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One


Kammer am Attersee
October 21, 1944


When I left Vienna, I took one thing: a thick leather portfolio with a silver buckle. I departed quickly and had to leave many things behind. A rosewood cabinet Koloman Moser made for me. Twelve place settings of Wiener Werkstätte silver, designed by Hoffmann. My costume collection. One of Fortuny’s famous Delphos gowns. A pale yellow bias-cut satin gown by Madame Vionnet. Paul Poiret’s sapphire blue harem pants and jeweled slippers. And the paintings. The most precious of all, they were too large and unwieldy to be taken on the train. And once I realized that the paintings could not travel, bringing yards of fabric, or a hatpin, or newspaper clippings and fashion magazines seemed ridiculous. What was I going to do, make a shrine of the remnants of my old life while the bolts of it sat in the closet of an abandoned apartment?

My niece Helene made the lists of things we’d need and packed up suitcases and went shopping for twine and woolen stockings and camphor liniment. I told myself that she needed to keep busy, that I was doing her a favor by letting her get everything ready, but that was just a lie I invented, an excuse for my empty-eyed catatonia. I couldn’t have helped her because if I did I would have had to admit that we were actually going.

I stepped on the train as if I were going across town to deliver the portfolio to a gallery, and this second lie was the only thing that kept me from throwing myself onto the tracks. I was afraid I would die without seeing the city again.

“Since when are you so histrionic?” my niece said. She’s my sister Helene’s child, and her namesake, but sometimes she reminds me more of my other sister, the practical one, Pauline. “You’re getting to be like Grandmama,” she said. “We’re not going far, and for all we know the war will be over in six months.” She handed me a hard roll with a thick slab of butter in the middle.

The train was packed with sweaty children wearing coats on top of jackets on top of sweaters and women carrying lumpy bundles of teakettles and soup pots and knives wrapped in linens. The women were thin and grim, their faces gray. Though their outer layer of clothing was presumably their best, nearly all of the skirts were stained and frayed, and the children’s jackets were patched with scraps that did not match and coarse dark thread that only accentuated their pitiable condition.

We rolled slowly through the city, past the suburbs and the outlying towns, stopping frequently to load more and more of these families onto the train. Each time I thought the train could hold no more, but then at each station I saw the crowd and knew that we would make room for them. They piled onto the luggage racks; they stacked like bowls on each other’s laps.

We passed barren hills where grapes once grew. We passed muddy fields where hundreds of people camped, cobbling together whatever shelter they could from pieces of tin and newspaper. We passed the Army barracks. Trucks full of soldiers crowded the roads.

I gave my roll to a chap-cheeked child on the floor next to me. She put the whole thing in her mouth and seemed to swallow it without chewing. Her mother’s fervent gratitude shamed me.

Five hours later our train arrived at our station, two stops east of Salzburg, and deposited us in our exile. I can’t pretend that we are here for the summer: the clouds are gunmetal gray and the lake is icy cold. The birches are naked and shivering. Up in the mountains it is snowing.

I have been lonely for my things. I have so much time on my hands.

I keep the leather case inside a Biedermeier cabinet in my bedroom. My father loved Biedermeier the way he loved a well-made pipe. It stands there, so crafted and finished and correct, a reproach for all that I’m not.

Sometimes in the afternoons, when the path to the lake is too muddy even for me and the thunder rolls through the valley like mortar shells, or perhaps it’s the mortar shells rolling through the valley like thunder, I can’t really tell them apart, I take the portfolio out of the cabinet and lay it on the bed. The thick hide is scuffed and scraped and smells of the fiacres that used to line up beside St. Stephen’s. It looks out of place on the lacy eiderdown that’s been mine since I was a little girl. I look at it for a minute, run my hand over it as if it were a doe I’ve killed, then I undo the buckle and upend the case so that all of the drawings inside fall onto the bed. One hundred and twelve of them, to be precise. I sit there on the bed next to the pile and pick them up sheet by sheet. I make smaller piles, subsets, arranging them according to pose, model, date. I grade them on how much I like them and put my favorites on top.

All of them are different: some of them are drawn with charcoal and some with graphite pencil and some with colorful oil crayons. Some are the size of my palm and others are folded many times to fit inside the leather case. Some are on thick heavy paper with a nubby finish, while others are on thin slick paper that slides through my fingers and onto the floor. Some of the drawings are already dull and brittle and break in my hands like rotted lace.

Yet they are all the same, too, because they are all of women in various stages of undress. They are quick, casual, a few lines, without contour or shading, tossed off in a minute or two. Weightless women, empty, like figures in a child’s coloring book. Here is a woman astride the arm of a divan, twisting her torso in a languorous stretch. Here is a woman wearing a high-collared dress and boots, reaching underneath layers of petticoats to touch herself through a gaping hole in her knickers. Here is another, a woman with a direct gaze wearing garters and stockings and a blouse. Here is a drawing of a woman lying on her back with her legs thrown to the side, her buttocks dominating the page as her foreshortened shoulders and head barely register as a mark.

I know all of their names, these women. There is Alma, and Maria, and Mizzi, and Adele. Some of them I knew well and some of them I passed coming in and out of the studio and some of them I never saw, but I have thought of them and heard of them so much through the years that I feel intimate with each one of them. I know their lives.

When I said the drawings were all the same, I wasn’t being strictly accurate. One is different. This one is of a man embracing a woman, who turns her face toward the viewer with an expression of simple bliss. I keep that one at the bottom because it hurts too much to look at it.

This was all I could bring from Vienna, Gustav’s drawings. He never thought much of them or took them seriously as art, they were preparatory, exploratory, they were plans, blueprints, mistakes. But now they may be the only things of his to survive, and I must curate them for lack of something more important or finished. I must scrutinize them and draw parallels between them and place them in a historical context for someone, someone in the future who might be interested. In the meantime they are mine, and I am alone with them, and I look at them to keep them alive.

I find my way to the bureau by touch and I light the oil lamp. I walk over to the dressing table and sit before the mirror. My hair is white but still thick and wavy. My features are not as sharp as they once were. An artist would overlook some folds in my chin and neck so as not to hurt my feelings. But my eyes are as piercing as they were when I was twelve. I pull the combs out of my hair, ivory combs that were once my mother’s, that my father bought her in Venice, and let it fall to my shoulders. Crone hair, Helene calls it. She thinks that women of a certain age should crop their hair very close, like Gertrude Stein. She tells me this as she plays with her dark fat braid, touched with the faintest frost. I think when she is seventy she will feel differently, but I just tell her that when I am dead she can do with me what she likes.

The bristles of my silver-backed brush are yellowed and soft with age and their shallow nudging has no effect whatsoever on my hair and its tangles. I reach into the drawer and pull out a pair of scissors.

I could gouge my thigh cutting a hole in my modest underthings. The skin of my thigh is tissue-thin. It wouldn’t take much to finish me off, a little puncture wound that gets infected, a little blood poisoning. Or I could slice the cotton fabric like I was opening a box. The cutout would fall to the floor like a paper snowflake. I could move back to the bed and open my legs, pulling the skirt of my dress over my hips. I could put my hand in the hole I’ve cut and rub my fingers up and down. I could arrange myself into the poses in the portfolio. If I did, perhaps Gustav would appear, in the red caftan I made for him, looking like John the Baptist. I would model for him in a way I never did in life, and he would draw me the way he drew the others.

But I don’t do any of those things and Gustav doesn’t appear. Instead I put the scissors back in the drawer, blow out the lamp, and crawl into bed. Perhaps in sleep I can return to Vienna, to the studio. Perhaps in dreams the drawings next to the bed will become more than dull scraps of paper.

Reclining Nude, 1888

It is a very cold afternoon in the studio, but the transoms must be cranked open to keep the turpentine and other chemicals from poisoning the air. Gerta, with bones as light as straw and pale flesh like paraffin, stands with her wrists crossed in front of her breasts, waiting for instructions.

Gustav doesn’t see her nakedness. She hardly registers as a woman to him. He sees a taxing problem of light and dark, of geometry, of volume.

“Could you cup your breast? The left, not the right. Good. Now could you lie down on the pallet? Open your legs. Turn that knee inward. All right.”

Gerta does these things without comment, with the patient boredom of women who make money from their bodies. He draws her over and over, knuckles and knees, elbows and stomach. She does two-minute poses and thirty-minute poses. Gustav turns the pages on his drawing pad again and again.

It is early afternoon but it is already twilight and he works feverishly to beat the encroaching darkness. When he can work no more he tells her enough. Her flesh is goose-pimpled and sickly pale, he notices. The flesh under her toenails is purple. She has become a woman again, more than a visual exercise and also somehow less. He climbs the ladder and closes the transoms. She pulls on her chemise, her stockings. She buttons her dress and ties her boots. It all seems like such a wasted effort to him.

Would you like to stay? he asks. She nods.

There is a bed in the corner and he leads her over to it. While he undresses she waits, her head propped on one narrow hand. He sits on the bed next to her and unbuttons and unfastens and unties until she is naked again. Then he draws his palm across her skin as if his hand were a brush.







Two



On my twelfth birthday I went with my father and my two sisters, Pauline and Helene, to watch an imperial procession.

For the Viennese, an imperial procession was the most important event in the calendar. It was more important than Easter and Christmas put together, and the Viennese were in general very devout. It was as if God himself had chosen to come to Vienna and ride around town on the back of a horse. For me, as a child, to be able to witness such a spectacle was the most wonderful thing I could imagine.

We stepped into the street from our apartment building to the clangor of the noon bells at St. Ann’s, on the corner. Faintly, like an echo, we could hear the bells at St. Stephen’s, a mile away. They were pounding out the same Bach melody. We all turned to look up to the third-floor window where Mother was standing. She would not come with us, no matter how much we begged. She had no use for pageantry, she said.

Our building was so new it still smelled of cedar and whitewash. It was yellow stucco with stone Sirens gaping grotesquely from the cornices. It sat between the older, smaller buildings on either side like an oversize cat playing with two feeble gray mice.

We had moved there the year before, from a shabbier place a few blocks away. The ceilings were so tall that Papa could not touch them while standing on a stepladder. Plaster cupids on the moldings draped skeins of grapes. There was a tile stove in every room.

We waved good-bye to our mother and she waved back, but I knew she wasn’t seeing us. She wasn’t even hearing the bells. She was staring across the roofs of buildings toward the river and humming an aria she was composing to see if it worked. The acoustics in our new apartment were stunning and her full-size concert grand piano was the one thing we owned that looked like it fit.

Across the street the tobacconist was pulling his shutters closed, leaving early so that he could join in the festivities. My father ran over to buy a packet of tobacco. He bought a Turkish kind that came in translucent red-striped paper. He would smoke it at home, later, after we went to bed.

“Need anything, Georg?” Father asked as he examined the man’s selection of pipes.

“It’s a holiday, Mr. Flöge,” answered Georg with a grin. “Why don’t you worry about it tomorrow? Enjoy the day.”

He gave each of us a plug of toffee and said he would see us later. Father was still writing things down in a little notebook. He told the tobacconist he’d send someone over in the morning.

My father owned a factory that made meerschaum pipes. He employed sixteen men in a small warehouse on the river. Since I was old enough to walk it had been a special treat to visit him there, and to watch the artisans at work. Many times I had watched a man pull a block of meerschaum from a tub of water. The quarried stone was soft and white as cheese. The man would carve into it with his knife, always knowing in advance exactly where to cut. He could dig from the mineral a horse, or a bull, or a plump-faced man, just like a sculptor. The men had different specialties: kings, caricatures of politicians, animals.

After the bowls of the pipes were carved they were fitted to their stems and fired in a kiln. Then they were polished and waxed. The apprentices did these things. When the pipes were finished they were light and smooth as eggshells, but stronger than porcelain. Flöge Meerschaum was embossed on each one in tiny gold letters. They were very popular and Father said that the emperor himself had one.

He never tired of telling us how lucky we were. His father had been a poor blacksmith and had died of tuberculosis before we were born, while we lived in a six-room apartment in Vienna, the most beautiful, cosmopolitan city in the world.

The medieval cobbled streets and marzipan-colored buildings were magical, and the dimly-lit shops selling sheet music or crystal goblets were enchanted, but I didn’t know it yet. It was just the place I lived. I believed that all other cities, all other towns, must be similar.

But that day was different. We joined the crowds streaming like rainwater from the narrow alleys to the wide avenues and finally to the Ring, the road that had been built just decades before to replace the old medieval fortifications. It encircled the old town like a necklace, passing the emperor’s palace and the government buildings and the new art museum. All kinds of people were on their way to watch the procession. The factories were closed. It was a school holiday. Even the university students were excused from classes.

Carts and carriages that were stopped by the throngs clogged the streets and the drivers cracked their whips against their wheels and shouted for people to move, but no one seemed really angry. Children were running into the streets with apples for the lathered horses.

The day was bright and hot. As we got closer to the Ring the shady streets where moss grew on the roofs gave way to wider, treeless avenues where the monumental stone buildings offered little shade. I felt the pavement through the soles of my boots. Pauline remarked that we should have brought parasols. All of the ladies had them. They threatened to decapitate those near them with every step.

“Little girls don’t carry parasols,” snapped our father. “What’s next? Low-cut evening dresses and beaux?” He gripped me tightly by one hand and my sister Helene by the other, as if someone might snatch us if he relaxed his grip for even a moment. If he could’ve carried Pauline on his back I’m sure he would have, but as it was she was ordered to hold on to my other hand. It made navigating through the crowds a complicated waltz.

Pauline looked as if she was going to remind him that Mother had been seventeen when she married, not much older than she was now, but she knew it was futile and so she bit her lip hard instead. I saw the drop of carnelian blood in the center of her lower lip. Father was overwhelmed with anxiety at the thought of steering three girls safely toward marriage, and his solution seemed to be to deny that we had grown up at all. Even Pauline had to wear the high lace collar of a little girl, though she had just turned seventeen. The challenge was not to scratch at it or squirm uncomfortably. Mother said it was good practice. She said that lace collars were nothing to corsets.

Across from the opera house we passed a silk tent. Shadows moved behind it. We could only guess at who was there and what was happening. Nobility were gathering there, sitting on velvet cushions and eating oysters. Their footmen filled their crystal glasses with cider. People milled nearby and waited to see who would alight from the carriages that kept arriving. We watched a thin man with a monocle and a variegated sash escort a plump woman in a turban into the tent.

In the crowd, boys sold commemorative newspapers and confetti, old men sold sausages with sweet mustard, old women sold roses. My father bought four blood-red ones from a woman in a gold bonnet for us to toss when the emperor passed. Some people around us held bouquets wrapped in paper. The street smelled of frying meat and horse manure.

It became increasingly crowded, and the throngs moved more and more slowly. I wished I were still young enough for my father to lift me on his shoulders. I was small for my age and there were people crowding me in front and on either side. I couldn’t see the avenue where the procession would soon be.

“Don’t worry,” said Pauline. “When we get to the steps we’ll be up high. Then we’ll be able to see.”

Next to me, Helene was worrying her neck through her lace collar and I could see red scratches like streaks of paint on her skin. I poked her; if Father saw we’d all be in trouble. Pauline showed us smugly how she didn’t move her neck at all, turning her whole body when she wanted to look at something.

“What’s wrong with you?” said Father, catching sight of her. “You look like a chicken.”

Pauline didn’t answer. “Why do you look so comfortable?” she said irritably to me. “You haven’t squirmed all morning.”

When Pauline had turned away I showed Helene my secret. Underneath my collar I had pinned a pilfered linen dinner napkin. It was practically invisible, and I could turn my head in comfort.

We looked almost like twins with our curly red hair, but Helene was nearly three years older than I. Sometimes she thought of things first, and sometimes I did, but we always shared our discoveries. We formed a strategic alliance against our proper older sister, our rule-bound father, and our mercurial mother. In sartorial matters, Pauline was our most dangerous adversary. It wasn’t just the lace collars. It was the enormous hair ribbons ruthlessly attached to our scalps with pins. It was the vigorous scrubbing of our chapped hands with freezing-cold water. It was the precise calculation of how long each of our steps should be, and the angle at which we should hold the prayer book in church. She watched us all of the time, and when she couldn’t, Father did. Our mother could leap to our defense or come down on us hardest of all, and we never knew which it would be. But Helene I could always depend on.

“How did you get it?” she whispered to me.

I told her about the elastic band I’d placed around my thigh so that I could hide the napkin under my skirt.

“You’re crazy,” she said admiringly. “What if you’d been caught?”

She couldn’t figure out when I could have found the opportunity to hide my napkin at one of our formal, silent, and endless dinners. I sat with Father on one side and Pauline on the other. My hands, since they held the glass and the knife, fork and spoon, were always being watched. I might spill something, or hold my knife in a barbaric way, or take bites that were too big, and these errors must be quickly and harshly corrected. I suspected that since there was little conversation, it gave Father and Pauline a way to pass the time.

I reminded her that Mother had had a coughing fit at dinner the Thursday before last, and said that I had taken the opportunity when Father was pounding her on the back and Pauline was up getting water for her to drop my fork.

“What are you two giggling about?” Father asked, not very kindly.

We said nothing, trying not to look at one another. Sometimes that alone could set us off again. I felt that my face was pink and hot, and my lungs were full of unexploded laughter. Beside me I felt Helene shaking.

“Well, compose yourselves,” Father said, and when he spoke in that tone all of the merriment inside of us died.

A balding man in spectacles passing us checked the fob on his coat and announced to no one in particular, “They should be here in twenty-six minutes.”

We passed a woman selling ices from a painted cart.

“Would you girls like an ice?” Father asked. We were stunned. Normally we were not allowed to eat sweets, and certainly not from a street vendor.

Pauline looked doubtful. “Really, Papa? Are you sure it’s all right?” Helene and I held our breath and squeezed the other’s hand tightly.

“It’s Emilie’s birthday, after all,” he said. When he smiled, which wasn’t often, his ruddy face was briefly handsome. He gave the money to Pauline. “Don’t be shy. Go right up to her.”

The woman called out to the crowd: “Hurry! Get an ice before they melt! It’s getting warmer by the minute!”

We stood in line in back of a woman carrying a green parrot in a wire cage and watched the ice woman shaving ice for the customers ahead of us. Her arms were very tanned and she wore a red apron embroidered with fruit: lemons and pears and pineapples.

Off to the side, a little girl in a white dress and expensive boots was screaming. Though she looked to be about ten, I noted with envy that her parasol was made of pink lace and that the embroidery on her dress was like nothing I’d ever seen. I think it was her clothes that made me watch her so carefully. That, and the scene she was making. I’d never seen a little girl throw a fit in public. No one I knew would have dared.

“Adele,” a man said, “you know we don’t eat things sold on the street.” He was her father; he was large and lumpy and had a dark mustache. This only made her scream louder. Helene and I exchanged looks.

Her father was embarrassed. Next to him, her stylishly dressed mother tapped her foot.

“Shame on you!” her father said. “People will think you don’t love the emperor.”

“I hate the emperor,” the little girl said. “I hate the emperor.” She said it a little louder this time. The people next to them pretended not to listen.

“I hate the emperor,” she shouted. Her mother took her by the shoulders and looked into her eyes for a long time. Then the mother shrugged. “Buy the girl an ice.”

Her father wouldn’t let her go to the cart with him. So I watched her standing off to the side while he got into line. Her eyes gleamed like emeralds.

Then it was our turn. The woman shaved some ice into paper cups and asked us what flavor we wanted. There were three kinds: strawberry, cherry, and lemon. We decided to get one of each. She poured the syrup from three different watering cans onto our ice. Pauline handed her a coin, which she put in a leather belt at her waist. Then she wiped her face in her apron and went on to the next.

We waited, licking our ices, to see what the girl would do. When it was her father’s turn he fumbled in his pocket for the money. The woman in the apron teased him but he didn’t smile. He held the ice awkwardly, as if it were a small animal. When he returned to the girl he handed the paper cone to her without looking at her. If he had looked at her he would have seen that Adele held the cone without tasting it until it melted down her arm and dried into a sticky poultice. The sleeve of her beautiful embroidered dress was stained sickly pink.

 

When we got back to our father he was talking to a man we didn’t know. The man was wearing a threadbare sack suit and a pink daisy in his buttonhole. We had never seen a man wearing anything like that. He was not tall, but broad-shouldered and strong-looking. He was tan like the woman selling ices. He was carrying a leather case in one hand and what looked like a toolbox in the other.

We hung back shyly.

“He’s not wearing a hat,” whispered Pauline.

“Maybe he’s a Gypsy,” said Helene.

“Here are my daughters,” our father said. “Girls, come and meet Mr. Klimt.”

“How do you do, Mr. Klimt.” We curtsied as we had been taught, trying not to spill our ices. As I bobbed my head I could see that the man was laughing at us.

“I feel like an old man, or a prince,” he said. “Everyone calls me Gustav. And no one ever curtsies.”

“Mr. Klimt is a painter,” Father said, as if that would explain it all: the suit, the flower, the tan, the laugh, everything.

“I’m on my way to set up an easel near the art museum. My brother is already over there. It’s good publicity. And sometimes people pay us a little to make a drawing, which doesn’t hurt.” He winked at us. None of us knew what to do. Could we eat what was left of our ices, or was that rude? Helene tried to quietly sip the juice in the bottom of her cup, but Pauline kicked her.

He said he had some ideas about a new style of pipe. It had a smaller bowl with some complicated combination of walnut veneer and gold filigree. My father listened and seemed interested. He thought Klimt should come by the factory sometime and show him the drawings.

Then Father said we had to hurry on, and shook his hand. Klimt bowed and was gone, moving through the crowd, but he turned around once and smiled at us.

We walked on, toward the Rathaus. I was quiet, thinking about the man. New people did not appear very often in our closely chaperoned, narrowly circumscribed lives.

I wanted to watch Klimt draw. I knew Papa would never agree; we only had a few minutes to make it to our place.

“Papa, there’s Anna Vogel,” I said. “Can I go over and say hello?”

“Where?” said Helene, scanning the crowd for our school friend. I pinched her.

“Quickly,” he said. “Be on the steps in ten minutes.” I tried not to run.

A small knot of people was gathered behind Klimt and a thin boy with a smock tied on over his suit. That must be his brother, I thought. They were unfolding what looked like wooden music stands and clipping paper to them. I stood behind, peering into the spaces between men’s elbows, trying to get closer.

An old woman passed carrying two pheasants tied around her neck with string. Impulsively, Klimt called out to her and motioned to the birds. Money changed hands and Klimt wound up with one of them. The woman bowed her thanks and chattered in a language I didn’t understand. I thought it was Polish.

Klimt shook his head and backed away, but she followed him, waving the second bird by its floppy neck. Finally he relented and gave her the money. He draped them over his easel.

Then, haltingly, Klimt asked the woman in her language if he could sketch her. At first she said no quite adamantly, but the crowd around her started to clap and cheer. Men pushed her toward the empty circle around the easel. Klimt smiled and beckoned. Finally, laughing, she agreed.

Despite the warm weather, the woman wore so many wool sweaters that she resembled a ball of yarn with feet. She was like a doll with a dried apple for a head and silk floss for hair. I looked at her, and then at the paper, then back again, watching as a line appeared here, then there, trying to see as Mr. Klimt saw her. It was impossible. There was a dark triangle, then a haystack of crossed lines, a few ovals, and she was there. How had he done that?

When Klimt gave her the drawing he had done she giggled like a child and gave him a small cloth pouch filled with hazelnuts.

Slowly I worked my way through the tightly woven crowd until I was standing right behind the thin brother. Dimly I realized that I had better return to my father and my sisters, and that I would be in trouble when I appeared, but it didn’t matter. I had to get closer.

By some silent sign they had agreed and were both sketching two shop girls who were standing with their arms around each other, talking about bonnet trimmings. Yellow silk flowers or lace with delft blue ribbons, which would be nicest? Look at the rich lady with the hummingbird in her hat. How wonderful to be able to afford such things! The brother used a pencil, I noticed, while Klimt was holding a thick piece of black chalk in his fist like a fish he’d just pulled from a lake. He worked quickly and turned the page of his pad over when he’d finished. I barely had time to examine them before they were gone.

When they saw the artists looking at them the two girls blushed and ran away. I could see the last rough sketch that Klimt had made, and there was no doubt as to whom it was. In a moment he had captured their self-conscious slouching, their excited eyes, the way they leaned into one another.

Then two university students stumbled by and asked to have their portraits done for a few shillings. The brother said no. “We choose our subjects,” he said. “They don’t choose us.” The crowd laughed at the drunken boys, who looked surprised, as if it had never occurred to them that anyone might find them less than worthy subjects. As it slowly dawned on one of them that he was being rejected, his face flushed with anger.

“Look here, you,” he said, poking the brother in the chest and nearly knocking his easel over.

Then Klimt stepped in front of his brother, into the path of the student’s fists. “Speak for yourself,” he said. “Personally I would be honored to sketch these gentlemen.” For a moment the brother looked as if he might hit Klimt, but then he smiled and shrugged and went back to his easel.

The students leaned against one another and affected postures of great wisdom. Their gowns were too long and trailed in the dust. Klimt, in a few curving strokes, managed to delineate their extreme youth, their skinniness like starving dogs, their drunken eyes. He and his brother both ripped the papers from their easels and presented them to the students, who were pleased beyond all sense, the argument forgotten. They dumped their pockets for them. They showed the sketches to anyone who would look at them. Then they folded them into tiny squares and walked away. I winced when they folded the papers. The magical drawings looked like trash folded up like that. The students would probably forget about them in ten minutes and carelessly lose them. Klimt didn’t seem to notice the rough treatment of his drawings. He was counting the money.

Next to him his brother had begun to sketch a Hungarian couple in the brightly embroidered national costume. Klimt came and stood in front of him, blocking his view. People had begun to drift away, but I couldn’t move.

“We’re artists, not street beggars,” Klimt’s brother hissed angrily.

“Where did we get this charcoal?” Klimt said calmly. “And this paper?”

“From school,” said the brother sullenly.

“We took the paper out of the garbage pail and wiped it clean. We got the charcoal off the floor. With this money we can actually buy some supplies.”

The brother clearly did not like to admit that Klimt was right.

“We have enough to get a piece of cake at the café,” said Klimt, in a way that told me that this was his brother’s weak point. Then they both laughed.

“How much did we get?” asked the brother.

“Stupid kids, they gave me ten shillings for a drawing I wouldn’t wipe my ass with.”

 

My head spun. The artists were so poor that they pulled paper out of trash bins and used them. They had almost caused a brawl. Their language was vulgar and frightening. I was repelled, and yet fascinated. I had never met anyone like them.

Suddenly the only thing I wanted in the world was for Gustav Klimt to draw me. I had no money, but I thought if I got in his line of sight maybe I could do something interesting to attract attention. Then someone shouted that the carriages had been spotted and everyone rushed to the street. I ran to the steps of the Rathaus. Helene’s red hair stood out like a beacon, and when I saw it I slowed to a walk and slipped into place beside her.

“Where were you?” hissed Father. I tried not to breathe too fast or hard and give myself away.

“I’m sorry,” I said.

“After all I’ve indulged you today,” he said. “You ought to be ashamed.”

“There he is!” said Helene.

I forgot that Father was angry and jumped up and down in an effort to see better. Pauline craned her neck in a distinctly unladylike way. Even Father was straining and waving.

The emperor rode on horseback, and he looked very brave and strong. The epaulets on his coat and his hands on his knees remained perfectly still as the horse trotted past. A corps of soldiers encircled him.

“What does he look like?” asked Pauline, though she’d seen his picture a hundred times.

“Like a sad walrus,” I shouted. I was elated; I had caught the emperor’s eye, and he had smiled at me.

Pauline looked shocked. Helene giggled. “That’s no way to talk about the emperor,” said Father.

“When have you even seen a walrus?” asked Pauline.

“A zoological book. At school.” I tried to explain how his upturned mustache made him look as though he were smiling, though his eyes were sad. I tried to explain how he had smiled at me.

“He is not smiling at you,” Father said. “You aren’t anyone. He is smiling at Vienna.”

The soldiers that followed the emperor on foot had horsetail tassels on their helmets and marched in a formation like a flock of geese, kicking up dust and pounding out a tune with their footfalls. Their commander shouted commands, and they raised their rifles and shot into the air. The crowd cheered.

The carriage behind the soldiers came into my view then. It was filigreed like a page of music. The grand horses pulling it had garlands around their necks and pink and yellow ribbons braided into their white manes.

“What do you see?” Pauline cried impatiently.

“She’s got her veil on inside the carriage,” I said. “She’s not even looking at the crowd.”

“She” was the empress, of course, the one we had really come to see. It looked as if we would be disappointed. We were resigned though; she hadn’t been seen in public in five or six years.

Then the window of the carriage was pushed open, just a little. A glove appeared and gripped the gilt whorls that framed the window. Not just any glove, either. A glove of the softest kid, dyed black and trimmed with what I now know was maribou. The hand reached out toward the crowd, tentatively touching the air, not quite waving. A sleeve—the most delicate lace sleeve shot with golden threads—dangled from the glove, blowing a little in the breeze, and that was all. The carriage passed and was gone.







Three



At breakfast the next day Papa read us an article in the newspaper about the Klimt brothers. They’d been hired to paint the murals for the new theater that was being built not far from where we lived. Papa said it was a very prestigious commission for such young artists.

There was so much more I wanted to know: what were they going to paint? How did they paint the ceiling? What kind of paint did they have? Was it like the paint on the walls of our apartment? But Papa brushed my questions aside.

“I’m late,” he said. “And so are you.”

We went to a convent school next to St. Ann’s church. Everyone there was very nice to us in a pitying sort of way because we were Protestant, which meant in practice that when the Host came by in chapel we had to cross our hands across our chests into an X. It always felt to me that we were pronouncing ourselves excommunicated. In principle it meant that we were going to hell. Why they bothered to educate us if this were true the Sisters never said. Mother told us not to listen to them when they talked to us that way.

The stone interior of St. Ann’s, where we said Mass, was stained with age and the air inside was sweet and murky with incense. Candles hung from wrought iron cages like instruments of medieval torture. White-robed figures glided by with censers lighting and extinguishing candles. Christ was dying everywhere and with much suffering: on the stained-glass windows he performed the stations of the cross bleeding and crying and falling again and again, on the frescoed ceiling he wore the crown of thorns. On the tapestries that covered the cold walls he was wrapped in a shroud, he was lying in the tomb. Father told us not to look at it, it was barbaric and blasphemous, but it was hard neither to look nor listen. Next I thought they would tell me to hold my nose so as not to inhale the sandalwood and myrrh as it wafted through the air.

The school was housed in the nearby convent that was nearly as old as the church. The flue was clogged with centuries of soot and our eyes were often stinging red when we came home. The nuns were the only ones who would teach girls Latin and mathematics and philosophy, and that’s why we went there. Father was afraid that his business would collapse and we wouldn’t be able to support ourselves. He didn’t say why it would collapse; there were things out there, invisible malignant hands, trying to pull him down. At least that’s what it seemed like to me, listening to him talk. Mother had been pulled out of school when her own mother died and never got over it. You will be educated, she said darkly, no matter what happens. So in their different ways, united only by a sense of doom and helplessness, they encouraged our educations.

In the mornings the three of us walked to school together. We walked home again for lunch. After school we would sometimes invite friends to our apartment. More often the three of us would entertain ourselves. On Saturdays we might walk in the park, or listen as our mother played the piano.

She had wanted to be a pianist, and her teacher thought she had talent. Instead, she did what she was supposed to and got married. My father loved to hear her play, but he had no idea that pounding out Strauss tunes for him at home did not satisfy her. Intermittently she tried to be a good bourgeois wife and mother, but most of the time she forgot. She was too abstracted, lost in compositions that could only be played for us.

That was my entire world. I had no contact with the musicians who played at the Opera, or the men who taught at the University, or anyone, really, outside my family and my schoolmates. Occasionally I went to the market with Mother and looked longingly at the girls who came in from the country with their families to sell cheese, or sturgeon, or rabbits. They stood outside in all weathers, calling to people as they passed, flirting with customers, making change, wrapping things into parcels and tying them with string. It seemed so much better than my own life. Their hands were red and chapped, but they were doing something useful. And they were free, at least freer than I was.

 

When I was supposed to be doing my homework I drew in one of my school notebooks. I drew little girls with curly hair and giant eyes. Their heads were always too big for their bodies. I drew dancers arabesquing but couldn’t figure out how the neck melted into the back. My dancers all had jutting shoulder blades like fish fins. I attempted to draw Helene while she slept and only succeeded in terrifying her when I threw my slate and the paper it held across the room in disgust. I had more luck drawing clothes than the people who wore them. I drew the empress’s beautiful glove, and tried to recreate her dress, even though I had only seen the sleeve. I thought the dress must be brocade of a golden peach color. It would not have a princess collar, but would plunge from little cap sleeves adorned with skeins of pearls. Fastened to the shot-gold lace at her décolleté would be the largest ruby brooch anyone had ever seen. Of course such a dress would not provide much warmth, so I designed a white fox cape and matching hat. I was quite satisfied with the results.

Once I had drawn the dress, I was inspired to play drawing room. We gathered some of Mother’s old evening dresses from a hall closet and supplemented them with various scarves, robes, tea towels, jewelry, whatever we could find. We were forbidden to touch any of it, of course, but Mother was in bed with a headache and wouldn’t appear until supper, which was hours away.

When we were dressed Helene began choreographing a dance inspired by a famous troupe of dancing sisters. Every so often one of us ran to the bed and ate from a bag of chocolates we had smuggled into the house after school.

Our dancing quickly unraveled into quarreling. Helene had teased me about my clumsy dancing, which only made me clumsier, and I stepped on the hem of my dress and tore it. I believe I then hit her with my shoe. Pauline came between us and caught a heel in the eye, which made her scream. I ran away before I could be evicted from the game. So there I was, not dancing, pouting in the windowsill.

Helene tried to entice me back. She held out her arms to me and fluttered them in what was an annoyingly passable imitation of a sylph, though her gray silk taffeta robe was much too big and hung from her arms like laundry on a clothesline. Then she began to sing. Helene knew that when she sang she was nearly irresistible. She had a high, clear voice like a choirboy. Her bright hair curled around her face like a Raphael. But I was her sister, not an admiring teacher or a proud parent or a gushing parishioner. I ignored her. She finished a stanza and then, when she got no response, stopped.

“You’re just being lazy,” said Pauline, who was really too old to be playing this game but had done it to humor us. She was squeezed into a high-waisted pink organza evening dress and looked like an overstuffed pillow.

She didn’t like our games much anyway. Pauline was practical like our father. She was the only one who could soothe Mother when she had one of her hysterical crying fits, and the only one who could make the noodle pudding with cinnamon and raisins the way that father liked it. I thought she was depressingly lacking in imagination.

I said nothing. I opened and closed the clasp on the rose-shaped brooch I was wearing on my sash. The jewels in the brooch were pasteboard, of course, but they looked remarkably like rubies and pink diamonds.

Helene shrugged at Pauline. They were used to my sulks. They returned to their dancing, which required a lot of intricate work with scarves. It was hard not to get them tangled up. In fact, the dance had to be interrupted frequently for untangling and arguments over who was to blame. I half-listened to them as I watched the people passing below.

Fortunately for me, the street on which we lived was a very busy one. There was always someone interesting passing by. I watched a woman with a velvet cloak pulled tight around her throat step into the apothecary. I recognized her as a well-known soprano. I wondered if something was wrong with her voice. When she came out a few minutes later she was reading the label on the back of a small bottle as she walked. She nearly collided with two doctors with leather satchels and worried expressions. I saw one of the drunken students that the artist Gustav Klimt had drawn. He no longer looked drunk, but his hair was very messy and he was quite pale and in a rush. He dashed past my building and out of sight.

Just as Helene was saying that Pauline looked like a goat and Pauline was about to cry because she did a little, with her close-set brown eyes and long face, I saw something I couldn’t believe. Someone was at the door. It was a small man carrying a valise in one hand and a cane with a glittering handle in the other. He set the case down and rang our bell. Then he took off his hat to let the wind ruffle his hair, and he looked up, directly at me.

It was Gustav Klimt.

He smiled and bowed to me with a flourish of his hat. I nearly fell off the window seat in my haste to hide. Pauline and Helene stopped dancing.

“What?” Helene said.

“He’s here,” I said.

“Who?” said Pauline. She gasped when I told her.

I didn’t tell them about the bow. I don’t know why. It was something special that set me apart. “But what’s he doing here?” said Helene.

No one ever came to our house except the doctor. It was puzzling why this artist we’d never heard of until a few weeks ago was now standing at our door. We waited, peering around the curtains. When the door opened and Gustav Klimt disappeared into the building, we crept into the hall and leaned over the banister, straining to hear.

Mother took him into the parlor, leaving the valise and the cane in the hall, a sure sign that he was staying awhile.

Then we ran up the stairs and into our room as fast as we could, because Mother had come out of the parlor and was coming up the stairs. We stripped off the evening dresses and hid them in the armoire. By the time she arrived we were in our regular clothes and arranged in a slightly breathless tableau: Helene and I looking out the window, Pauline reading at the desk.

She frowned at us and said, “It’s no good trying to look innocent. Your faces are too pink.” We weren’t sure whether she meant that she knew about the dresses, or knew that we knew about Klimt, so we all tried to look chastened but not say anything to give ourselves away.

“What is it Mother?” asked Pauline, not very convincingly. “We heard the bell.”

“Mr. Klimt is here.” Our mother was fond of dramatic pauses. Helene couldn’t wait.

“Why? Why is he here?”

“Your father has asked him to draw your portraits.”

 

We stared at one another. Pauline looked horrified, but Helene looked as excited as I felt.

“Don’t keep the poor man waiting down there,” said Mother. “Straighten yourselves up, put on your school blouses, and come downstairs.”

“Our school blouses?” said Helene.

“That’s what your father wants.”

I nearly cried. Our school blouses were thin white cotton, with a plain neck and a bib-like appendage hanging over the chest. The bib-like appendage was embroidered with cheap floss because we’d been forced to do it ourselves. Pauline’s had turned out all right, but Helene’s, and especially mine, were poorly done. It was like performing at a dancing recital in my nightgown. I might’ve tried to slip past my mother in something else, but then I heard Father come home early from the factory. He was going to chaperone the sittings.

When we were dressed we brushed our hair and sighed over our complexions.

“If I had known I would’ve done the honey milk bath,” said Helene, who already glowed like a Madonna. I pinched her.

“Or the cucumber walnut scrub,” said Pauline. “That’s what the empress does when she’s about to be photographed.”

 

Pauline went first. While we waited Helene and I tried to imagine what was going on behind the closed parlor door. The wood was so heavy we couldn’t hear anything, even when we stood right up against it. Helene, who was shy around people she didn’t know, was afraid she’d have to talk to him. I thought it would be more awkward to sit there and not say anything.

We listened for the clock in the hall chiming on the quarter hours. Six passed before Pauline emerged. We scanned her face for a clue. She looked sleepy and dazed.

“Helene,” Papa called. With a terrified look she disappeared behind the door.

I quizzed Pauline about her time in the parlor but all she would say was that it wasn’t worth getting excited about. When I asked what Klimt was like, she shrugged. When I asked what they talked about, she said she didn’t know. The clock chimed, then chimed again. At last it was my turn.

When I went in Father was sitting in the corner of the room reading the paper. The air around him was dim with smoke and smelled of leather and cinnamon. He smiled at me but then went back to his paper, leaving me standing nervously in the doorway. The painter was standing in the middle of the room in front of a spindly-looking easel.

“Was that in your valise?” I asked in surprise. I was so curious about all of his things that I forgot it was rude for a girl to be too curious or to ask too many questions.

Klimt laughed. “Handy, isn’t it?” he said. “Let me show you.” He laid his paper on the sofa and deftly folded the easel until it resembled a bundle of kindling. I remembered I had seen it before.

“Oh yes, you had one like that the day of the procession.”

He smiled. “You remember.” He held the bundle out for me to take. I saw when I got closer that he had patches of red in his beard.

The easel was surprisingly light. “Wouldn’t it blow away?” I asked.

“Emilie,” my father called, “stop badgering Mr. Klimt and do as you’re told.”

“It’s all right,” Klimt said to my father. “Open it up and see,” he said to me. I unfolded the easel and saw that its three legs, splayed wide apart, made it more stable than it looked. He took the easel from my hands and moved it back to the middle of the room.

I stood while Klimt attached some paper to the easel with what looked like clothespins. I waited for him to tell me what to do. When he was finished with the paper he turned around but didn’t say anything. He crossed his arms over his chest and stared at me. It made me very uncomfortable, but I tried not to squirm.

“Well,” he said. I waited. The expression on his face was alarming in its intensity. I couldn’t wait any longer. I rocked from one foot to the other and scratched my face, though it didn’t itch.

“What should I do?” I asked. It was if I had woken him from a trance.

“Sit in the red chair, and be as still as you can. If I want you to move I’ll move you.” He spoke abruptly, almost rudely.

I sat the way I had been taught in my posture lessons. When Klimt turned to me he sighed. He came to stand just inches from me and frowned. His jacket smelled of cedar shavings, as if it had been stored for a long time.

“How would you sit if you could sit any way you wanted?”

No one had ever asked me such a question. It didn’t matter to anyone what I wanted, only what they wanted. I looked at him blankly.

“I don’t know, sir,” I said.

“No idea?” he said.

“No, sir,” I said.

“All right,” he said. He looked tired all of a sudden. “Stay that way, if you like. Do me a favor though, and look straight at your father and don’t move.”

My father was not nearly as interesting as the artist and his drawing, so it was hard to keep looking at him. Klimt put a smock on over his jacket, which made him look like an apostle. He stood in front of the easel and chewed at the end of a pencil while he looked at me. It was hard not to fidget. I tried to smile prettily.

“Do you normally smile?” he asked.

“Not very much, sir,” I said.

“Well, then, by all means don’t smile now,” he said. “Just a normal expression, please.”

“How do I look, Papa?” I asked, wanting Klimt to hear me praised. Father set his paper aside and glanced over, but he barely seemed to see me. “Very fine,” he said. He tried to think of the highest praise he could bestow. “You look like your mother,” he said, which I knew wasn’t true. My mother was beautiful. She had glossy chestnut hair and a soft, round face. My father, his task accomplished, lifted his paper again and immediately fell asleep.

Klimt didn’t have any paint, only some chalks lined up on a piece of wax paper. A glass of water was next to them. I wanted to ask him what they were for, but I had remembered my manners. He saw me looking at them.

“I use the water to wet some of my lines,” he said. “It creates a different effect, as you will see.”

He was looking at me so closely that I blushed. I hoped he wouldn’t notice, but I knew that was unlikely. No one had ever looked at me like that before. It made me want to crawl underneath the sofa.

“Do you always spy out of the window at visitors?” he said. I noticed that the tendons in his wrist as he drew were as taut as the mainstay of a sail.

“Excuse me?” I said, pretending I didn’t know what he was talking about.

“When I rang the bell you were at the upstairs window.”

“Was I?” I said. “I didn’t see you.” He stopped drawing a moment and grinned at me. Just then he reminded me of my friend Ulrike’s older brother, who liked to pull our hair and punch our shoulders and trip us at every opportunity.

“What do you look at when you stare out of the window?”

“People,” I said. “I like to look at what they are wearing, and the way they walk. Some people are fast and others sort of waddle, or hobble. I see some of the same people every day, and some days they look cheerful and other days not. Some days they’re alone and some days they’re with their families. It’s interesting.”

“So you haven’t had all the personality trained out of you after all,” he said. He went back to work.

“What do you want to be when you grow up?” he said next. He had figured out by now that I had trouble avoiding direct questions.

“An actress,” I said. This time he didn’t grin. He kept his eyes on his paper. “Have you been to see many plays?” he said.

I had to admit I hadn’t.

“I don’t go often, but I know a lot of actresses,” he said. “Some of them model for me for extra money.”

What I knew about actresses I had gleaned from the papers, and from watching the ones I recognized parade down the Mariahilferstrasse. They were always stylishly dressed, and carried themselves with such grace it was hard to imagine them needing extra money, though if their modeling involved what I was currently doing, it didn’t seem so bad.

“They’re not as glamorous as you think,” he said as if he could read my mind. “They’re all right. Poor, most of them. It’s not an easy life, you know. You’re much better off here with your parents.”

That made me angry. How did he know what it was like with my parents? But I wasn’t allowed to contradict an adult.

“Sometime I’ll take you to the theater,” he said. “You’ll see.”

Then he furrowed his brow and stopped drawing. He stepped back and looked at his paper for a minute, then went back. But he was still frowning. I wondered what I had done wrong. He put down his pencil and came over to where I was sitting.

“I don’t like your hair this way,” he said.

“This is how we wear it at school,” I said.

“It’s ugly,” he said. Roughly I started to pull the bow out but he stopped me.

“Let me,” he said. His hands moved toward my face and I saw that they were stained brown in places.

“No, thank you,” I said. “I can do it myself.”

“All right,” he said. He backed away slowly. He went to the window and opened one of the casements. I struggled with the ribbon, yanking at it until tears sprung to my eyes, but Pauline had pinned it with ferocious thoroughness, and without a mirror I couldn’t pull it loose.

Klimt came back.

“I promise I won’t hurt you,” he said. “Now, let me take your hair ribbon out.” He was very gentle with the tangled parts.

“We must put it up properly,” he said when he was finished. “Do you have a pair of combs?” It surprised me, that Klimt should be so familiar with a feminine accessory like a comb. Papa could never remember what they were called and referred to them as “hair contraptions.” I looked over at my father but he was still snoring underneath his paper.

“Shall I go look for some?” I said. I went into the hall. No one was there. I heard mother in the kitchen, singing Verdi. I ran upstairs to her room and opened her jewelry box. Inside were strands of pearls and a diamond bracelet, a gold watch, as well as a variety of pins and combs. Mother had several plain tortoiseshell combs for everyday, and then there were the small cloisonné combs she had bought when she and Father went to Paris. Dare I borrow them? I conveniently decided that Father would like the portrait even more if he saw them.

Back in the parlor, I sat in the chair again and let Klimt put up my hair. When he was finished he stepped back to look at me and seemed pleased.

“It’s much better this way because the line of your jaw will show more clearly.”

That didn’t make sense to me. I’d always been told that my jaw was too strong, unfeminine. I was told that I should camouflage it at all costs. Why was he going to play up my worst feature? I began to suspect that the drawing would not be what I hoped.

“Do they teach much drawing at your school?” he asked as he worked.

“A sketching teacher came for a while, but then he left to do military service and they didn’t get another one.”

“Did you like drawing?”

My foot was asleep and my neck was getting a crick in it, which is the only explanation I can offer for what I said next.

“Not very much,” I said. “It bored me.” Immediately I clapped my hands to my mouth in horror, completely forgetting that I was supposed to remain still. I looked over at my father. He was still asleep and could not have heard me. I waited for Klimt to scold me and threaten to tell my parents how insolent I was. But to my surprise, he laughed.

“Maybe it comes too easily for you. People like me, who have to work very hard just to be competent draftsmen, don’t get bored with drawing.”

I was afraid to open my mouth again, for fear something rude would come out.

“What did you draw that was so boring?” he asked.

“It was always the same still life,” I said. “Two glass bottles, three apples, and a bunch of grapes.”

“You can learn a lot about volume and light and shadow drawing apples and bottles, you know. And grapes! They’re too difficult for beginners.”

I fervently hoped that the subject could now be dropped.

“What do they teach at your school then, if not drawing?”

“History, German, mathematics.”

“Sewing?” he asked, glancing at my blouse.

“Once a week,” I said.

“Tell your teacher it should be every day,” he said. He was laughing at me.

“I will, sir,” I said as politely as I could.

We were quiet for a while. I heard the clock chime three, four, then five more times. I wondered why my drawing had taken the longest. Finally, he turned his page around. “What do you think?” he asked.

My twelve-year-old vanity immediately sustained a mortal wound, seeing myself through the artist’s eyes. The drawing showed just my head and shoulders. There was my jaw, jutting like a rock formation on a mountainside. My mouth was grim and stern, like a general’s. My eyes were glowing with light like rays of sun. How had he done that with just chalk? The little of my body that showed was indistinct, just a round white blouse shape with just a hint of a peach glow underneath to indicate flesh. He’d left the parlor out completely, the red chair, the wallpaper. For background he’d simply rubbed an apricot shade over the paper with the heel of his hand. I thought if this was what I looked like, I must be the ugliest girl in all of Vienna.

“Do you like it?” he said. He actually sounded worried about what I thought. I was too mortified to take his feelings into account. Only my strict training saved me.

“I think it’s lovely,” I said, but he knew I was lying.

[image: space]

Klimt woke up my father and sent me to fetch my mother to see the finished products. He leaned all three drawings up against the parlor wall and we all gathered around to look at them. Pauline was smiling and soft. He’d drawn the whole room in around her, and the drawing was bright and busy. Helene of course looked like an angel. There was even a corona around her head. I was the only one who looked like I could turn people to stone.

“They are wonderful,” pronounced my mother. “I especially like Emilie’s. You have really captured her personality.”

Klimt caught my eye and winked. I looked away. I just wanted him to leave. Then my father asked Klimt to stay for dinner. To my despair he said he would be delighted.
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