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England


So: Walter König is dead. Irmi called with the news in the middle of the night: she sounded upset, and couldn’t understand why I wasn’t. ‘He was your friend, Paul,’ she said. ‘How can you feel nothing?’


I said I didn’t know.


Tricksy Walter, unlovely Walter: he was no more a friend to me than Jenö, really, who had disappeared decades ago in London. What should I care that Walter was dead? His life was no more than easy treacheries and lazy spite, and I’d washed my hands of him when I’d left Berlin for good.


I felt nothing; it was hardly a surprise.


Half of our group are gone now: Walter, from stroke; Kaspar, his plane shot down over Alexandria, and then there is Charlotte, dead in the beech forest, not five miles north of Weimar, where this story begins.


I think of Charlotte every day. Memories of her are all electricity. I can be sitting at a canvas, brush poised, ready to paint, when I am strung with a pain I do not know what to do with, even after all this time: nearly thirty years have passed since her death; forty, since we lived together in Berlin. Now she comes to me in dreams, over lunch, when I’m in the bath; I see her at the loom, strolling the Tiergarten in her men’s clothes, and finally, before the Bauhaus raid, saying she would not leave Germany.


I would rather Walter dead three times over than to have lost her, but there; that’s a dreamt-up notion. The truth is, I hold Walter accountable for her death. He could have asked Ernst Steiner to spring her from the camp; he could have talked to the right people. It was within his power. Perhaps it was even the last move in his stratagem: to let her die, in the clearing before the forest began again, where we had camped during so many summers, before we’d cycle down to the city, watching the blinking negative of the rushing forest take us back to Weimar, when all six of us were together in our first golden years at the Bauhaus.


My friends would all have different accounts of what happened to us, and I can’t deny my subjectivity. I know the story is lit now by later sorrow: my happiness glows stronger, and grief has perhaps given more depth to the harder times. Sometimes, I envy my younger self, at others, the past is a dereliction.


This is my account of what happened to us in the 1920s: a decade of resplendence and tragedy. But if I am to tell this story, then I can’t tell it slant. Now that Walter is dead, I will give an account of him; but I must also give an account of myself. This is my confession. A confession I haven’t yet made to anyone, and one I haven’t even really admitted to myself. For all those years I blamed Walter, there have been as many – more – when I have put aside my knowledge of what I did, and didn’t do, to save Charlotte.


A friend of mine once said that a secret is truly abject when it can never be voiced; its shame buys its silence. All this time, I have kept my silence, but here it is. There was a moment when Charlotte and I were living together in Berlin, when I, too, could have saved her. It was Walter who gave me the choice, and I looked at all the evidence, and then – methodically, carefully – I chose not to act. It was not a fleeting decision over the course of minutes or even hours. I came to my decision over two weeks.


If Walter killed her, then I killed Charlotte too.











WEIMAR, 1922
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Weimar


Sparkling year! Our first year at the Bauhaus was one to envy. Back then, there were six of us: Walter and Jenö; Kaspar and Irmi; me and Charlotte. Right from the beginning, those were always the pairings. We were eighteen, and Jenö (a Hungarian diminutive of ‘Eugene’ he had won from a favourite uncle) was twenty when we began our preliminary studies, and it was at the Bauhaus that we learnt everything we were later to rely on: about colour and form, texture and materiality. It was here we learnt about an object’s very nature: the paper-essence of paper; the timbery-ness of wood; the strength of rope and string. But most importantly, perhaps, it was here that we learnt to fast, and where we learnt how our fasts might trick from our hungry selves a world of shimmer; havoc; pleasure.


From the first day of the new semester Charlotte was fascinating to me. I met her in the school canteen over lunch. September light tumbled the shadows of the trees onto the long tables and so her skin too was a canvas where the day leapt and swayed. I thought it was a trick of the day’s turbulence that made her gaze so impossible to read; it was reserved but also flamboyant.


I sat at one end of the table with Walter and Jenö: I’d met them in the Director’s introductory class, and immediately liked both of their unabashed desires to be my friend. Charlotte was at the other end with Irmi and Kaspar. Here we were: stalled in light; friendship on the brink of things.


Walter and Jenö were talking about where their siblings had been during the war. I didn’t really want to talk about my brother Peter – it was too painful and too complicated – and anyway Charlotte was distracting enough. Her bright blonde bob was cut severely along her jaw. Her blink was languorous and slow. She had lovely green eyes that made her look both serene and empty. More boy than woman, she was thin, her bones razorish at wrist and collar. She didn’t smile much.


When Walter and Jenö left to visit the city – Walter wanted to see Goethe’s house – I stayed at the table where Charlotte sat alone, finishing a green apple, which was all the more vividly coloured in proximity to her eyes.


‘You’re in Master Itten’s class,’ I said.


She blushed, but then said, ‘Aren’t we all?’


I asked if I could sit down; she gestured to the chair.


‘What’s your name?’


‘Charlotte,’ she said.


There was a trace of an accent to her German. ‘Where are you from, Charlotte?’


‘Prague. What’s yours?’ she asked. ‘Your name, I mean.’


‘Paul. Paul Beckermann.’


You can sometimes feel such an intensity of happiness that it threatens to shut you down. I wondered if my head was about to smack the table in sleep: if that was the only way to endure this blonde girl’s teeth. There is a word in German: Herzenslust. Heart’s content. I had met mine. ‘I’m going for a walk. Do you want to come?’


She smiled. Such loveliness! As I walked with her, I thought: don’t tell her you love her. Not within minutes of meeting her.
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We walked to the Ilm Park and Charlotte told me of home: she had already been to Charles University in Prague, an institution approved of by her mother. Here, they copied marble busts and made drawings of the musculature of life models – as if, Charlotte said, with throwaway disdain, they were surgeons preparing to cut people open. Her parents were furious when she had transferred to the Bauhaus. They wanted her to paint family portraits; better yet, find someone good to marry. ‘My father’s still not talking to me,’ she said, as we came to the river. ‘He’s quite angry. He thought he’d already secured my future. He’s bitter really; not just angry.’


Grave girl, walking alongside me in the parkland; perhaps I should have left just then: got shot of her, and gulped down the air while I was still, that day, Lotti-less.


‘But the Bauhaus!’ she said, a touch of panic in her voice. ‘And what on earth shall we do here!’


‘I don’t know,’ I said, because in a funny way the question hadn’t really occurred to me. All I knew was that ever since I’d seen Kirchner’s Bathers at Moritzburg, I wanted to be nowhere else but here.


‘I live over there.’ She pointed to a pink building. ‘Up in the rafters. Next to the library. You can just see the Rococo Hall.’


‘And the palace.’


‘And the palace. It smells of shit from the stables.’


We walked past Goethe’s garden house, pale blue, with its roof pitched in an inverted V, and further on some students worked at an allotment. They waved. Somehow they already knew we were part of them. Walter and Jenö came into view at the iron bridge and we followed the river back to them. The Ilm moved slowly; on its top were circling eddies, as if many things had been dropped in there. Up on the bridge Jenö smiled at us; maybe he was already working things out.


‘Do you think you could fish in this river?’ he said.


‘Probably.’


The tops of the trees were cut off in the water’s reflection. It was still warm and we bathed our feet in the shallows where the whips grew. Walter didn’t join us; he couldn’t swim, he said, as he watched the eddies with mistrust. We talked mostly of home; where we had come from, and the small lives we had escaped. None of us had known the war. We knew our good fortune, and in the ripening day our lives felt golden.
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We tramped back to school for more introductory classes that afternoon, all of us eager to spot Masters Klee and Kandinsky, the stars of the department. Many of us had come because of them, but it turned out neither had much to do with first years, or, as we were known, the Bauhaus babies.


Instead, it was Master Itten, a Swiss painter, who took us for our first lesson. He was dressed in a ruby robe and had a shaved head; he wore round spectacles that in certain lights obscured his eyes. When my parents had come to visit the school they had nodded genially along with the Director, dressed in his architect’s collar and tie, because they knew this type of man. I wished they could now see Master Itten, who had the look of a monk in whose eyes burned a devout fire. Through the workshop window we could see the beech forest a few miles off: a shimmer of pleasant green.


Master Itten said little by way of introduction. He explained that there wasn’t enough money for chairs, and that we were to sit on the floor. He arranged us in groups, and then set up some books and a lemon in each group, and told us to make our first impressions of the still life. Then he left.


At school I had always been adept at verisimilitude, and I was so engrossed in the task that I hadn’t realised how much time had gone when Master Itten returned. I showed my sketchbook to Charlotte and she nodded, though she was coy about showing me hers. Itten took a look at everyone’s sketches, and he moved so quietly that I wondered whether he was even wearing shoes. Everyone was tense. My books were straight, the lemons plump; but we were at the Bauhaus, we couldn’t have got it right.


‘No,’ he finally said, confirming all our suspicions. He took one of the lemons to the front and opened the fruit with a penknife so that the scent reached us immediately. When he bit into it the room cringed. ‘How can you draw a lemon without first tasting its flesh? Your whole body is involved in drawing. Your mouth, your gut, your lungs. If you think it’s only about the hand and the eyes and the brain, you’re dead, and the picture’s dead too. A lemon is not just a lemon: it is its acidity, its astringency, its pith, its seed chambers and pyramid interior. It’s not yellow skin wrapped around air, or pencil strokes on paper. The lemon is an odalisque. You must seduce it. You must be seduced by it.’


He threw the fruit and Walter caught it.


Itten began to pace, working up his theme. ‘The sketch is not preparatory work. The sketch is the end. Vasari knew this: what we do when we sketch is an act of furor; a passion. Only when Leonardo had paper, not papyrus, was he able to not just sketch, but freely invent. Renaissance thinkers asked the artist to seek balance between decorum and licenza. The sketch is all licence, because the sketch allows for all possibilities: that the lemon is a breast, a mouth, a tumour, or that the lemon’ – he opened out his hands, palm up – ‘that the lemon is not even really there. Begin again. But with licenza,’ he said, smacking his hand against the table: ‘Licenza! Licenza! Licenza!’


The Master watched as we began feeling up the lemon: smelling it, peeling it, tasting it. Later, he put his hands on Charlotte’s shoulders. ‘You still have sleep in your neck,’ he said. ‘You must release it.’
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It was dark by the time we arrived for our welcome party. Since lunchtime the cafeteria’s windows had been covered with old newsprint. Townspeople tried to see what was going on inside but there wasn’t much light from the edges. As Walter and I drew closer, we heard strange music inside. ‘This,’ he said, ‘is it,’ though I had no idea what ‘it’ might mean. I remembered Charlotte’s tremulous voice when she had said ‘And what on earth shall we do here!’ and I wondered if this evening might provide her with an answer.


To get into the cafeteria we had to crawl through a tunnel made from a beer barrel. Inside, the other students had painted motifs on the wallpaper: red squares, blue circles, and yellow triangles; I already knew these as the colours and shapes of the Bauhaus. Scraps of cloth and threads hung from the ceiling. A trumpeter was playing some tuneless beeps and bops.


We were a few drinks in when Master Itten reappeared. Now he was dressed in what looked like mayoral robes, with a Napoleonic hat and turned-up Turkish shoes. He tapped his glass, and the shuffling of others moved Charlotte over to me.


‘The graduates of this year have dressed me in these ridiculous vestments.’ There was laughter from the crowd, who were mostly dressed in black slacks and shirts, for the men and women both. ‘But there is a point. This morning the Director talked to you about the practicalities of your first year. You will learn about texture, light, colour, temperature, and form. This applies to all things, not just paint and charcoal but wire, stone, paper. From here on in you will only draw and paint when you understand the material. Production is the apex, but we will take a long time to get there.


‘Now the reason I am standing here, like this’ – there was a whooping from one side of the room, and some uncomfortable shifting from the suited Director – ‘and the reason you had to enter crawling, like toddlers, is that you – we – are here to play. There are those outside this room who cannot stand the notion of adults playing, but this is the operative approach. Play. Risk. Experimentation. Draughtsmanship. Study. Observation. Licenza. Putting your tongue in the lemon; call it what you will. Every day I want you to spend a part of it doing nothing but daydreaming. To many people that is a maddening thought. Do it. It is a radical act to do nothing.


‘What we will do here – and I urge you to learn this early on – is disposable. Indeed, in many of my classes, I will urge you to jettison what you have made. Our animating principle is not originality, it is methodology. Thinking is making; and making is thinking. If you abide by this principle, you cannot fail to enjoy yourself. Creativity is, in its babiest incarnation, freely associative, lawless, and chaotic. That is all. My voice sounds like a drum at the best of times. May God save the Bauhaus babies!’


A cheer in the room, and the sentiment was echoed all round, even by the Director, who looked more like an accountant than an architect. Then a student called for all the preliminary students to line up.


‘Brilliant, wasn’t he?’ Charlotte said beside me.


‘Yes,’ I said, though I knew I hadn’t really understood his point, ‘quite brilliant.’


We queued and crawled outside. Then we marched in single file toward the Frauenplan, where there was a fountain piping water from a creature – half fish, half man – and cafes lining the perimeter. Each new student was then brought forward, turned around, and had to fall backward into the outstretched arms of two others. With a squeak from the trumpet, another student would then baptise them as a Bauhaus baby with the fountain’s ‘holy water’. The townspeople watched us as if we were deranged, and the waiters stamped toward us, as they would have to scatter stray dogs.


The organisers took no notice. The Director had long ago disappeared, but then so had Master Itten.


I felt Charlotte shifting as we watched the baptisms of our new friends: Jenö and Walter, then Irmi and Kaspar. When it was nearly her turn she seemed unexpectedly tense, and I watched as she walked to the fountain with some misgiving. Indeed, when she fell her arms shot upward, and she stumbled and stayed upright. In that moment she seemed terribly exposed and I knew the other students noticed too. Then she had to fall again. The priest-student anointed her forehead, the trumpeter played a toot, and Charlotte went back to standing. When she was done she walked toward one of the waiters who had stopped at the edge of his cafe, and she got so close to him that eventually, at the last moment, he was forced to step away.
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Weimar


Weimar froze that winter. Iced over, the city enchanted. When it was dark, you could roam around the cobbled streets looking in at the ancient rooms lit orange, and it was easy to dream up secrets and potions, witches and hobgoblins. The mullioned windows split the warm light like a wedding diamond. The frost made everything glimmer.


Weimar will always be a burnished city to me. North of the Bauhaus, south of the beech forest, it was the prettiest place I’d ever seen. There was hardly a plain building around; hardly a residence which hadn’t housed a poet or philosopher. Women, angels and lions adorned the houses so that Weimar (especially when the Christmas lights illuminated the upper tiers) always had an extra set of eyes upon us.


Though its people did not like us, were suspicious of us, sometimes even hated us, I loved the city: the classical houses enamelled in pinks, lemons, limes; the smell of the chestnuts cooking on the coals; the Ginkgo which stank in summer; the greening statues of Goethe and Schiller by the theatre where the republic’s constitution had been signed three years before. (Though even in rich Weimar there were men hunched in thin coats, pockets stuffed with meaningless money; soup kitchens, dole queues, begging women, children scavenging. It was just hard to see; I was so spellbound by all the other beauty.)


I don’t know how the Bauhaus had ended up here; it didn’t really make sense that it would choose as its home such a conservative place. Still, we were far enough from its centre to be mostly ignorable. The school was in a yellow Jugendstil building with neither a ribbon nor cherub about it. Mostly the Bauhaus was made up of gridded windows just above eye level, so that you could only see the top of everyone’s head, and you had to divine who it was from their haircut alone.


That winter, we were all Master Itten’s. We had nothing to do with any other staff: we were his to be confected. Our lessons took place in the big ateliers, and it was where we investigated the nature of our materials. The Master was always challenging us to see more intensively: he was obsessed with the purification of vision. ‘The world is only replica until it is truly seen,’ he’d say, as he padded around the workshop barefoot. ‘Pain will only make you see more beauty.’


I was still waiting to understand what this meant; Charlotte and the others had a quicker grasp of all this. At home in Dresden I had been lauded by all my teachers for my painterly skill, and it was confusing not to be picked out as especially talented. But that, I suppose, was why I had come. Or at least, that’s what I told myself.


As a teacher, Itten’s composure was occasionally interrupted by strong emotions. One time, for example, we were asked to paint our impression of the Somme. Max, who had been there, drew exhausted men with bayonets. But Willem, who had been nowhere near France, punctured his paper with his pencil six times. The Master had preferred Willem’s, and hadn’t even really looked at poor Max’s figurative display.


Lessons from the lemon continued. We tasted glass with our tongues; arranged textures of leather, furs and cans; scratched each other with steel wool; smelt the difference between lumber shavings and polished driftwood. Only in the last part of the day would we get to drawing. And when we did, we drew standing up, holding our breath, to music, after meditation, with the left hand, with the right, and, our breath puffing in the freezing school, after gymnastics. Just to see what might come out of it.
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In the new semester I felt a constant pleasure of preoccupation. How should I please Charlotte? How could I make her smile? How could I help her in her work? And then too I had to be attentive to my own presentation: how could I please her without being servile? I didn’t want her yet to know the intensity of my feelings: it might put her off, and there were promising signs that she might think of me as more than a friend. Wrapping a twist of hair behind my ear; leaving notes in my lunchbox scrawled with doodles – sketches of naked women, messages with all the Ps written in red; a possible portrait of a man with kiss curls, which could have been no one else but me. Goodness, the smallest gesture made me happy for weeks.


Our actions around one another were gentle arcs of flirtation: our kisses closing in on the other’s lips, hands knocking each other’s in the park; it was always, really, a slow chase to the other’s skin. When together, it was all loveliness; when apart, the situation was an emergency. It felt as if I were about to flood.


It sounds small, but one morning before Christmas she put my shoes on for me, and it was probably the most erotic moment of my young life. Down on her knees, she lifted each of my feet and stowed them into my brogues. She looked up at me, her green eyes flashing – what was it? Knowledge of what we were? Of what we would become? – and then tied the laces in bows. ‘There,’ she said. ‘Much better.’ In class that day she kept on looking over; she too must have known of the morning’s grace. I’d smile; she’d half-smile back.


All day the shoes bit. I did nothing to adjust them.


Like this the days passed.


Over the winter I’d had every kind of fantasy about how we’d end up together. We’d go to the forest and roll in the mulch; at the Ilm she’d kiss me and we’d roll in the blond grass; we’d be reading in my room, then we’d roll by the open fire. Always, this rolling. This was all I could conjure, since I knew her boyish body would not be like other women’s, which made her nakedness more improbable and exciting. Also: I was a virgin. I wasn’t even sure what would happen next.


Discreetly I studied her. I began to predict her expressions, when we were in class, or at the cafeteria – where we always ate, our laughter high in the room, feeling bigger than everyone else. (It was well known that our six could not be separated. I don’t think we were resented for being such a tight-knit group, but I do think we were envied. People joined us sometimes for lunch or breakfast, but they didn’t come back. Perhaps we were more forbidding than we knew.)


The best was when Charlotte was studying an object very seriously, one of the materials the Master had given us, say, then would catch me looking, and her smile would turn enormous as she blinked the fringe from her eyes. ‘Oh, Pauli,’ she’d say. ‘I didn’t know you were there.’ Or the opposite: when someone – Walter, probably – had said something off (he was always able to put his foot in it with her) and she’d scowl, her lips almost disappearing.


When she dozed on my bed in the wintry, high attic light, I kept on wondering if our daughter would look like her, and then I couldn’t help adding more children to our growing family – mutti a sculptor, papa a painter; all of us hungry, poor and very happy.


To be in love is to be stricken; distraught, most of the time, but when things are going well there is the gentle rising of the soul to the top of the room. Ours was a slow game. All the best love affairs are. In the new semester, several students referred to her as my girlfriend. I could have purred.
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I think Walter fell in love with Jenö about as quickly as I fell for Charlotte. But Walter was a different man to me. At some point, I don’t know when, or even whether it was conscious, I thought I’d woo Charlotte with nuance. This was the approach she took with me, and so I mirrored it. Whereas Walter! You couldn’t have found a more different man: Walter was all show. When Jenö wasn’t paying him enough attention, he would sulk and make his displeasure known, so that Irmi (with her rolling rs) would say, ‘Oh, do stop frrrrowning, Walter!’ But when Jenö was fully attentive, it was as if a thousand lamps had lit the room. And yet Jenö most often looked lost as to how he’d found himself the beloved of this tall Westphalian. I didn’t even know whether Jenö liked men or women (but how much I wanted to show my parents the audacity of a queer love affair at the Bauhaus! How much that would tremble their Dresden foundations!).


I suppose Walter couldn’t be called classically attractive, but there was something about him. He had a baronial look: you could see him in one of those oil paintings of hounds and Prussian huntsmen, mouths crisped with wealth and displeasure. Indeed, he was some sort of aristocrat – though an impoverished one – and could trace his lineage to Frederick the Great. He had round spectacles, his nostrils kicked, and his lips were plump. His hair was wondrously thick; his skin olive, like an Italian’s. In his face there was a handed-down imperialism; he looked at the world in judgement of it, as if on a horse. You could see in his face both the poverty of his childhood and the grandeur of his bloodline. I enjoyed his company enormously, and if I wasn’t with Charlotte, then I would inevitably, that winter, be with Walter.


I always did find him alluring, and especially next to Jenö, who, I must admit, was as bland as a bean. Jenö was all breadth. There wasn’t a slender part of him, which made it even more surprising that he fashioned kites thin as moth wings, or made delicate sculptures from rubbish; pan lids, washers, a child’s shoe. He had a symmetrical face, which gave him a peaceful if bovine aspect. I found a dullness to his gaze that others thought mysterious. I said he was bland, but that’s envy talking. Jenö’s mind, I admit, was a labyrinth.


No, I’d never seen Jenö’s allure, though lots of the Bauhaus Frauen liked him very much, but then again lots of Bauhaus Frauen liked me very much; a fact which had me baffled. This had never happened to me as a young man. Now I was in the unusual position of having to break off coffee dates when it became evident that our meetings were romantic. Irmi teased me, saying I was the Bauhaus heart-breaker (Herrrrrrzensbrrrrecher), but then said this wasn’t such a bad reputation to have.


Charlotte and me; Walter and Jenö; Irmi and Kaspar. Only between Kaspar and Irmi could I detect nothing but friendship; though even a friendship in the Bauhaus was made of kisses and caresses. But utopias are frisky places. All of us loved all of us. Had you given me any one of them, man, woman, Czechoslovak, German, blonde or brunette, I would have been a happy sultan. I frequently had to rub myself against the bedroom furniture; a chair or the bedstead, anything to find a place for the erotic clouds that so often streaked against the sky of my soul.


Goodness, I was happy.
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Weimar


She was a master craftsman, my Charlotte, an almost perfect Bauhäusler. She could make skyscrapers from paper, concertina the floors, dramatise their depths. She could work any scavenged material: wiring hairnets and pipes into extravagant sculptures. More often than not she tossed them away. Sometimes I’d retrieve them from the rubbish and hang them in my room. She’d always give them a wry look, when she saw them later, hanging above my bed like a witchy totem.


But it was in anything Charlotte produced from the loom that I thought I could detect frustration (it was a relief, to know she wasn’t perfect). Charlotte’s weaves appeared made not from wool but horsehair and twine. Wool lists from warm fingers; is split by warm hands. In her weaves there were knots and humps; shocked fibres and knolls. ‘Women’s work,’ she had said, tossing aside the weave, ‘nothing ever came of stitches in fabric.’ It was obviously unreasonable that she’d be so bad at something.


Jenö was a wonderful sculptor; Kaspar and Walter made fine things in the Metal Workshop, and Irmi, like Charlotte, was good at almost everything. It was frustrating that I couldn’t paint at the Bauhaus, since this was my talent, but it was deemed old-fashioned and uninteresting, and in any case something that had to be earned rather than done.


Charlotte told me it didn’t matter, after a workshop when she was so productive that even Master Itten had had to tell her to slow down (though he’d looked at her multiplying sculptures with quiet astonishment). The big paper edifices were cathedrals, the miniatures were lanterns with internal chambers and windows. I marvelled at her work; I put mine in the fire.


After school that day we went to the Swan. ‘You’ve got the skill that’ll sell,’ Charlotte said, as we sat at the bar. She had paper-cuts on her fingers. ‘No one actually needs stonemasons and quilters. Painting won’t go out of fashion.’


‘Don’t I need to make an impression now?’


‘We all want to be further on than we are.’


There were always a few locals in the Swan, but the students and the citizens manoeuvred around each other tolerably enough. The bar-hall was a dark cave: its tables were engraved with students’ initials, the light was dusty from the sinking upholstery, and it always smelled of malt and fruit. It was one of our favourite places.


‘But how am I going to show my worth if I’m never allowed to paint? You’re fine. Look at you today! I came up with one lantern and you made Manhattan.’


‘Maybe the Master doesn’t care about being impressed. Have you thought about that? Maybe that’s not his priority.’


‘He was impressed with Willem.’


‘Puncturing holes in the paper? That was just a stunt.’ Charlotte turned her glass round in circles then drank her beer. The thing about Charlotte was that she could match you pint for pint. It was always fun to drink with her. ‘You want everything to be beautiful. It means you can’t fail.’


‘Yes, yes, I’ve heard that before.’


‘Doesn’t mean you actually listen,’ she said, tugging at one of my earlobes. ‘How is it,’ she said, trying to read my gaze, ‘you’re eighteen and yet such a tired old dog?’


Outside the trees were thrashing about in the February wind that whistled against the door. A flag of newspaper flew against the mullioned window, then flew off again. Weeks ago, the fountain had iced over, and the wishing coins had been frozen in disorder.


‘Can I blame the war?’


‘You certainly cannot,’ she said.


‘Excuse me.’ The man’s voice made me turn. ‘Sorry. I don’t want to interrupt.’ Sitting behind me at the bar was a bald man, quite fat. The fingers around his glass were so blunt they looked sawn off at the knuckle. He wore a long jacket which came over the seat of his chair, just like the one my father wore at work.


‘Yes?’


When he stood his height came as something of a surprise; his frame made me think he’d be a squat man. ‘I’m interested in your dilemma. Though I didn’t mean to overhear. I run a studio of painters. Up at the beech forest, in an old cabinet studio.’


‘That’s nice,’ I said, because I didn’t know what else to say.


‘We make big oil paintings on commission. Rural landscapes. Allegorical scenes, and mythological, too. The theme is chosen by the client, then we put them together. Meadows, farmhouses, sheep, girls, that kind of thing.’


‘Ah yes. Blut und Boden, and all that?’ said Charlotte.


‘No,’ he said, and he gave her a look that said he did not need to solicit the opinion of women. ‘It’s whatever the client wants. The sacking of Troy, for example, but also the Prussian plains at sunset.’ He gave me his card. ‘You said there’s no chance to paint at the Bauhaus. Well, if you want to paint, and want to be paid to paint, come to the studio. You’d be welcome.’ The man assessed me from head to toe, as if sizing me up for a uniform. ‘I pay a good wage to a decent painter.’


‘What’s a good wage?’


‘Thousands. Tens of thousands. Whatever the day decides to do with money, I keep up. You could try a night shift; fit it in around school.’


The address on the card showed his studio was in the part of the beech forest nearest the city, on the road west.


‘Try it out? If you’re interested, that is.’ He touched his forehead, as if a cap were there, then he drifted over to a table where other men sat in navy overalls.


‘Don’t,’ said Charlotte, as soon as he had gone. There was warning in her voice. ‘It will only be a distraction.’


‘Tens of thousands, though. Can you imagine?’


‘The sacking of Troy, sunset on the Prussian plains? It would undo everything the Master teaches us at the Bauhaus.’


‘It’d be a weekend job.’


‘Are you desperate for the money?’


‘I would like not to rely on my parents.’


Charlotte twisted her hand into my skull, as if she were trying to screw something into my brain. ‘All this begging for clarity, then you go and paint Völkisch oils!’


She tutted at me; I grinned.


‘It’s a bad idea,’ she said, ‘and you know it.’


While Charlotte bought another round, I knew the man’s eyes were on me. I wondered if he was waiting for me to tell him I’d do it. When I finally looked back, I wasn’t surprised that I found him staring straight at me. How doglike he looked, with his bald head and big eyes. There was a tattoo of an anchor on his neck. Maybe he’d been away at sea during the war: I could imagine him as a sailor, or a captain of a big ship. I turned the card over. On its reverse was his name written in a heavy Gothic script. His name was Ernst Steiner.
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Weimar


For a while I forgot about Mr Steiner’s invitation. My father had paid March’s fees upfront, and the pressing need for money had gone. A few weeks later, though, as I was sorting through old papers and collapsed lanterns at my desk, Ernst Steiner’s card turned up again. I held it for some moments: wondering what it meant, and thinking back to what Charlotte had said about Völkisch oils. The card was cream, heavy, expensive; and the lettering, though old-fashioned, was embossed. His clientele must be wealthy indeed.


I hadn’t much liked the man on first meeting, but I also knew that his money might prove helpful in the long run. If there was a way I could avoid asking my parents for my fees then I had to take it.


If I’m being honest, though, there was also a part of me which craved something else as well as the cash. Wouldn’t it be lovely, I thought, to hear someone marvel at my talent, my specialness? (How schoolboyish; this desire to have a man like Ernst Steiner tell me I was good enough!)


The woods were starting to green when we went on our camping trip that first warm day of March. Our six had a favoured spot in the forest: a clearing where the trees were held back. At night it had a spooky feel, but in the days it was our small kingdom: not far from Goethe’s Oak, a tree with a crown so big that in the summers it could shade the whole student body of the Bauhaus.


We went to the woods after class. Though it may be a cliché, the sensation, of wheeling our bikes through the city streets and then up to the woods, was of flight. Vistas opened out between the rows of beech just as I’d seen in photographs of Manhattan: roads narrowing from the foreground between skyscrapers. And for a while I could pretend I was a New York taxicab, wheeling my way through the grid, and that the woodland was a cityscape filled with smells of the subway: ventilated air, and frying onion.


It wouldn’t be much of a detour, I thought, to turn my bike westward and enquire about the possibility of a shift or two.


On the cycle I caught Walter grinning at me, and Charlotte too. Jenö was already ahead. I loved my friends in that moment, their faces caught in the flickering wood, stained by the shadows, hair lit by sunshine. There were stories of pilgrims going into the woods for spring rites that ended in romping bacchanalia, emotions far outrunning reason. There were six of us in our saintish tribe. A man might hope, of course.


In the beech forest the density of the wood was like a bonfire. All the trees were so tall; cherry, green, and rust, their bark so sensitive you could carve your name with just a coin. In the autumn the forest would be aflame with colour, and in the evenings, with a good sunset, the beech could turn violet or blue or pink. In the winter the wind made the branches moan; but in the summer, with the leaves, there was an electrical sound, as if the woods had charge.


It was a gift. These woods, that place, back then.


When the road split I told them I’d catch them up. Charlotte narrowed her eyes but said nothing.


Steiner’s studio was at the edge of the beech forest: not quite town, not quite forest. As I wheeled my bicycle on the gravel path I was surprised to find Mr Steiner on the front porch of the large cabin, cleaning something with an old rag. Again, he wore the foreman’s coat. He took a moment to recognise me, but when he did, his look was one of pleasure. ‘Ah,’ he said, ‘it’s you!’


It struck me again how blunt his head was, and how hairless he was, like a baby. ‘I came about the job.’ I felt awkward. I wondered if he wanted to see my sketchpad; I’d made studies of yolky sunsets and fattened sheep. Surely he wouldn’t just let me loose without first seeing my work.


‘I thought your girlfriend had persuaded you not to come.’


‘No. I’d be glad of the money.’ I stumbled. I didn’t want to seem too mercenary. ‘And I’d like to paint.’


Mr Steiner tossed the rag and beckoned me over. The door was unlocked, and we walked up a flight. In the main studio there were men in overalls working on several different canvases: flashy oil paintings which, Mr Steiner explained, sold by the square foot to American collectors and Prussian Junkers. Sawdust was everywhere, gumming the light coming in at the windows. As we walked to his office, a couple of men – there were no women – were busy at a particularly lurid scene: slabs of childish light, crazy dappling; women baptising fat babies in the river’s golden waters.


‘Good, aren’t they?’ Mr Steiner said with a broad grin.


I didn’t know what to say. It was all broadly awful, but it did have a kitsch appeal. Inside his office there were no signs of any real art either: only files and accountancy ledgers. We might as well have been in my father’s shoe factory.


Mr Steiner opened a big notebook: inside was a sketch of a watering hole with a host of robed women getting ready to bathe. It was as tacky as anything in my parents’ house.


‘Can you come tomorrow? The courier’s coming then.’


‘But it’s not much more than a sketch!’


‘Three men overnight, then you can finish it off tomorrow. It’ll be done in no time.’


I told him I could come when he wanted, though I doubted his grounds for optimism.


‘What’s your specialism?’ he said, his eyes passing my mouth.


I wasn’t sure what to say but then opted for something a teacher had told me. ‘I’m good at light.’


‘There we are. Remind me of your last name? In fact, I’m not sure I know your Christian name, either.’


‘Paul Beckermann.’


In a long, loose hand, he wrote my name across what I already knew would be the golden sky at break of day. ‘Then all of this,’ he said, expansively, ‘is yours.’


[image: image]




It didn’t take long to cycle from there to the clearing. Up here I could see for miles the velvet fields of Thuringia, and the city of Weimar was laid out at my feet; the Bauhaus the last building before the city turned back to green.


It was always cooler in the forest than in town, but the trees were filling out and the whips growing. Finally I found my friends around a fire. Walter was picking leaves out of Jenö’s soles, and Charlotte was talking to Irmi, who had just moved into rooms opposite hers in the Fürstenplatz square.


The steep cycle had made me feel rather high. The trees were blurred, but the separated flames of the fire were crisp. I steadied my gaze on the fire but saw inside it a swarm of crows, billowing out, and then being sucked in. I could smell my own scent, and it was sharp and animal.


‘Where’s Kaspar?’ I asked.


‘He tailed back,’ said Walter, patting his stomach. ‘Poor Kas couldn’t make the climb. Where’d you go?’


‘I had an errand to run.’


Three tents had already been pitched around the fire. I wondered with whom I was going to bunk. Probably Walter; Jenö in a tent by himself; the two women, together.


‘Very mysterious,’ said Irmi.


‘Not really,’ said Charlotte, unable to help herself.


I took out Mr Steiner’s card and threw it in the fire. Charlotte smiled, but we both knew the gesture meant nothing.


‘Did you enjoy the river glades?’ asked Walter, and the rest of the group laughed.


So everyone had already been well informed. ‘All right, all right. You all already know I’m a dyed-in-the-wool Romantic.’


‘Charlotte says you might be overcome by the “imitation impulse”.’


‘It sounds contagious,’ said Jenö. ‘Like the flu.’


‘It’s just oil paints, and tons of money. You’ll be envious when I start driving my own automobile about town.’


‘I don’t think it’s a bad thing,’ said Irmi. ‘Why not? Especially doing something as easy as painting.’


‘He’ll be able to paint our portraits soon,’ said Charlotte. ‘I can just imagine it. Set up like a Caspar Friedrich in an ancient castle.’


‘First one to be nice to me gets the first gift.’


‘Which is?’ said Jenö.


‘I’ll be nice to you,’ said Irmi.


‘Then you, Irmi, shall have the best of what Steiner will pay for. Champagne. Italian truffles. New dresses and shoes.’


Irmi laughed. As we talked she scooted closer. Twisted around one side her hair was pulled into a complicated plait. Irmi had a wide smile with small teeth, slightly dirty on their edges. Her grey eyes showed all the weather, their changeability nothing like Charlotte’s flat stare. ‘Granite and crystal,’ Walter had once uncharitably described them together; though I’d never learnt which one he’d thought which.


As the dark came, Jenö told a ghost story. It was a child’s tale, and hardly frightening at all, about a kid who lived on his own in the forest, and who let in any man who knocked and called him son, even the man with the axe in his bag. I watched Charlotte as he told it: her face blank as she listened. I imagined her concentrating like this, at the State Opera in Prague, or studying the life models at Charles University. Had anyone else ever loved her as I loved her? Surely that was an impossibility.


‘Did you know,’ Walter said, taking over from where Jenö had left off, ‘that Charlotte von Stein haunts these woods?’


‘Nonsense,’ said Irmi.


‘It’s true,’ Walter said, ‘she and Goethe used to walk this forest. She was married, but her husband was so often away that she saw as much of Goethe as she liked. They met in the Ilm Park. He fell in love with her on the spot.’


I knew the feeling: Charlotte and Charlotte, me and Goethe, all of us in love by the River Ilm.


‘Charlotte used to read his poetry, and offer him suggestions. He prized her as the best editor he’d ever had. They were great friends. Lovers, maybe. She certainly loved him far more than she loved her husband. None of her four daughters had survived, and she said walking these woods with him was a balm. Goethe couldn’t have been a more sincere, more faithful friend, and he said she was his soul. To read their letters . . . Well, they are so full of affection that you can’t help but feel the force of it.’


Walter cleaned his glasses with a handkerchief, squinting before putting them back on. He caught my eye, and smiled, but went on in a solemn tone: ‘Then, one day, Goethe simply left. He didn’t tell Charlotte where he was going. He wrote to her from Venice. He said he’d be gone a year or two. Charlotte was bereft. How could he have left her here? Without even saying goodbye? His heartlessness was incomprehensible; unthinkable. All that time she roamed these woods, waiting for him to return. That year she wrote an opera about Dido, who cursed Aeneas for leaving her in Carthage, and vowed revenge.


‘Goethe thought of his Italian journey as the happiest of his life, in the land where the lemon trees blossom. And yet Charlotte was here, miserable among the beech trees, while he was in Italy, sighing about lemons. When he returned they became friends again, but it was nothing like how it had been. How can a man be so sensitive to the human condition, and yet be so cruel as to leave her behind, without even saying goodbye?’


Our group was quiet, not used to Walter’s mood, which was usually sardonic and powerful. But then he flipped the solemnity to something else. ‘If you listen carefully to the trees, it sounds just like a woman’s voice – Charlotte’s, some might say – moaning, von Goethe, von Goethe, von Goethe!’


And at this he pulled himself up to a tree in a passionate embrace, and started rubbing his crotch against it.


Jenö shook his head. ‘You’re mad!’


‘Sounds like an oil painting for you, Paul,’ said Charlotte. ‘Dido and Aeneas. Or Goethe and Charlotte, under his Oak.’


I ignored her. Walter, anyway, wasn’t happy that the attention had been diverted. ‘“Beware,” Charlotte continues to moan, even to this day,’ – and his voice was high-pitched and witchy, as he humped the tree, ‘“Beware ye men of fickle hearts! The woods will have their revenge!”’


He unclasped himself and lay on the forest floor, showering mulch on his face in a strange kind of burial. Was it my tiredness that pricked the thought I could see his excitement tenting his trousers? Or it could have been nothing; in memory I seem to catch them all in the erotic net of a dream – and Walter, surely, wouldn’t have been titillated by a beech tree.


In any case he scrambled to his feet when we heard the distant spray of gunfire. Clubs often used the woods for target practice and we heard the pop, pop, pop of a rifle. The fire lit Walter demonically. ‘You see! Blood comes to the woods again!’


Charlotte threw a conker at him. ‘Oh, do shut up, Walter.’


And the rest of us laughed.
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Weimar


Ernst Steiner was right. After the oasis scene (women bathing their breasts in the aquamarine waters) what followed on my first shift at the studio was a scene of rural German life. Meadows; mountains; sheep; peasants; et cetera. Swans flew with heavy throats and alarming wingspans. Children frolicked in the river’s spray. It was for a rich lady in Zurich with big tits, Ernst said, and she’d be paying in Swiss francs. Valuta: hard currency.


The paintings were all hectic and overlit, and, I must say, I loved the work almost immediately. ‘Good job,’ Ernst said to me at four in the morning, once I’d lit the kindergarten of kids. ‘They don’t look like they do anything but eat.’ I didn’t have the opportunity to worry before it was taken away; in truth I didn’t even know whether the paint was dry.
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