began to growl, Géricault found himself hating this uncle of his. He wanted to look at him and see a very monster, rouge and powder smoothing withered skin, the thin

  arch of his eyebrows pencilled in, leering and winking at Alexandrine, who had to avert her face from the stench of his breath. Instead there he sat, elegant, his silver hair neatly coiffed and

  perfumed with citrus pomade. When once again Caruel graced him with an affectionate smile, Géricault discerned in his features—the piercing cornflower blue eyes, the fine slightly

  hooked nose—an echo of his dead mother’s beautiful face.




  Géricault felt the pressure of Alexandrine’s foot against his. He feigned to drop his serviette and in retrieving it managed to stroke her ankle. She lifted her gown and his fingers

  rasped the white silk of her stocking. It had been a month since he had touched that smooth supple flesh. He inhaled the scent of her, attar of roses, a hint of cloves perhaps, before straightening

  up, flushed and nervously dabbing his lips with the serviette.




  They glanced at one another across the table and then away again.




  The strain was wearing him out. Young, gifted gentleman artist!—how could he paint with a clear head and steady hand when he found himself pacing back and forth at night, even leaving his

  bedroom door ajar, hoping for he knew not what—that which could never happen—lying restlessly awake until dawn, praying to hear carriage wheels along the drive, the quick steps of a

  footfall. In the early hours, feverish with desire, he longed for his uncle’s wife, the dark silhouette of her body outlined through her chemise. How lovely Alexandrine was, naked and in

  bed.




  The moment this thought flared in Géricault’s mind, he found his uncle staring at him with an enquiring expression.




  ‘Do give us an account of your trip to Rome,’ Caruel said, taking a delicate sip from his glass. ‘You must have been inspired by the grand masters. Tell us what you are working

  on now.’




  Géricault could not bring himself to meet his uncle’s steady, trusting gaze. Instead he hunched over his plate. Lately he was beginning to notice something furtive in his own

  gestures, which he did not like.




  What could he say to his uncle, when each morning he had woken wanting to work, yet the more opportunity he had the less he achieved, beginning a hundred projects which he never finished,

  and finally doing nothing in a mood of exhaustion. He had been naïve to think a self-imposed exile in Rome might have helped.




  ‘For my next composition, honoured uncle,’ he replied, ‘I have in mind a crowd scene as witnessed at the Roman carnival, using as a central motif the riderless Barberi

  horses.’




  He could not go on. He felt too fraudulent. Caruel the cuckold, eagerly expectant, beaming encouragement. And all the while Alexandrine’s slippered caress rose higher and higher.




  Géricault struggled to continue.




  ‘Perhaps I’ll begin by recording the start of the race, the athletes fighting to restrain the horses—just as I saw it in the Piazza del Popolo—which I could transform

  into a colonnaded forum suggestive of ancient rather than modern Rome.’




  ‘Splendid, dear fellow,’ Caruel exclaimed. ‘We shall look forward to seeing the finished tableau. Won’t we, my pretty one?’




  Alexandrine nodded and stifled a yawn.




  Géricault tried to ignore her slipper nudging his thigh.




  All afternoon, he had forced himself to remain calm and organise his thoughts. He knew he should tell Alexandrine it was over. He could have written a letter. But the minute he dipped the pen in

  ink, he found himself anticipating a furtive encounter that would vanish in an instant, and calculating every possibility he might have of saying two or three private words to her at supper that

  evening.




  Géricault watched Alexandrine’s long slim fingers toy with the pearls of her necklace, an unconscious gesture, which made him mad for her. He longed to unclasp the gold fastening at

  the nape of her neck, that delicate swanlike neck, so vulnerable, yet sinuous as a dancer’s.




  She gave him a sharp, searching look. ‘I hear the ladies in Rome are renowned for their beauty. Is that so?’




  Now they were on dangerous ground, where promises and assurances might be exchanged in frivolous volleys of repartee.




  Somehow he managed to address his mistress with a gallant half-bow. ‘Italian women are drab as sparrows in comparison with you, Madame.’




  ‘Well said, sir, well said indeed,’ Caruel declared, giving his wife an appraising glance. Alexandrine smiled, triumphant behind her fan, all the while pressing her foot hard against

  Géricault’s thigh.




  He flinched when Caruel leaned over and gave his wife a playful kiss on the cheek. With a proprietorial gesture, he raised her hand to his lips. Submitting to his caresses, Alexandrine stared at

  Géricault with a disarming expression of mischievous amusement.




  She’s enjoying this, he thought, revelling in our deceit.




  It began to rain steadily, sending chestnut leaves scattering across the lawns, splashing against the flagstone terrace like an accusation, a portent.




  Signalling for his glass to be refilled, Caruel announced that tonight he had a proposition to make. He drained the wine and Géricault watched a flush of claret rise in his cheeks.




  ‘I would like another portrait, dear nephew.’




  He turned to his wife. ‘Does that please you, my dearest?’




  How could he not know? Or was this some test, a trap? Géricault glanced in wonder at Alexandrine, who looked lovingly into her husband’s eyes, and effortlessly deceived him.




  How cruel it was to know that his uncle’s commissions allowed him to paint a detailed inventory of every part of Alexandrine, her arms flailing the morning air, rumpled sheets twisted

  beneath one fist, the curve of her throat before she uttered those sharp mewling cries which he had to suppress with his hand.




  The pressure of Alexandrine’s foot became unbearable. He dared not look at her. Just once and he’d be undone.




  Mercifully Alexandrine excused herself and left the room.




  Caruel leaned back in his chair with a self-satisfied air.




  ‘Tell me,’ he said, swirling the last dregs of wine in his glass. ‘Am I not a lucky man?’




  Géricault gave a mumbled assent, conscious of a guilty blush to the roots of his hair.




  ‘Your father crams his life with business speculations when, like me, he should find himself a pretty young wife. Not that your mother wasn’t a fine upright woman. Mark my words, she

  was.’




  He could not think of a reply. He knew he was in danger of disgracing the family’s reputation and denigrating the memory of his poor tubercular mother.




  ‘And you, Théodore? No conquests in Rome?’




  Appalled, Géricault stared at his plate. A terrible anguish constricted his soul.




  ‘Oh, I know, still so shy, dear boy. In time you’ll grow out of it. But surely in Italy—there must have been some dalliance, some amour?’




  Now Caruel had a foxy glint to his eye, beseeching his nephew to regale him with talk of conquests and the brothel, at last. He had long voiced his concern in no uncertain terms. ‘Make

  hay, boy, while the sun shines. Christ knows what your father will say if you don’t turn out a ladies’ man. And I’ll be blamed for encouraging you to become an artist, even if I

  did persuade your father that my dear sister never wanted you apprenticed in the family tobacco firm.’




  Once again Géricault found himself weaving another web of lies. Not a natural dissembler—no one who blushed as readily as he could ever deceive with the skill that was

  required—he steeled himself to entertain Caruel with bawdy tales of the bordello and desire: seducing contessas in the cool sandstone shade of summer houses on the outskirts of town, skylarks

  bursting their song in the clear blue air; a young widow wandering the empty echoing rooms of a villa once owned by the Medicis; and how could he ever forget a watermelon seller proffering her

  wares on the Spanish Steps, who when he embraced her tasted of strawberries; or the febrile prowling of his landlady in his lodgings at the Via S. Isidoro, a scent of marsala and laudanum on her

  breath.




  ‘Capital,’ Caruel cried in delight. ‘Tell me more.’




  To his disgust, in recounting these fictional couplings Géricault felt himself stir. Still Alexandrine had not returned to the dining room.




  Rain streamed in rivulets against the French doors. How much longer must he go on? Who else, he thought, could I have fucked in Rome?




  Finally Caruel peered into his empty glass. ‘I say, nephew, how about a splash of brandy to toast your new commission.’




  ‘Trust me, sir,’ Géricault replied, springing with relief to his feet. ‘I’ll return with the very best my cellar has to offer.’




  Trust, he said trust. Shamefaced, he headed for the door.




  ‘And if you see her,’ his uncle called, ‘shoo in my silly goose of a wife. What can she be doing in the privy that long?’




  Géricault glanced back at him. As always after one of his cook’s rich meals, Caruel closed his eyes and began to doze.




  He hurried along the corridor. A hand caught the sleeve of his jacket. Alexandrine pushed him into the windowed alcove of the hall.




  ‘I knew you’d come back,’ she whispered, arms twined around his neck. ‘Imagine the luxury of spending hours together every day for weeks at a time. As for the portrait,

  you can compose it later from memory, like the others.’




  He listened to Alexandrine’s voice, scheming, triumphant, telling him that she’d arrange for Louisette, the silliest of all maids, to chaperone her to his studio, where she would

  bribe and dizzy the girl’s mind with a promised pouch of centimes and send her packing to purchase all manner of fripperies at the Montmartre fair. Nothing would make Louisette miss such an

  outing.




  At this, Alexandrine tousled his hair and treated him to her theatrical laugh, which he was beginning to fear.




  ‘Caruel’s credulity knows no bounds,’ she said, covering his cheeks and throat with her kisses. ‘He actually believes the air of Montmartre brings light and colour to my

  eyes and skin, when it’s the folly of our passion that enfevers my complexion.’




  Géricault felt the heat of her breath on his. He found himself tearing at her gown, his hands riffling the crisp folds of her petticoats. To be discovered taking her against the wall like

  this as if she were no more than a common whore! But, he had to confess, the thought of Alexandrine straddling some bare-arsed youth in a vile alley, the exchange of coarse words, a slap perhaps,

  her chemise ripped from her shoulders, or stripped bare but for her boots, and a jeering crowd of men jostling, watching, waiting their turn—these images set him shuddering.




  Beneath swathes of lace, his fingers twined and loosened the ribbons of her culottes.




  Géricault lifted his mistress light as a child in his arms. She clung to him, her thighs about his hips.




  At last he could grasp the warmth of her flesh and she bucking the empty air held him tight and tighter still. Afterwards, spent, panting like a savage, Géricault heard a sound of

  footsteps. He recognised the ambling tread of his cook, La Motte. Alexandrine loosened her grip on his shirt. Hurriedly they arranged their rumpled clothes.




  ‘Return to my uncle,’ he whispered. Would Caruel notice the creases in her gown, her lips flushed crimson?




  On his way to the cellar he saw La Motte, standing hands on hips at the foot of the stairs and glaring at Alexandrine who scurried ahead. As he passed she gave him a baleful glance and clicked

  her tongue.




  When his uncle and aunt took their leave, Géricault crossed the courtyard and hurried through the pelting rain towards his studio, a former grange adjacent to the

  house. It was a ramshackle wooden building covered in a tangle of honeysuckle, with a leaking slate roof and a rough stone floor across which draughts blew dust into spirals. Yet even on a

  winter’s day, light streamed through the arched windows from every conceivable direction. And for that, Géricault was grateful.




  Opening the heavy double doors, he stepped inside. He lit a taper and surveyed the dismal scene, with its general atmosphere of neglect—the empty easel set before the central window; his

  unmade cot in one corner; a model’s platform stacked with wine bottles and decanters; and, at the end of the vaulted room, the divan covered with a large oriental rug upon which he had

  painted his aunt shamelessly, feverishly.




  Everywhere sketches of Alexandrine in so many poses: standing against a dark panelled wall in a black riding habit and silk hat; dressed in a loose muslin summer dress; holding a bowl filled

  with peaches and pomegranates.




  Géricault strode across the room and, kneeling by the divan, dragged out a great bolt of canvas, his first and only success, his Charging Chasseur. Unrolling it with effort, he

  found he still admired the composition. The chasseur turned in the saddle on a rearing stallion. Looking behind him, he signalled the charge with a raised sword. Man and horse fused in the tilted

  tip of one sharp hoof.




  Once again Géricault took a sensual delight in his officer’s uniform, the horse’s magnificent apparel, the leopard-skin saddlecloth with flattened head, fangs bared. How

  defiant and invincible the chasseur seemed dressed à la hussarde, resplendent in his emerald-green dolman, tight breeches and plumed bearskin hat. There were so many details he had woven in:

  one hundred and fifty buttons of five different kinds; a satin sash embroidered with gold; the gleam in the silver sabre tache containing missives and maps hanging from the sword belt; the contrast

  between the leopard skin and the stallion’s dappled coat. As for the setting, he had envisaged a vaporous space rather than a literal landscape, a luminous haze enveloping horse and rider as

  they advanced towards a flicker of fires at the horizon.




  With a sigh, Géricault rose to his feet and paced back and forth before the canvas, studying it closely. He could not imagine how he had ever managed to paint in that state of nervous

  concentration when the walls began to glow, the roof lifted from the studio and the soul took flight.




  A time before Alexandrine, he thought, before he found himself worn out with desire, leaving the wretched paints to dry completely, the palette a stained gourd, brushes rigid as

  drumsticks—all for a shared, but irregular, stormy love of illicit rendezvous and snatched moments. If only they could talk nonsense by the fire over a glass of anisette, but there was no

  time for sweet untroubled sleep or even endearments, except their whispered exchanges of where and how they would next meet.




  He cast his mind back to the summer of 1812, when he had immersed himself in work like a musician practising scales. It had seemed natural, innocent, unselfconscious, like breathing itself. He

  had become possessed with an impulse to shine, illuminate, and to astonish the world. For months he had worked tirelessly with the conviction of a man born to show others the right way. He had even

  had the audacity to expect his first painting would be highly commended and he’d thrilled at what the critics might say: a brilliant demonstration of precocious mastery.




  One day, such was the intensity of his work, in frustration he had exclaimed, ‘It’s too warm in here, I’m going mad!’—only to become aware of laughter and a voice

  behind him saying, ‘Don’t be ridiculous, it’s been unseasonably cold all week.’




  With a start, Géricault had turned round and there stood a woman framed in the doorway, curls tumbling loose from a broad-brimmed silk hat, the hem of her gown splattered with mud.

  Shaking drizzle from a dark green cloak, she’d fixed him with a disarming smile. Call it madness but at first all he could see were raindrops caught in the fabric—exactly what he

  needed, exactly right. ‘Quick,’ he said and, forgetting himself entirely, told her to stand quite still just where she was, the misty light slanting across her left shoulder. He grabbed

  his watercolours and frantically worked his brushes until, yes, finally he realised his vision, configured every dew spark on a blade of grass.




  ‘Perhaps I should introduce myself,’ the woman said, trying not to laugh each time he leaned over to scrutinise the tones and shades of her damp cape. ‘Madame Caruel. Your

  step-aunt, I suppose.’




  The confident tone of her voice shook him to his senses.




  How could he have forgotten Caruel’s visit?—his uncle had come to show off his new bride!




  ‘Please forgive me, Madame,’ he replied, appalled by what he’d just done. ‘It was that—coming in from the wet, you glittered so.’




  ‘I’m flattered to have been of some assistance to your art.’ Standing on tiptoe, she gave him a maternal peck on the cheek. ‘Please, call me Alexandrine,’ she

  whispered.




  The sun now suffused the last of the rain with a golden light. Géricault stared at his uncle’s new wife in amazement. She was not the faded spinster he had imagined. Not in the

  slightest. She couldn’t be more than thirty, only five or six years older than himself.




  ‘My husband tells me you’re a talented artist.’ Alexandrine peered past him into the studio. ‘And intend to submit a masterpiece for the Salon. May I see it?’




  When she stepped past him, Géricault registered the chaos everywhere, his studies propped against the wall, the floor strewn with papers, pig bladders of paints, empty bottles of wine and

  unwashed plates stacked beneath the desk and divan.




  Once again he wondered how he could have forgotten Caruel’s visit. Then he became aware of the stains streaking his shirt, a harsh aroma of turpentine about his jacket, a three-day

  shadow on his chin. Attempting to smooth his tangled hair, he noticed Alexandrine was glancing at him with amusement.




  ‘I hope we’re not interrupting you, Monsieur Géricault,’ she said, giving him an arch look. ‘My husband and I could come back at another time, perhaps, when you

  might be expecting us.’




  ‘No, not at all,’ he managed to say. She stood before his canvas, which was stretched from floor to ceiling against an entire wall and surrounded by a cage of wooden scaffolding.




  Before he could stop her, Alexandrine placed both hands on either side of a ladder propped against the timbers and, gathering her skirts, climbed tier after tier until she stepped onto the

  uneven decks with not even a rail to save her if she fell.




  ‘I implore you, be careful, Madame,’ he cried. ‘Please hang on to the straps of my harness which you will find to your left and do not move until I am beside you.’




  Ignoring him, Alexandrine leaned forward and gazed at the Chasseur. ‘He’s exceedingly handsome,’ she called.




  Sprinting up the ladder, Géricault managed to grasp her by the arm, at last. ‘Please, Madame, you will get a much better impression of the composition from the ground. This

  scaffolding is rather makeshift, so I suggest we climb down at once.’




  ‘No, really, I’m perfectly safe.’ Alexandrine pulled herself free with surprising strength. She turned to the canvas. ‘It’s a wonder to see such a lovely tender

  face.’




  Although flattered by the sincerity in her voice, he was taken aback by such directness. He’d modelled the Chasseur on himself, spent hours in front of the mirror at the task, and

  perfected a resolute yet savage expression to hold the viewer in a green-eyed gaze.




  Alexandrine reached out and stroked the Chasseur’s lips with the tips of her fingers.




  There was a subdued recklessness about her, Géricault thought, conscious of the whiteness of her throat, the dark heavy hair coiled against the nape of her neck. They were standing close,

  their shoulders almost touching. A strong musky scent rose from her. She smelled of the sun and the rain, and, to his shame, Géricault found himself blushing.




  They heard a sound of footsteps hurrying across the courtyard. Géricault helped Alexandrine down the ladders. She jumped lightly from the last rung.




  Caruel stood silhouetted in the bright light of the doorway.




  ‘Why, there you are, my dear,’ he declared, ‘making the acquaintance of my favourite nephew.’




  After a tour of the gardens, Caruel had taken him aside and in the most urgent tones confessed he would like to commission a portrait of his wife. And that was how it

  began.




  At first a mere frisson, a mild flirtation, mostly imagined on Géricault’s part. He had basked in that lingering smile, the way at every visit she held out her hand just a fraction

  longer for him to kiss, always mocking and teasing him behind her fan, quizzing him about love and saying that for a woman of her years nothing could be more endearing than to see a young man

  blush.




  At the Emperor’s Salon, after the Chasseur received its gold medal, Alexandrine had pushed open the gilt double doors to escape the crush of the room, and Géricault followed.




  She hurried along the marble corridor, her dark hair falling loose from a braided chignon. He had longed for her then and tried to take her hand. But Alexandrine darted out of reach and ran

  ahead, the heels of her satin slippers pattering against the polished floors. Faster and faster she went, into the Italian gallery, deserted and half in shadows. Then they’d stopped, catching

  their breath, aware of the delicate gold-leaf haloes, the ivory plumes of angel wings beating with portents, the beatific smiles of countless Madonnas, their ultramarine gowns the purest lapis

  lazuli pounded to powder. Alexandrine stood against Veronese’s Marriage Feast at Cana. The last shard of evening light flashed on a pewter plate of figs and pomegranates. He yearned to

  touch the crimson and purple flesh of them, inhale the scent of frankincense and myrrh.




  Yes, if Géricault dared depict this tale, he would make time stand still just there in the Italian gallery, his hands cupping her pale oval face, his lips seeking her lovely mouth. He

  would preserve that moment of innocence for all eternity while from every wall the Madonnas gazed down and forgave.




  Now Géricault sat by the studio window and drank long into the night. How he railed against this curse, this disease called love, which wasted his young life, deadened his mind like a

  swamp.




  From the house opposite, an ivy-covered turreted mansion that had seen better days, the sound of laughter and a jingle of tambourines drifted across the lawns. He tried not to think of his

  neighbour, Horace Vernet, Géricault’s own tutor’s son—third-generation prodigy carousing until dawn with his wild city friends.




  Géricault stared across the way at the glittering panes illuminated with countless chandeliers. How he would love to show these Vernets his true mettle and find a subject that would set

  the world ablaze. He was beginning to despair, feared that perhaps he had lost the will to paint.




  Whenever an image rose of Alexandrine—lying naked beside him, her head propped on one hand, and himself tracing the delicate curve of her spine—he saw his uncle gazing at him with

  the same fond expression as his mother. ‘Don’t worry about your father’s ambitions, my lad, I’ve found you Carle Vernet, the best tutor money can buy.’




  He thought of his father, Georges-Nicholas Géricault, a stiff upright man, the emotions forever in check behind his mercantile eye to profit and gain, a man who prided himself on an

  impeccable attention to etiquette. When Géricault cast his mind back to the oppressive silence of his childhood, he saw his father poring over ledgers in the study, and those meals always

  eaten to the endless tick of a grandfather clock.




  During the tumult of the Terror, when Géricault was four years old, Georges-Nicholas had abandoned the town house in the Faubourg Saint-Honoré and taken up residence here in the

  rue des Martyrs, at the foot of Montmartre on the northernmost fringe of the city. They had led a private, secluded life in this house surrounded by unkempt allotments and meadows. Here they could

  breathe. The continual ringing of the tocsin, signalling another public execution, only drifted their way on winter winds. Géricault’s mother loved this village on the heights: the

  calm of its country churchyard, its thatched cottages, narrow lanes, orchards and windmills.




  She loved this faded, two-storey, blue-shuttered house with its ragged sweep of lawn shaded by the avenue of chestnut trees, and the communal garden—shared with the mansion opposite. She

  had visions of a true French garden divided into squares by wide sanded walks bordered with lavender and sorrel. But at every turn the overgrown grounds defied her attempts to landscape a rose

  garden in formal style and bound by clipped hedges.




  She marvelled at the bold recklessness of the local women, bedecked in voluminous velvet cloaks, cheap market baubles tinkling at every step, their hair streaming loose and wild beneath

  sun-faded straw hats; and at the men sporting beards and moustaches, striding through the market square in baggy pants and rolled-up shirt sleeves, always a smouldering cheroot dangling from the

  corner of their lips. This was a raffish community of writers and artists, whom Géricault’s father despised, called good-for-nothing parasites, a curse on this earth.




  Even now there were times when Géricault would glance out the window and seem to see his mother in her red and yellow shawl filling a basket with wild flowers.




  Géricault’s parents had not had an easy marriage. In those first years of the Empire, Georges-Nicholas had chafed at his exile from the city. How he admired the hive of activity in

  the bustling new boulevards, the smart sophisticated shops and cafés opening on every street corner; the packed markets swarming with merchants, their cries reaching his ears like a

  triumphant roar in a crowd. He had relished the tidal ebb and flow of profitable trade when each morning La Bourse de Commerce flung open its polished oak doors.




  But he hated the rural ‘squalor’ of Montmartre. This rambling house in which the rooms were all laid out for idle pleasure, the interiors pale green and blue, the walls hung with

  light-coloured silks figured with fruit and flowers. Everywhere his wife had imposed a frivolous arrangement of beech and walnut furnishings: a marble-topped pedestal table in one corner, a day bed

  with carved sabre-shaped feet by the fireplace.




  Géricault rose to his feet, refilled his glass and stood in front of a portrait of his mother, which he’d painted from memory. He knew she would have admired the

  composition—herself seated at the harpsichord, gazing from the canvas with a remote, enigmatic smile, the eyes mournful and yearning, as if she knew that life would soon run out.




  The battle between husband and wife had been fought without words. A silent combat, which raged over the head of their only child. On his birthday, Géricault’s mother would buy him

  a brand new set of sketchbooks from Horot’s in the boulevard Saint-Germain. Always the best, the covers bound in costly crimson satin. His father deplored the expense; said Géricault

  was neglecting his lessons, particularly in science and mathematics. But still his mother indulged him, encouraged his every artistic effort, and even posed for him herself.




  In the early years of the Empire, Georges-Nicholas—one of those astute souls who thrived in political chaos and had the ability to turn the Revolution to personal profit—purchased a

  tobacco factory in the fashionable quarter of the Hotel de Ville. Soon he had doubled the fortune his wife had brought into their marriage, and he next invested wisely in country estates. Caruel

  became a chief associate in this venture, and from an early age Géricault had known that codicils and contracts were to be his destiny—he was promised as a clerk in those drear

  vestibules on the dull side of town. The family firm, he would say to himself—could there ever be a more desolate word?




  If Géricault were to sketch this father of his, he would dip his brush in the darkest of indigo inks and begin with the simple forbidding cut of his black breeches and that coat worn in

  all seasons, the wide collar heightening the pallor of the skin; and then those shrewd eyes always ready to pick fault and criticise, which with the thin purse of the lips gave his father such a

  cold and haughty demeanour.




  Géricault stepped back from his mother’s portrait. He knew every feature of that narrow fine-boned face. He tried to remember how long it had been since he’d see her. Ten

  years, he said finally to himself.




  That spring morning in his sixteenth year when his father stood by the bedside where his lovely young wife drifted in and out of sleep, soaking the sheets with her night fevers, desperate and

  defeated in those last days. Her heart was failing, the doctor had confided. Silhouetted against the window, he had given his wife a disdainful glance then turned away in disgust. He always loathed

  sickness, particularly in women.




  It was Géricault who colluded with the doctor, held glasses of brandy to his mother’s lips, soaked biscuit wafers in laudanum and placed them on her tongue.




  One night, she looked at him and smiled as if at last she recognised her son. Géricault crept over and took her hand. Her face seemed tranquil, smooth, unlined as he remembered it when he

  was young.




  He leaned over and kissed her brow. As his lips brushed the chilled pale skin, he knew it was the end. He closed her eyes and still he sat beside her for a long time.




  Later he woke to a grey dawn after a night of ceaseless rain, knowing that nothing would ever be the same again.




  On the day of the funeral, Géricault remembered treading softly on the damp mown grass between graves. He stood between his father and uncle, all three stiff and stern in their tailored

  black mourning suits, and watched the pallbearers lower the coffin into the freshly dug earth. Georges-Nicholas was staring impassively ahead and every so often tapped his cane against the path, as

  if impatient to be gone. Géricault glanced at him. Never, he thought, had he felt so afraid and alone.




  On that day France was celebrating Napoleon’s victory at Wagram. All night, gold and crimson fireworks burst in plumes across the sky.




  Through the following week, Géricault’s father mostly kept to his study, writing endless missives to lawyers and attending to his wife’s affairs. Then one evening in the

  dining room, Georges-Nicholas broke the customary silence and, over a glass of port wine, outlined his plans for the future. Now that the city was safe and business thriving, he had decided to move

  closer to the tobacco factory, and had leased a house in the quartier of the Hôtel de Ville.




  ‘Convenient,’ he said, ‘modest, nothing grand.’




  Géricault found his father contemplating him with a scornful expression.




  ‘Your mother has left you this property and a generous legacy for life. She has done nothing but pamper and ruin you, my son.’




  Géricault flinched at the undertone of malice in his father’s voice.




  ‘I should have stood my ground and sent you to boarding school. But now even Caruel has interceded on your behalf—says you have considerable talent and other such

  nonsense.’




  At this Géricault set down his knife and fork. He waited, scarcely daring to breathe.




  ‘So you want to be an artist. Well, prove it then.’ Georges-Nicholas slammed his fist on the table. ‘Let us see what you achieve—otherwise I’ll drag you to the

  factory by the scruff of your neck. Mark my words, I will.’




  Géricault bowed his head so his father would not see the look of elation shining from his face. ‘Thank you,’ he murmured.




  All the next morning from the parlour, Géricault watched his father supervising a snaking procession of trunks and valises hoisted by a retinue of hired servants. When everything was

  ready, his father stood alone by the carriage and barely looked back at the house. A strong breeze sent the last of the winter leaves scurrying in sorrowful drifts across the driveway.




  Géricault felt a sudden rush of filial affection for this cold unloving father of his. If only he could have reached out and touched him, laid a hand on the immaculately-stitched sleeve

  of his coat. Instead he almost waved watching him go.




  Géricault set down the empty brandy decanter and stared out the window. It was no longer dark but not yet light. The grounds between the two properties were held in a

  web of stillness. The candelabras continued to blaze from Horace’s house. He heard another peal of laughter, although the music had quietened.




  Father, I proved you wrong, Géricault whispered to himself. I showed you with my Charging Chasseur—it won the gold medal! I will do it again. Yes, you’ll see, I

  will.




  The words seemed suddenly to exhaust him. He swayed slightly on his feet, then lowered himself onto the divan. There he sat with his head in his hands. Again his thoughts returned to

  Alexandrine.




  How could he deceive Caruel so heartlessly, in cold blood, how could he transform his benefactor into a cuckold, a latrine joke of the cheapest kind?




  





  GÉRICAULT WOKE TO A TAP on the studio window. Horace Vernet stood in the doorway, elegant, dapper, showing off muscular legs in white breeches

  and polished tan boots, tapping his cane in that fiery impatient way of his, as if life might run out.




  Géricault sighed. Although he loved the sweep of land they shared, it also meant that Horace could visit at any time.




  He glanced at the brandy decanter on the floor beside him. A whiff of spirits made the bile rise in his throat. I must undergo a cure, he thought, eat three meals a day, turn my back on the

  world and devote myself entirely to painting.




  ‘You look haggard,’ Horace said, picking up the decanter with a fastidious gesture and setting it on the model stand.




  He contemplated Géricault’s queasy countenance.




  ‘Are you sick,’ he asked, ‘is that why you’ve returned so soon from Rome?’




  Love-sick, Géricault almost replied, overwhelmed with a desperate desire to confide. Instead he hurried with his toilette.




  Already Horace had grabbed Géricault’s cloak and was ushering him out the door. ‘Tell me about Italy, did you faint, did you swoon before the Michelangelos?—no, tell me

  instead about Italian women, did they prove too much of a distraction, did they seduce you from the masters?’




  Géricault winced at his mocking smile.




  ‘Why, my dear gentle Théo, I see you still blush at the slightest emotion.’




  What was there to say—endless lonely nights drinking cheap wine long and late in tawdry taverns, tormenting himself drawing endless successions of erotic fantasies: Leda pinned beneath the

  swan’s embrace; monstrous satyrs; images of lust in all its variations. And each day surrounded and confronted at every turn by gigantic miraculous forms, unimaginable masterpieces which

  would never fade from him now.




  ‘If you must know,’ Géricault said at last, ‘it would have undermined my spirit to stay there for long.’




  ‘Nonsense, I don’t believe you.’ Horace led him briskly across the courtyard. ‘You won’t talk about what you’ve seen because you intend to keep all

  Rome’s secrets to yourself.’




  He followed Horace through the shrubberies of rhododendron past the rose garden—no longer the clipped and manicured creation Géricault’s mother had planned, but tangled,

  rampant, the heavy blooms dropping their petals on the long damp grass as soon as they burst open. A peacock appeared on the path swishing its muddied train from side to side. Seeing them, the bird

  let out a mournful ululating shriek, which was taken up by another and another until the garden resounded with their piercing cries. Géricault cursed Horace’s half-tamed pampered flock

  which he allowed to wander freely around the grounds and even into his house, where they pilfered scraps from the kitchen and flapped onto the dining room table at mealtimes, despite

  Géricault’s entreaties that the creatures were unhygienic and primarily ornamental.




  Their entire point, he often said, was to display iridescent fans on fastidiously mown lawns. Yet Horace would be happy to have them on his bed. They glanced at each other and smiled.




  In a sudden shower, they hurried towards Horace’s studio in the mansion’s south wing.




  All around lay the usual clutter—newspapers in dusty piles, empty wine bottles, spilt paint, endless bric-à-brac. Horace was forever dragging his reluctant friend to dubious

  auctions in village fairs; he was an insatiable salvager of oriental vases, china dinner services, feather headdresses, pre-revolutionary wigs, a battered Indian kayak, all manner of costumes,

  coats of armour, carpets, military headgear, a rare collection of contemporary weapons, muskets, pistols, daggers.




  Some days Géricault would arrive to find a naked male model, muscular as a gladiator, astride a white stallion, and everywhere a cacophony of drum rolls, horn calls, the clatter of

  fencing foils punctuated by the discordant note of an ancient piano. On other days there might be a carefully arranged composition of dead soldiers—the men complaining of cramp or pins and

  needles—lying among broken cannon wheels and bales of straw, their uniforms splashed with cochineal to resemble blood; or a young bare-breasted maid raising one fist to the heavens, the other

  wielding a sceptre representing liberty, equality, fraternity, victory, whichever slogan signified at the time.




  On this dull, damp morning, Géricault recognised the usual crowd. A young couple sprawled asleep on a day bed by the fire, she in all her creased evening finery, he dressed for the opera,

  both insensible to the shouts and cries from a group of soldiers engaged in some furious debate, the morning newspapers spread out on a trestle table before them. Napoleon’s demobbed troops,

  they seemed to have bivouacked in Horace’s house for good, scrounging a drink, a cheroot. Géricault nodded their way. They would drive me mad, he thought.




  A large portion of the studio was devoted to a stage hung with red velvet drapes. Seated on a gilt throne in the centre there was Joseph, a famous boxer much sought after by local artists for

  his dark and gleaming muscle tone. Bedecked today in silks and wearing a curious helmet decorated with ostrich plumes, he cleaned his nails with a toothpick, a frown of concentration on his noble

  face. At his feet a group of young cherubim in grubby gauze shifts squabbled over a game, their laurel wreaths slipping askew on braided heads, paper angel wings flapping at their shoulder

  blades.




  ‘Why, you’ve taken your time,’ one nymph said in a peeved voice.




  ‘Don’t know why we all had to be here,’ muttered another.




  ‘You usually just have one of us in a day’s sitting.’




  ‘They’ve been whining like this ever since you left,’ the boxer announced. ‘Even when I tell them they’re lucky to have it so easy. For every complaint, you should

  dock their pay.’




  His words were met with a chorus of dismay. One small child began to pummel the boxer’s taut, muscled calf with her fists and, laughing, he fended her off with a wooden trident.




  ‘Children, children,’ Horace shouted, clapping his hands for silence, ‘positions, please.’




  Grumbling among themselves, the children shuffled into a semi-circle, their arms extended in a supplicating gesture towards the boxer. Horace’s assistant, Delacroix—a youth of such

  luminous beauty that Géricault was often tempted to whip out his sketchbook and draw him on the spot—emerged from the shadows.




  Delacroix strapped the youngest cherubim into a harness and, hauling on a pulley, sent the child flying through the air. Borne aloft, the boy managed to blow a thin tune from a trumpet held in

  one hand. The enthroned boxer assumed a dignified crowned-and-sceptred stance.




  ‘Perfect, perfect,’ Horace exclaimed. ‘Arms less stiff, Lisette, remember you’re an angel with gossamer wings.’




  ‘Do you admire my tableau,’ he said, turning to his friend. ‘Restoration France, Protectress of the Arts.’ He shot him a wry smile. ‘I can tell you, the

  King’s call for the Salon has caught us all by surprise.’




  Géricault glanced with irritation at the canvas. He remembered the very same composition from six years ago, Horace’s homage to Napoleon’s artistic patronage—then it was

  Our Emperor, Protector of the Arts. He cast a look around the framed and varnished paintings ranged against the walls, pallid martyrdoms of saints, deathbed communions of medieval kings,

  aristocrats returning from ignominious exile.




  Horace knew history, he thought. But history as nothing more than a series of political statements imagined in paintings and tableaux vivants. Perfectly executed, of course, but lacking in depth

  and breadth and emotion. So accomplished, so facile, painted end to end with a maddening perfection, yet in the final analysis there was something so prescribed and formulaic about Horace’s

  work. All at once Géricault felt ashamed of himself. He knew too well he craved his rival’s success, would sell his soul to share his standing in the world, those gleaming medals from

  Kings and Emperors lined in triumph along the mantel.




  He pressed the tips of his fingers against a throb at his temples. After the brandy of the previous night, he could feel the bright white lights of a migraine beginning to dance behind his

  eyes.




  He became aware of Horace studying him, mischievous, expectant, waiting for him to say something complimentary about the work. ‘Napoleon almost made a millionaire of you with your lavish

  tributes to those crazed military campaigns,’ Géricault began, conscious of a querulous tone to his voice. ‘And now without a qualm you receive endless commissions from the Comte

  d’Artois. How in good faith can you do it, my friend?’




  ‘I know Delacroix doesn’t approve either,’ Horace replied with an amiable smile, nodding towards his assistant grinding powders in a pestle at the far end of the room.




  In Delacroix’s flushed face, Géricault recognised the same aching eagerness to please that had shadowed his own early years. Like Delacroix, he too had risen at dawn when young, to

  practise his drawing, and spend hours in the stables getting the tendons in a fetlock exactly right.




  Now Géricault told Horace he was shameless and they laughed.




  ‘Well, I can’t afford to be anything else.’ Horace gave his tableau an admiring glance. ‘Father, of course, thrives on the return of the monarchy. He’s gone back to

  painting fashionable dandies and fancy high-trotting thoroughbreds. He was never any good at Napoleon’s battlefields.’




  Carle Vernet . . . Géricault could never think of his apprenticeship without a pang of regret for those innocent, eager days. Vernet had taught him the kitchen of painting: the

  preparation of canvases, the use of siccatives, the correct procedures in mixing oils and in varnishing finished works. In composition, Vernet had encouraged him to experiment with the most diverse

  techniques—pen, graphite, charcoal, wash, watercolour and pastel. His tutor had given him every freedom to develop his own personality, and had shown him how to begin by sketching in

  grisaille to establish a quick and simple general effect. Never was Géricault allowed to amuse himself by painting successive parts, by making the perfect head, arm or hand, for what Vernet

  wanted was the life of the whole.




  A small black shape appeared from behind a curtain pelmet, shimmied down a tasselled crimson cord and with a flying jump landed on the boxer’s lap.




  In an instant the children forgot their positions and rushed towards the creature, which sat on its haunches peering about with bright knowing eyes, one paw patting the great boxer’s

  wrist.




  Finally escaping from a multitude of clumsy caresses, the monkey leaped into Horace’s arms.




  ‘Allow me to introduce you.’ Horace tickled the monkey behind silky ears and fished bonbons from a topcoat pocket. ‘Monsieur Singe,’ he addressed the creature now perched

  on his shoulder, ‘I have the greatest honour in presenting my guest, Théodore Géricault, gentleman artist newly returned from Rome, who, having inherited a fortune from his

  mother’s estates, has no need of patrons. Unlike us, he is free, free to paint any subject at will. Raise a tableau to the truth of our nation.’




  The monkey examined a peppermint and gave it a cautious lick with his long black tongue.




  ‘Pay attention, Monsieur Singe,’ Horace continued, ‘for you have before you a genius whose forms are full of life, and there’s no other man who has ever painted a better

  leopard-skin rug.’




  Géricault smiled but he resented the references to his wealth. Horace was right, he thought, he should relish his freedom, yet he ran through each day as if letting out rope.




  Horace threw the monkey into Géricault’s arms. A tawny serpentine tail wrapped around his throat, inquisitive paws twisted the buckle on his belt, then, with a chattering yelp, the

  creature swung to the ground and made a run at one of the peacocks, which skittered outside, but not before a feather had been snatched from its train.




  How Géricault envied his carefree friend, the way he only fell fleetingly in love with his models, and how he managed to exhaust the passion within a night. Watching Horace jokingly scold

  the monkey for attacking one of his precious birds, he resolved to become more like him. If only he could simply flirt with some young maid, and put his name down for the King’s Salon.




  ‘Now, my dear fellow, you must forgive me,’ Horace declared. ‘I hear a great clamour from my cherubim and should attend to them at once.’




  Indeed, in high-pitched tones the children were accusing one another of cheating at their game. Géricault wondered at the forbearance of his friend, for he would have shooed them out long

  ago.




  Horace nodded at the soldiers hunched beneath a fug of pipe smoke. ‘See that one at the end there,’ he pointed out a tall man declaiming loudly and brandishing a pamphlet in his

  companion’s face. ‘His name is Colonel Louis Bros. A braver man you’ll never see. Why, I’d very much like you to meet him.’




  Slipping an arm through his, Horace hurried Géricault towards the raucous group.




  ‘Hey, Bros,’ he called. ‘This is my dear friend, Théodore Géricault, and although I will always remain faithful to the “other”—’ he

  saluted the Colonel—‘I’ve warned Géricault here that for all our sakes he’s not to mention “you-know-who” or Waterloo, and especially not the Russian

  Campaign.’




  ‘Don’t provoke me, Horace.’ The soldier gave Géricault’s hand a firm shake. ‘I’m in no mood for it. After months of subterfuge and lies, there’s

  news of the frigate at last. Lost the Medusa in good weather!—I’ve never heard of such a thing. It’s a disgrace. The Ministry of Marine must be held to account. Of that

  there’s not a doubt.’




  Géricault felt awkward standing before these men, aware they were eyeing him now, taking in the fine cut of his clothes, the smart leather boots and polished silver spurs. Often he became

  self-conscious among these officers on half pay who had expected medals and glory, a hero’s welcome, and had received none. He wondered whether the Colonel was among the troops who had

  returned defeated from Moscow, convoys of wounded streaming through Paris in thousands. Never would he forget those shattered, exhausted figures stumbling past, leading emaciated horses by the

  bridle.
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