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			PROLOGUE
Seeing nothing anymore


				 			


			Everything went dark. As funeral garb. Then, here and there, some flashes, like those bright spots that appear when you vainly stare at the sun from behind eyelids that are as tightly clenched as fists fighting pain or emotion. 

			Of course, she hadn’t described it like that at all. A child of ten, startled and anxious, expresses distress bluntly, without embellishment or lyricism.

			“Mommy, it’s gone all black!”

			Mona had cried these words in a strangled voice. A moan? Yes, but not only. There was an involuntary note of shame to them that her mother, whenever she detected it, took seriously. Because if there was one thing Mona never feigned, it was shame. No sooner did shame creep into a word, an attitude, an intonation than the die was cast: some unpleasant truth got through.

			“Mommy, it’s gone all black!”

			Mona was blind.

			The effect seemed to have no cause. Nothing out of the ordinary had occurred; she was quietly doing her math homework, pen in right hand, exercise book under left palm, at the corner of the table on which her mother was studding a plump joint with garlic. Mona was carefully removing a pendant from around her neck because it kept swinging over her page of exercises, and she’d gotten into the bad habit of hunching to write. She felt a dark shadow fall on both her eyes, as if they were being punished for being so blue, so big, so clear. The darkness didn’t come from the outside, like it usually does, when night falls or the lights in a theater go down; it snatched her sight from within her own body. An opaque screen had sprung up inside her, cutting her off from the polygons drawn on her exercise book, from the brown wooden table, from the joint sitting a bit further along, from her mother in a white apron, from the tiled kitchen, from her father sitting in the adjacent room, from the Montreuil apartment, from the gray autumn sky louring over the streets, from the whole world. The child, by the casting of some spell, was plunged into darkness.

			Mona’s mother frantically phoned the family doctor. She described, confusedly, her daughter’s glazed eyes, and confirmed, because the doctor asked her to, that she didn’t seem to be experiencing any speech problems or paralysis.

			

			“It sounds like a TIA,” he said, not wishing to give any firmer opinion.

			He insisted that Mona be given a high dose of aspirin right away, and, most importantly, be taken urgently to the Hôtel-Dieu hospital, where he would phone a colleague to take immediate care of her. The name in question was not merely the first that came to mind—this colleague was a wonderful pediatrician; reputed, furthermore, to be a very fine ophthalmologist; and, incidentally, a talented hypnotherapist. Normally, he concluded, the blindness shouldn’t last longer than ten minutes, and he hung up. A good quarter of an hour had already gone by since the first cry of alarm.

			In the car, the little girl was crying and hitting her temples. Her mother held her elbows, but deep down, she, too, felt an urge to hit that round, fragile little head, the way one hits a machine that’s not working, foolishly hoping to make it start up again. The father, at the wheel of his juddery old Volkswagen, wished he could catch whatever had struck his little girl instead of her. He was angry, convinced that something had happened in the kitchen and they were hiding it from him. He kept going through the list of all the possible causes, from a burst of steam to a bad fall. But no. Mona repeated a hundred times: “It happened on its own!”

			And he believed none of it: “People don’t go blind just like that!”

			And yet, yes: people can also go blind “just like that,” as this proved. And today, people was Mona, with her ten years of age and her tears of fear flooding down—tears she perhaps thought would wash away the soot that had stuck to her eyes, on that Sunday in October, as night was falling. When they arrived outside the hospital beside Notre-Dame, on the Île de la Cité, she suddenly stopped sobbing and froze:

			“Mommy, Daddy, it’s coming back!”

			Standing in the street, in a chill wind, she threw her head back to hasten the return of her vision. Like a blind rolling up, the veil over her eyes was lifting. Outlines reappeared, then the forms of faces, the contours of nearby objects, the texture of the walls, and all the variations of color, from brightest to darkest. The child saw once again the slight figure of her mother, her long, swan-like neck and her skinny arms, and the much sturdier figure of her father. Finally, she glimpsed, in the distance, a gray pigeon taking flight, which filled her with joy. Blindness had seized Mona, and then let her go. It had passed through her, the way a bullet can pierce the skin and exit on the other side of the body, causing pain, certainly, but still allowing that body to heal. “A miracle,” her father thought, carefully noting how long the crisis had lasted: sixty-three minutes.

			At the Hôtel-Dieu’s ophthalmology department, there was no question of letting the little girl leave before carrying out a battery of tests, making a diagnosis, and providing a prescription. The family’s anxiety was undoubtedly eased, but not entirely dispelled. A nurse directed them to the first floor, for the office of the pediatrician who’d already been alerted by their family doctor. Dr. Van Orst was of mixed race, and afflicted with premature baldness. His big white coat was dazzling, a stark contrast to the sickly green of the walls. His huge smile, furrowing his face with jovial little wrinkles, made him likeable; but it belied the many grave cases entrusted to him. He approached Mona:

			“How old are you?” he asked, his voice gravelly from smoking.

			 

			 

			Mona was ten. She was the only child of two parents who loved each other. Camille, her mother, was nearing forty. She was slight, wore her hair short and messy, and there was a distant trace of the Parisian twang in her voice. Her charm lay in her “slightly shambolic” side, according to her husband, but underlying it was a formidable determination: in her, anarchy was forever intertwined with authority. She worked at a temping agency, and was the model employee, committed and zealous. In the morning, that is. The afternoon was quite different. She exhausted herself doing voluntary work. All causes were good causes, from isolated old folks to abused animals. As for Paul, he was now fifty-seven. Camille was his second wife. The first one had disappeared with his best friend. He wore a tie to distract from the frayed collars of his shirts, and toiled away as a small-time vintage-goods dealer, with a particular passion for Fifties Americana: jukeboxes, pinball machines, posters . . . And since it had all started in his adolescence with a collection of heart-shaped keyrings, he now owned an impressive array of them, which he didn’t wish to sell and which, anyhow, wouldn’t have interested anyone. With the increased use of the Internet, his store, tucked away in Montreuil, had almost had to close its doors. So, he’d taken to the Net himself, showcasing his expertise on a website that he was forever updating and translating into English. Despite an almost non-existent business sense, he could count on a clientele of attentive collectors, who regularly saved him from ruin. The previous summer, he had repaired a 1955 edition of the Gottlieb “Wishing Well” pinball machine and had sold it for the tidy sum of ten thousand euros. A timely deal after barely a sale for months . . . And then, once again, the void. It’s the financial crisis, he was told. Paul would down a bottle of red wine every day in the store, and then stick the empty, like a trophy, on one of those hedgehog-like bottle-drying racks that had been the making of Marcel Duchamp. He would raise his glass on his own, unable to blame anyone else. In his head, he was drinking to Mona. To her good health.

			 

			 

			While the nurse led the child through the maze-like hospital to undergo various tests, Dr. Van Orst, ensconced in a huge armchair, presented his initial diagnosis to Paul and Camille:

			“TIA—a transient ischemic attack.”

			It meant there had been a brief blockage of blood flow to the brain, and now they must discover the cause of this dysfunction. But Mona’s case, he continued, perplexed him: on the one hand, the attack—very rare in a girl of her age—seemed severe to him, since both eyes had been affected and it had lasted more than an hour; on the other, it had spared entirely her ability to move and speak. The MRI would doubtless tell them more. They must, he added, seeming ill-at-ease, prepare for the worst.

			Mona had to lie on a platform inside a horrid machine, and relax quietly without moving. They asked her to take off her pendant. She refused. It was a fine chain made of fishing line carrying a tiny cornet seashell, which had belonged to her grandmother and brought Mona good luck. She had always had it, and her adored Dadé wore the same pendant himself. The two charms connected them to each other, she thought, and she didn’t want to feel torn apart from her grandfather. Since the pendant contained no metal, they let her keep it on. And so her head, her pretty head, with its halo of shoulder-length tawny-brown hair, and its adorable round mouth, was engulfed by an ogreish cavity that was noisy as a factory. During the fifteen minutes the torture lasted, Mona sang songs to herself non-stop, in defiance, to inject a little cheer and life into this coffin. She sang a rather soppy lullaby that her mother would hum to her when tucking her in; she sang a pop song, a tune played on a loop in supermarkets, because she liked the video full of young boys with gelled hair; she sang some catchy ad jingles; she also sang “Une souris verte,” that nursery rhyme about a green mouse, to remember the day when she’d yelled the words to drive her daddy mad, to no avail.

			The MRI results came through. Dr. Van Orst summoned Camille and Paul, and was quick to reassure them. There was nothing there. Absolutely nothing. In the cross-section images, the brain showed only homogenous zones. No tumor there. Other tests were carried out, interminably. All through the night: from the depths of the pupils to the inner ear, with blood, bones, muscles, and arteries in between. Nothing there, either. The calm after the storm. Had the storm ever even happened?

			The hands of a clock lost in a corridor of the Hôtel-Dieu showed it was five in the morning. An image from a fairy tale came to Camille’s exhausted mind: it was as if, she told her husband, some evil being had snatched away Mona’s eyes and then given them back to her. As if he’d picked the wrong victim, Paul added. Or as if he had sent a sign, a warning, and was preparing to repeat his crime, they each thought, silently.

			 

			

			 

			In the schoolyard, the bell rang. The stream of children, herded by Madame Hadji, made its way up to the second floor. The teacher alerted her fifth-grade pupils that they wouldn’t be seeing their classmate Mona until they all got back from the November All Saints’ break. She herself had just been told this over the phone by Camille, who had explained everything—or almost—about the hellish night, without hiding the gravity of what had occurred. Naturally, the children asked questions. Had Mona been allowed to go on holiday a week before everyone else?

			“She’s a bit poorly,” the teacher limited herself to saying, while not being entirely happy with the formula.

			“A bit poorly: what luck!” Diego exclaimed, from the third row, and his high-pitched voice prompted agreement from the whole class.

			Because most children see illness as the “open sesame” to freedom . . . 

			At the back of the classroom, beside the chalk-dusty curtains, Lili and Jade, Mona’s two best friends, who knew every nook and cranny of her bedroom, were even more jealous. Oh, how they’d have loved to be with her! “A bit poorly”? Yes, sure, thought Lili, but no question, she’d be spending her days in her daddy’s store. And Jade, gazing at Mona’s empty seat, pictured herself with delight in her company, inventing all kinds of games and stories in the modest store, crammed with old things that smelt of America—a whole bric-a-brac of shiny, fun, and mysterious objects that children found entrancing. But Lili protested:

			“No, no, when she’s ill, it’s her granddad, Dadé, who comes to look after her, and he scares me.”

			Jade let out a mocking laugh to show that nothing scared her, especially not Mona’s grandfather. And yet, deep down, the little girl had to admit: in front of this old man, towering, thin and scar-faced, with his deep, stony voice, she was pretty spooked, too. 

			 

			 

			“Hello, Dad, it’s me.”

			It was midday when Camille, numb all over, decided to phone her father. Henry Vuillemin, refusing to use a mobile phone, would invariably answer landline calls with a brief “yes,” curt and scalding, which allowed little room for enthusiasm. His daughter loathed this ritual and, each time, would long for the days when her late mother would pick up the phone. She stressed each syllable.

			“Dad, I need to tell you: something awful happened last night.”

			She told the whole story, in sequence, while trying to keep her emotions in check.

			“And?” Henry asked, with a hint of impatience.

			But Camille had stifled her tears so much while telling her tale that, now, a massive sob convulsed her body and choked her: she was unable to reply.

			“And, darling?” her father pressed her.

			This unexpected “darling” gave her a burst of oxygen; she started breathing again and whispered:

			“Nothing! For now, nothing! All fine, I think.”

			At which Henry let out a long sigh of relief, then threw his head back and gazed up at the cheery moldings on his ceiling, of plump fruit, foliage, and spring flowers.

			“Let me have a word with her.”

			But Mona, curled up in an armchair in the living room under a russet throw, had dozed off.

			The poet Ovid described the phase when consciousness slips away as like entering a giant cave sheltering the languid, indolent god, Sleep. He imagined a cavern that was inaccessible to Phoebus, master of the Sun. Mona had learnt from her grandfather that, on a human scale, there existed no journey more regular than that towards these mysterious and changing lands . . . So, it was right, throughout our lives, never to neglect these realms to which we endlessly wend our way.

			 

			 

			In the days that followed, Dr. Van Orst ran some new tests at the Hôtel-Dieu. They still revealed no particular anomaly. The explanation for those sixty-three minutes of blindness just couldn’t be found, making the doctor now balk at using the term “transient ischemic attack,” which implied a vascular deficiency of which he was no longer entirely certain. In the absence of a clear diagnosis, he suggested to Mona—and to her parents—that she try hypnosis. Paul was dumbfounded by this idea. As for the little girl, she wasn’t really sure she knew what it meant. She associated the term with the “scarf game” she’d vaguely heard mentioned at school, which terrified her. To correct this false impression, Van Orst explained that by putting Mona under hypnosis, he could place her, temporarily, under his influence. Such an experience would allow him to go back in time and lead her to that original moment when her sight had gone, make her relive it, and, potentially, identify what caused it. Paul put his foot down. There was no question of doing this, it was dangerous. Van Orst didn’t insist: to be hypnotized effectively, a child must let go with total trust. But, between Mona’s prejudice and her father’s angry overreaction, the procedure was now compromised. As for Camille, she’d said nothing.

			So, Van Orst prescribed a conventional medical treatment for the young patient: weekly blood and arterial tests, visits to the ophthalmologist, ten days’ convalescence. He instructed Paul and Camille to look out for “any appearance of subjective signs of a symptomatic nature,” which meant that they must be extremely attentive to their daughter’s feelings. On this score, he suggested they consult a child psychiatrist.

			“It’s for everyday prevention rather than actual therapy,” he assured them. 

			Paul and Camille took in his recommendations, more or less, but, basically, there was just one question on their mind: does Mona risk, eventually, losing her sight? Curiously, at no time had Dr. Van Orst mentioned the threat of a definitive relapse, and, despite their dread, the parents preferred to avoid the subject. They even told themselves that, if the doctor hadn’t tackled it, it meant there was no need for it to be broached. 

			Henry Vuillemin broached it head-on with his daughter. He wasn’t the sort to run away from questions, however dreadful they might be. Usually very sparing with phone calls, unless it was to hear Mona’s voice, that week he made them repeatedly. In a fierce and impassioned voice, he harried Camille: yes or no, was his darling granddaughter, the treasure of his life, going to go blind? Henry also kept asking, insistently, to see Mona, and it wouldn’t have been right for Camille to deny him that. She suggested that he come over on the Sunday of the All Saints’ holiday, one week exactly since the attack of blindness. Paul, who knew how the conversation would go, secretly resigned himself and downed a glass of rough burgundy almost in one. In front of his father-in-law, he felt wretchedly stupid. Mona, on the other hand, upon hearing the news, stamped her feet with impatience.

			This grandfather, full of years and strength, she loved him. She also enjoyed watching how all those who encountered him let themselves be charmed by his lofty height and heavy glasses, with their large, almost square frames. In his company, she felt protected. And uplifted. Henry had always tried to speak to her the way he would to an adult. It was she who wanted this treatment, and relished it, found it fun. She never feared not understanding, and laughed at any mistakes and misunderstandings. Because she watched her own language in return, and it was clearly more of a game than an issue.

			Henry had no desire to turn her into a little performing monkey. He didn’t want to be one of those parodies of grandfathers, always looking out for youthful errors just to be able to correct them and sound smart. It wasn’t in his nature. He’d never made her do her homework, didn’t get involved in report cards. Besides, he loved the way Mona expressed herself. Even more, he was fascinated by her turns of phrase. Why? He hadn’t a clue. Failed to understand it. He had always been obsessed, haunted by something in her childish language. Was there something more to it, or a certain something that was missing? A quality or a defect? This impression was all the more troubling because it wasn’t recent: Mona’s particular little “tune” had always concealed a mystery that Henry was determined to solve one day, just by listening.

			

			Camille sometimes admitted her surprise at a relationship she deemed “too lovely to be true,” but she recognized that it worked brilliantly and made her daughter happy. And Henry, who readily quoted Victor Hugo’s The Art of Being a Grandfather, would remind anyone willing to listen of one of the cardinal principles of communication: it matters little if you don’t instantly understand all that someone says, as though each new word had to be an already leafy tree in the vast orchard of the brain. Buds would be sure to open when the time was right, as long as furrows have been dug and seeds sown.

			These furrows and seeds, in Henry Vuillemin’s case, were a flow of rich and sure words, which gripped you from their first use, never to let you go; it was a perfectly simple way of speaking, but of such range that it was exhilarating; the scansion was that of a storyteller, often accelerating, before slowing back down and then being tinged with gentle emotion. It was a steamroller of worldly experience and quiet erudition.

			And so the relationship with this Dadé was one of a kind. Sometimes, an extraordinary bond is created between grandparents and grandchildren, and vice versa, stemming from the fact that, by some kind of existential curve, the elders return, from the heights of their great age, to the feelings of their earliest youth, and understand, better than anyone, the springtime of life.

			Henry Vuillemin lived in a fine apartment on Avenue Ledru-Rollin, right above the Bistrot du Peintre, a narrow establishment with lashings of Art Nouveau-style woodwork. He would go down there every morning and follow his own little routine: a coffee and a croissant, a perusal of the national newspapers, an exchange now and then with the odd client and any waiters on their break. He felt part of an old world and, ritually, would walk very slowly to Place de la Bastille, examining the furniture in the store windows of Rue du Faubourg-Saint-Antoine on the way, would continue up towards Place de la République along the park-like median strip of Boulevard Ricard-Lenoir, and then turn back along Boulevard Voltaire. In the late afternoon, at home, he would consult the art books that were piled right up to the ceiling. Henry, who was one centimeter taller than General de Gaulle, could get hold of the least accessible without library steps or ladder, and, by curious chance, it was regularly those that most appealed to him. He had a phenomenal memory, although he had a propensity to talk about things he knew as opposed to more personal, intimate recollections, which he protected under layers of modesty. Mona knew the rule. The only thing her grandfather forbade was any mention of Colette Vuillemin, who had left him a widower seven years ago. Camille, like her father, never mentioned her mother, either. The child might try to breach that wall from time to time, but would be met with a deathly silence. Colette was not to be spoken of. Ever. The only exception to this taboo was Henry wearing that charm around his neck in memory of his late wife. It was a pretty little cornet seashell attached to some fishing line. He’d picked up the shell while with her on the Côte d’Azur in the summer of 1963—he no longer knew exactly which day anymore, but he remembered the scorching heat and having sworn a good many things to Colette. Mona, as mentioned, wore the same pendant, inherited from her grandmother.

			We all have our own ways of swearing. Henry Vuillemin, well, he would swear on “what’s beautiful on earth.” The expression surprised Mona, and whenever she heard it, she always shrugged her shoulders with a puzzled little laugh: what’s beautiful on earth—that was a bit everything and nothing at the same time. And then she would wonder whether he, her revered grandfather, was included. Henry had, evidently, been an attractive young man, and remained imposing, charming, spectacular. His octogenarian face, gaunt and chiseled, radiated a wonderfully alluring vigor and intelligence. But he was blemished. A scar tore through the right side of his face, from under the cheekbone right up to the eyebrow. The wound must have been very painful. It had made a furrow in his skin, but had also torn away a piece of his cornea. It was a war souvenir. A terrible souvenir: on September 17, 1982, while Henry was doing some photojournalism in Lebanon for Agence France-Presse, a Phalangist had lashed out at him with a knife to stop him from going any further. He was just approaching the Shatila camp. Rumor had it that massacres were taking place there, that Palestinian refugees were being arbitrarily executed, without trial, in retaliation for the assassination of President Bachir Gemayel. He had wanted to verify this, to bear witness. His way had been barred with inhumane violence. Henry had lost a lot of blood and the use of his eye. This disability, combined with his great height and, as the years went by, increasingly extreme thinness, had given his appearance a supernatural aura. The handsome reporter, who looked like the movie star Eddie Constantine, had turned into a legendary character.

			 

			 

			On All Saints’ Day, Mona was in great form. Her parents had done everything to cheer up the dreariness of November. Jade and Lili, her two friends, had come over to watch some of Toy Story, the animated film in which toys come to life. They had messed around a bit, amiably. Especially Jade. She was a mischievous and pretty little girl, a dark complexion, and impeccably neat hair. And yet she had a surprising passion: pulling faces. She could transform her harmonious face into a mobile and deranged theater, where bizarre, burlesque expressions would appear, like demented actors. Mona always begged her for more, delighted.

			At 7 P.M., the entry phone rang. Paul pursed his lips and raised his eyebrows. Camille pressed the button:

			“Dad?”

			It was just like him, arriving on the dot. Paul, after greeting him, left to return Jade and Lili to their respective parents, and during that time, Mona, her mother, and her grandfather were all reunited in the apartment. After an irrepressible outburst of joy, the little girl, having been careful not to tell her two friends of her woes, launched into a detailed account of her sixty-three-minute ordeal and all the tests she’d endured at the hospital. Camille didn’t interrupt her.

			Henry, however, while listening to Mona talk, and talk some more, was surveying, with clinical objectivity, the child’s surroundings. Even her bedroom, despite the enchanting kitsch of the décor, seemed extremely sad to him. That wallpaper with its garlands of flowers, those glittery knickknacks in the form of hearts or animals, those pink and brown cuddly toys, those grotesque posters of stars barely out of adolescence, all that plastic jewelry, that cartoon-princess-style furniture . . . The acidic colors of all this clutter choked him. In this whole scenario, oozing bad taste, there were but two exceptions of a kind of beauty. A sturdy American industrial lamp from the Fifties, with an articulated arm, that Paul had unearthed, given to Mona, and fixed onto her little desk. And then, above the bed, under glass, a poster for an exhibition featuring a painting. It shimmered with some sublimely subtle colors, cool in tone. They depicted a naked woman, in profile and leaning forward, seated on a stool covered in a white cloth, with left ankle resting on right knee. In one corner it read: “Musée d’Orsay Paris—Georges Seurat (1859-1891).”

			Despite these two exceptions, Henry came to the painful conclusion that, for convenience’s sake, childhood is mainly crammed with frivolous and ugly objects. And Mona’s was no exception. Beauty, true artistic beauty, entered her everyday life stealthily. It was entirely normal, Henry reflected: the refinement of taste, the development of sensibility came later. If it weren’t for the fact—and this thought suffocated him—that Mona had almost lost her sight, and that, if her eyes stopped working permanently in the days, weeks, or months to come, she would be left, inside her head, with only the memory of tawdry and futile things. An entire life in the dark, with only the worst the world produces to draw on mentally, with nowhere for those memories to go? It was unthinkable. It was terrifying.

			Much to his daughter’s annoyance, Henry was taciturn and distant all through supper. When Mona finally went off to bed, Camille purposefully turned up the volume of Coltrane’s saxophone, coming from an old chrome juke box, to drown out their voices and ensure that the little one would hear nothing.

			“Dad. For now, Mona seems to be dealing well with . . . (she hesitated over terms) . . . what just happened. But the doctor recommends the support of a child psychiatrist. It might seem strange to her, and I wondered if you might take her to the appointment, just so she feels reassured . . . ”

			“A shrink? Will that really stop her from going blind?”

			“That’s not what it’s about, Dad!”

			“I believe it is, and it will be, as long as you don’t dare ask the doctor that question! What’s his name again?”

			“He’s called Van Orst and he’s very good,” Paul butted in, clumsily, just to be part of the conversation.

			“Dad, wait,” Camille continued. “Listen to me. Paul and I will do everything we can to avoid anything happening to Mona, d’you hear me? But she’s ten years old and we can’t just act as if she hadn’t been through anything. The doctor says her mental stability is a priority. So, I’m asking you, just to see whether you’d like to take care of that, because I know Mona will trust you. D’you hear me, Dad?”

			Henry heard perfectly well. But right then, in a split second, an Apollonian idea had ignited in his head, one that he kept jealously to himself. He wouldn’t take his granddaughter to see a child psychiatrist, no! Instead, he would administer a therapy of a totally different kind, a therapy capable of compensating for the ugliness inundating her childhood.

			Mona, who trusted him totally, had faith in him as in no other adult, would accompany him to the repositories of what the world has produced of greatest beauty, of greatest humanity: she’d accompany him to the museums. If one sad day Mona became permanently blind, she would at least have the benefit of a kind of reservoir, deep in her brain, from which to draw some visual splendors. The grandfather’s plan went like this: once a week, according to an unchanging ritual, he would go with Mona to contemplate a work of art—just one—first in prolonged silence, so the infinite delights of color and line penetrated his granddaughter’s mind, and then with words, so she went beyond visual rapture to understand how artists speak to us of life, how they illuminate it.

			And so, for his little Mona, he dreamed up something better than medicine. They would visit the Louvre first, then the Musée d’Orsay, and finally Beaubourg. There, yes, right there, in these places charged with preserving all that humanity has produced that’s boldest and most beautiful, he would find a tonic for his granddaughter. Henry wasn’t one of those art lovers who, removed from the world, are content with the sheen of some flesh painted by Raphael, or the rhythm of a line drawn with charcoal by Degas. He loved the almost incendiary potential of art. Sometimes, he would say: “Art is pyrotechnics, or it’s just wind.” And he loved that a painting, sculpture, or photograph, whether as a whole or with a detail, could stoke existence with meaning.

			While Camille was asking for his help, Henry was thus being assailed with hundreds of images: the rocky outcrops behind Mona Lisa, the monkey carved at the back of Michelangelo’s Dying Slave, the alarmed expression of the blond child to the right of David’s Oath of the Horatii; the weird gelatinous kidneys in Goya’s Lamb still life; and then the clods of earth in Plowing in the Nivernais by Rosa Bonheur; the butterfly signature used by Whistler on the portrait of his mother; the wobbly apsidiole of Van Gogh’s church . . . Or then the colors of Kandinsky, the dividing lines of Picasso, or the ultra-black of Soulages. They all sprang up, like so many signs calling him, asking to be seen, heard, understood, loved. Like a backfire to the cinders threatening Mona’s eyes.

			Henry smiled broadly:

			

			“Agreed, I’ll accompany Mona every Wednesday afternoon. From now on, it’s me, and only me, who’s in charge of this psychological therapy. It will be the business of just the two of us. Is that agreed?”

			“You’ll find someone good, Dad? You’ll ask your old friends for advice?”

			“Are we agreed on the principle? I’ll take care of it without question or intervention from anyone.”

			“But you’re not going to pick some random child psychiatrist, d’you hear? You’ll take great care.”

			“Do you trust me, my darling?”

			“Yes,” Paul said with authority, to counter any hesitation from Camille. “Mona admires you and respects you, and loves you as she does no one else, so, yes, we trust you.”

			After her husband’s firm words, Camille agreed affectionately, and left it at that. Henry felt a slightly moist glimmer on his working eye. Coltrane’s sax was making the walls undulate. In her room, Mona was sleeping, watched over by Georges Seurat.
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THE LOUVRE
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SANDRO BOTTICELLI
Learn to receive


			The big glass pyramid amused Mona. Brazenly hoisted in the middle of the stone edifice of the Louvre Palace, its ethereal form, its transparence, the way it caught the cold November sunlight, enchanted her. Her grandfather wasn’t saying much. And yet she could tell he was in a great mood because he was gripping her little hand in his with the confident affection of happy people, and blithely swinging his arms. Although silent, he was the picture of childlike joviality.

			“How beautiful the pyramid is, Dadé! Looks like a giant Chinese hat,” Mona enthused, while cleaving her way through the clusters of tourists on the forecourt.

			Henry looked at her and smiled, but with a kind of dubious pout. The odd look this gave him made the little girl giggle. They entered the glass structure, passed through security, glided down on an escalator, found themselves in the vast hall, so similar to those of stations and airports, and headed for the Denon Wing. All the commotion around them was stifling. Yes, stifling, because most visitors in the crowds at a large museum don’t know what they want to do; they foment a generalized indecision, making the atmosphere stagnant, uncertain, and even a bit uneasy, typical of such places when they are victims of their own success.

			In the midst of the hubbub, Henry bent his long, thin legs to speak to his granddaughter eye to eye. He would do this whenever he had something really important to say to her. His mineral voice, clear and deep, drowned out the surrounding din. As if reducing to silence the inane chatter and tedious outbursts of the entire universe.

			“Mona, every week, we’ll go to the museum together to see a work of art—a single work of art, only one. These people around us want to gobble it all up in one go, and they get lost, not knowing how to moderate their desires. We’ll be much wiser, much more reasonable. We’ll look at a single work of art, first without saying a word, for a good few minutes, and then we’ll talk about it.”

			“Really? I thought we’d be going to see the doctor.” She wanted to say “the psychiatrist,” but wasn’t quite sure of the word.

			“Tell me, Mona, would you like to go see the psychiatrist, afterwards? Is it important to you?”

			“Anything would be better than that!”

			“Well then, listen carefully, my dear. There’ll be no need to go if you really look at what we’re going to see.”

			“Seriously? Can we avoid,” she stumbled again over the word, so decided upon a simpler one. “The doctor?”

			

			“We can. I swear to you, on all that’s beautiful on earth.”

			 

			 

			After tackling a maze of stairways, Henry and Mona found themselves in a bustling, crowded, modest-sized room. Almost nobody seemed interested in taking a good look at the work in pride of place as they filed past. Henry released his granddaughter’s hand and told her, with infinite gentleness:

			“Now look, Mona. Take all the time you need to look, to really look.”

			And so Mona, feeling a bit intimidated, planted herself in front of the painting. It was damaged, severely cracked in several places, and missing some pieces. Initially, it seemed to evoke a decayed and distant past. Henry gazed at it, too, but more than anything he was observing his granddaughter, sensing her uncertainty, her puzzlement. And then she was frowning and stifling a slightly embarrassed laugh. He knew that even when standing in front of a Renaissance masterpiece, a little girl of ten, no matter how vivacious, curious, sensitive and smart she might be, couldn’t instantly go into ecstasy. He knew that, contrary to a received notion, it took time, that plumbing the depths of art was a tedious exercise, not an easy delight. He also knew that Mona, because it was him asking her to, would play the game and, despite her awkwardness, would examine, with the promised attention, the forms, the colors, the subject matter.

			 

			The image was divided simply. To the far left, you could see a fountain, in front of which, like in a frieze, stood four young women with long curly hair, looking remarkably similar. They were gripping each other’s arms, entwined as if forming a human garland, which was punctuated by the difference in their outfits: green and mauve for the first, white for the second, pink for the third, orangey yellow for the fourth. This colorful procession gave an impression of forward movement, and facing it, on the right side of the work, alone against a neutral backdrop, stood a fifth woman, young, extremely beautiful, wearing an exquisite pendant-necklace and a crimson dress. She, too, seemed to be moving forward, as if to meet the procession. Indeed, she was holding a piece of linen out towards it, into which one of the creatures—the one in pink—was delicately placing something. But what? Impossible to say. The object had faded away. There was also, in the foreground, in the right-hand corner, a little blond-haired boy, in profile, almost smiling. The setting was almost entirely bare: only a blurred truncated column on the far right echoed the fountain on the far left.

			 

			Mona did play the game. But six minutes was already too long. Six minutes in front of a faded image was an unfamiliar and painful ordeal. So she turned to her grandfather and started the conversation with a cheek only she could get away with:

			“Dadé, your painting’s really battered! Next to it, your face seems brand new.”

			Henry looked at the work and all the damage scarring it. He crouched down.

			“You’d be better off listening to me rather than talking nonsense . . . A ‘painting,’ you say! Wrong! For a start, Mona, it isn’t a ‘painting.’ It’s what’s known as a ‘fresco.’ Do you know what a fresco is?”

			“Yes, I think so . . . but I’ve forgotten!”

			“A fresco is a painting done on a wall, and it’s very fragile because if the wall gets damaged—and a wall crumbles away a lot, over time—well, the painting gets damaged, too.”

			“Why did the artist paint on this wall? Because it’s the Louvre?”

			“Not at all. It’s true that an artist might want to paint a fresco in the Louvre, because it’s the biggest museum on the planet, and a painter would naturally want to place his work directly onto it, so it would be like the skin of the palace. But you see, Mona, the Louvre hasn’t always been a museum. Until about two hundred years ago, it was a castle, where the kings and their courts lived. This fresco was painted around 1485. So, the artist didn’t create it for the walls of the Louvre, but for those of a villa in Florence.”

			“Florence?!” She fiddled, automatically, with the pendant around her neck. “That reminds me of the name of an old fiancée of yours, before Mamie, right?”

			“Doesn’t ring a bell, but it’s possible! But listen; Florence is an Italian city. In Tuscany, to be precise. And it was the cradle of what’s called the Italian Renaissance. In the 15th century—the Quattrocento, as the Italians say—Florence was really flourishing. It had around a hundred thousand inhabitants and the city was prosperous, thanks to commerce and banking. Religious orders, political dignitaries, and even ordinary citizens, those at the top of the social ladder, wanted to make the most of their wealth and show their prestige by supporting the art of their contemporaries. They’re described as having been great patrons of the arts. Painters, sculptors, architects benefited from their faith and the means they gave them to produce some incredibly beautiful paintings, statues or buildings.”

			“I bet they were made of gold.”

			“Not entirely. There were, indeed, in the Middle Ages, some very fine paintings covered in lashings of gold leaf. It added value to the object, and symbolized divine light, to boot! But during the Renaissance, painting moves progressively from gilded showiness to a more faithful depiction of reality as we see it, with its landscapes, the singularity of faces, animals, the movement of beings, of things, of the sky and of the sea.”

			“They love nature, is that it?”

			“Precisely, they start to love nature. But you know when we talk of nature, we’re not only talking about what grows on the earth.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“We’re also talking, in a more general way, about human nature. That is, what we are deep down, with our dark and light sides, our flaws and qualities, our fears and hopes. It’s this very human nature that the artist seeks to improve.”

			“How?”

			“If you cultivate your garden, you do good to nature. You allow it to flourish. This fresco seeks to do good to human nature by telling it something very simple, but essential, and which you must remember forever, Mona.”

			But Mona, to ruffle the old man, put her fingers in her ears and closed her eyes, as if she didn’t want to hear or see anything he might tell or show her. After a few seconds, she sneakily half-opened one eye to see his reaction. He was smiling, nonchalantly. So she stopped her little game and refocused all her attention. Because she sensed that, after those long minutes of silence, contemplation and discussion, after that little journey across the damaged picture before her eyes, her grandfather was finally going to reveal to her one of those secrets you keep very close to your heart.

			Henry indicated to her to look at the slightly faded area, where there seemed to be something that the young woman on the right was taking into her hands. The little girl did just that.

			

			“The four women in procession on the left are Venus and the Three Graces. They are generous divinities. And they are presenting a gift—we don’t know what it is because there’s a little paint missing—to a young girl. The Three Graces are what are known as allegories, Mona: they don’t exist in real life and you’ll never encounter them, but they represent important values. They are said to represent the three stages that make us sociable and hospitable beings, that’s to say, humans who are truly human. And this fresco depicts how essential these three stages are; it seeks to anchor them firmly in each one of us.”

			“What are the three stages?”

			“The first consists of knowing how to give, the third of knowing how to give back. And between the two, there’s one without which nothing is possible, that’s like a kind of keystone, one which supports all of human nature.”

			“Which one’s that, Dadé?”

			“Look: what’s she doing, the young girl on the right?”

			“You told me: she’s lucky because she’s receiving a present.”

			“Exactly, Mona. She’s receiving a present. And it’s that that is absolutely fundamental. Knowing how to receive. What this fresco is saying is that we have to learn to receive, that human nature, to be capable of great and beautiful things, must be ready to embrace the kindness of others, their desire to give pleasure, to embrace what it doesn’t yet have, and what it isn’t yet. There’ll always be time for the person receiving to give back, but to give back, that’s to say, give again, it’s crucial to have been capable of receiving. Do you understand, Mona?”

			“It’s a bit complicated, your story, but yes, I think so.”

			“I’m sure you understand! And you see, if these ladies are so beautiful, drawn with such fluidity and grace, this unbroken line showing not a jolt, not a doubt, it’s to express the importance of this continuity, of this chain that links humans and improves their nature: giving, receiving, and giving back; giving, receiving, and giving back; giving, receiving, and giving back.”

			Mona didn’t know what to say anymore. The last thing she wanted to do was disappoint her grandfather. She’d already tried humor during their conversation, so she kept quiet to avoid adding anything too naïve, knowing very well that he was talking to her and bringing her to this huge museum so she became a bit more grown up. For now, she felt just a wrench, because this call to grow up, this thrilling exploration of a new world, exerted an extraordinary magnetic pull, particularly because the call came from Henry, whom she revered. And yet, she had an awful presentiment, a fear in her soul that what you give back, you might never find again. Regret, distant as it was vivid, for a forever vanished childhood clamped on her heart.

			“Shall we go, Dadé? Head back?”

			“Yes, Mona! Let’s head back!”

			Henry took her hand again and they left the Louvre slowly, without a word. Outside, darkness was starting to fall. Henry was aware of the turmoil that had just shaken his granddaughter. But he refused to go easy on people just to ensure he had only good times, that were fulfilling and appealing, in their company. No: he knew very well that life is only worthwhile if you accept its harsh sides, and that these, once time has done its job, turn out to be precious and fertile material, beautiful and useful, that allows life to be truly life.

			Besides, by that miracle that is childhood, Mona’s turmoil was short-lived: as she skipped merrily along, she started to sing. Henry never interrupted her at such times, which he found unbelievably touching. And then suddenly, as they were nearing her home, Mona stopped, having remembered the shared lie they’d agreed on to avoid sessions with the psychiatrist. She widened her big blue eyes and turned up her mischievous little face, chuckling at the naughty trick they were playing on her parents.

			“Dadé, what do I say if Mommy and Daddy ask me the name of the doctor I went to see?”

			“Tell them he’s called Dr. Botticelli.”

 
		

	
		
			2
LEONARDO DA VINCI
Smile at life

 
			

	 
			The November break was soon over and Mona went back to school. Camille arrived early, at around eight, at the dingy covered part of the yard, which offered some protection from the unpleasant autumn rain. She entrusted her daughter to Madame Hadji, quickly explaining how her recovery was going and the medical support in place, including seeing a child psychiatrist every Wednesday. She stressed: the teacher should certainly keep a close eye on Mona, but without showing her any special treatment, nothing that sets her apart from her friends.

			And Mona was soon back on track, catching up without grumbling about the grammar lessons on the direct object and the math ones on the types of triangle. Like her friends Jade and Lili, she keenly awaited any contributions from Diego, in the front row, who never missed a chance to annoy the teacher with his shrill voice. It cracked the three friends up. When Madame Hadji asked who was the architect of the Eiffel Tower, he answered like a shot, without raising his hand:

			“Disneyland Paris.”

			And the teacher, her eyes widening at every silly response of this kind, never quite knew whether it was a bad answer or a good joke. As indeed Diego didn’t, either.

			Curiously, it was during recesses that Mona, Jade, and Lili felt least at ease, certainly whenever they had to scurry under the shelter in bad weather, where all the pupils would be packed like sardines, with no space to play. And there was an even greater risk of coming across Guillaume. Who was he? A nasty brat from the other fifth-grade class, in the building opposite. With his long blond curls, deceptively kind eyes and tense mouth, Guillaume, who was redoing fifth grade, stuck out from his classmates, who were a year younger than him, due to his height. He was like a junior-high-school kid left behind with the little ones, a kind of anomaly in the schoolyard ecosystem. He was scary because he was sometimes violent. The slightest thing set him off and made him aggressive.

			Mona feared him, but found him good-looking. On Wednes­day, at midday, while she stood outside school waiting for her grandfather, she observed him from a distance. He was crouched, on his own, and was hitting the ground with the flat of his hand. It was weird: was he trying to squash ants? Were there any in mid-November at a Paris school? He looked up with the alertness of a hyena, and his eyes met Mona’s; she, panicked at the thought of being taken for a spy, almost choked, while automatically clutching her pendant. Guillaume’s face seemed to hesitate between several expressions. Suddenly, he stood up and strode over to her. Mona felt an arm grip her. Her grandfather had arrived.

			“Hello, my dear!”

			She felt huge relief beside her adored Dadé.

			 

			 

			Once again, they accessed the Louvre via the transparent pyramid, and Mona, while going down the escalator into the bowels of the museum, gazed through the glass at the heavy November clouds and the raindrops splashing its surface. For some reason, it made her think of a giant waterfall that had to be traversed in order to slide into a cave, towards secret and daunting depths.

			“Do you remember what we saw last time, Mona?”

			“Dr. Botticelli,” she said, laughing.

			“Yes, spot-on, Botticelli’s Venus and the Three Graces. And today we’re going to see someone who shares your name. Do you know who I mean?”

			“Er, yes, Dadé,” she replied, with that blasé expression children adopt when they think you should stop taking them for children. “Give me a break, they say you speak to me like an adult! It’s Mona Lisa!”

			And off they walked, hand in hand, to the most famous room in the palace, on which so many frantic tourists were converging, in search of an emotional response that, generally, they didn’t find, lacking an effective way of interpreting the work on display. Henry had thought about it. He knew that, in front of this world-famous painting, reproduced in its millions, the expectation was always huge, and the disappointment proportionately so. But why on earth, people would ask in frustration, is this the best-known work of art, the most valued and admired? Why does it leave me cold? And so the soufflé would collapse. As for Henry, he knew a lot about La Joconde, as the Mona Lisa was also called, and its eventful history. He knew that it had first been commissioned from Leonardo da Vinci in 1503 by Francesco del Giocondo, a wealthy Florentine textile merchant, but that Leonardo never delivered the portrait of his wife, Lisa Gherardini—hence the name “Madonna Lisa” and its abbreviation to “Mona Lisa”—deeming it unfinished. Henry knew that the painting traveled with its creator to France, when the king, François I, invited him to end his days at the Château du Clos Lucé. He knew that for a long time, the painting was no more or less admired than Leonardo’s other works, only acquiring its full legendary status in 1911: that year, Vincenzo Peruggia, a glazier at the Louvre, having allowed himself to be shut in on a day the museum was closed, took down the poplar-wood panel—seventy-seven centimeters by fifty-three—slipped it under his clothes and hastened home with the treasure, which he then took to Italy. Henry had also looked into, not without some annoyance, all the craziest hypotheses surrounding this image: it was suspected of being a “face screen” behind which the monstruous Medusa was hiding, or of depicting a man, and why not Leonardo himself, disguised as a woman . . . It was even claimed that the painting behind the thick bullet-proof glass was merely a decoy, just a copy of the original that was kept in the museum’s stores. 

			It was important to be able to dissociate from all this hysteria, and Henry wanted Mona to take the time to look at Leonardo’s marvelous work without thinking about anything other than what lay before her eyes.

			 

			It depicted a seated woman, closely cropped, a bust in three-quarter view, with her left hand placed on the armrest of a chair, which was otherwise unseen. Her right hand was holding, without gripping, her left wrist, giving the model’s whole body a slight rotating movement, which animated it, placing it not only in space, but also in time. She was wearing a dark-colored embroidered dress, which contrasted with the radiant skin of her décolletage and face. A fine gauze covered her head, from which long wavy locks, parted in the middle, flowed down to her chest. Her face, which was a touch full, featured firm cheeks, a broad forehead, and a small chin, all framing a straight nose, brown eyes turned to the right and looking straight at the viewer, and a fine mouth barely lifted by a faint smile. The eyebrows were plucked. Behind the model there was the low wall of a loggia, beyond which a somewhat fantastical landscape stretched back, as though far, very far, away. On the left side of the painting there was a road snaking across a plain, which suddenly rose up into rocky outcrops. The plain was beside a lake that was bordered, on the horizon, by giant mountains, sheer and ferociously steep. There were also mountains on the right of the composition, which likewise featured stone, earth and water, but also an edifice built symmetrically to the sinuous road. It was a five-arched bridge straddling a river.

			 

			Mona was really lucky: because she was small and slight, no one in the pressing crowd dared to jostle her. Moreover, her level of concentration, as she stood straight in front of the painting, patiently scanning it with her alert eyes, captivated the crowd as much as Mona Lisa herself did. To such an extent that some tourists ended up discreetly photographing the little girl from behind, in line with the masterpiece, and thus merging into it. The attendants wondered how a kid could study this painting so carefully, which, usually, visitors took a quick look at, before hastily heading for the exit.

			Mona might have found it less hard immersing herself in Leonardo’s painting than in Botticelli’s fresco the previous week, but again she gave up after about twelve minutes. Tired, she rejoined her grandfather, who had hung back a little.

			“So, Mona, what did you see?”

			“You told me once that Leonardo da Vinci invented the parachute. But his sky is totally empty!”

			“If it took you more than ten minutes to spot that, I’m not impressed!”

			“It’s just that I was also looking for some hidden flying machines, because you told me that he’d dreamed some up.”

			“Yes, that’s true. Leonardo was an engineer as much as an artist. He made money by offering his services to princes to improve the management of small and large rivers, develop the land, strengthen the defense of cities against enemies, and more. He was so curious and intelligent that he studied the human body very closely, and dissected corpses to understand how it all worked.”

			“He must have read a lot of books.”

			“You know, back in the 1500s, when Leonardo was alive, books were rare. Printing had only just been invented. He owned around two hundred volumes in his library, and that was already massive. But he, a very solitary man, would write prolifically: thousands and thousands of pages, on all possible subjects. He eventually wrote much more than he painted. We know no more than a dozen paintings done by his hand. And even then, we can’t be certain they’re all authentic.”

			“And why do we see this one all over the place, Dadé? I even remember that Mamie had a big breakfast cup with the picture on it. Personally, I wished she’d left that cup in the cupboard.”

			“Why’s that?”

			“Because breakfast should be cheerful. And that painting, it’s . . . it’s a bit sad.”

			“Oh, really? What’s so sad about it?”

			“It’s the background . . . It’s dark and very empty.”

			“Indeed. But just a moment. As I told you, it’s an old painting. The colors of the landscape at the back, with their slight haziness, have turned brown like an old newspaper. Quite simply because the varnish that’s supposed to protect the surface of the paint ages over time; it gets dirty and starts to look a bit gloomy. But you can be sure that, originally, this surrounding nature, with its mountains, winding roads, that big lake and huge sky, was an almost electric blue.”

			“Electric? What are you on about, Dadé? They used candles at that time!”

			“Thanks for the information, Mona . . . You know, that didn’t stop artists from seeking sources of energy. Electricity is a form of energy: it enables the production of warmth, light, and movement. Well, bear in mind that Leonardo likewise sought energy in his painting. To produce a strong effect on you.”

			“On me? Well, that’s funny, because we’re supposed to keep still in front of the painting!”

			Henry started to laugh. And his laughter made her laugh, in turn. And right then he would have liked to tell her about the philosopher Alain, and what he wrote in his Propos sur le bonheur (“Remarks on Happiness”). He stated that those who strive to be happy deserve a medal, a civic medal, because their personal resolution to put on a cheery, content face, sometimes demanding quite an effort of willpower, radiates onto others. Just the way a burst of laughter can produce a chain reaction. The search for happiness, according to Alain, isn’t about personal development and a small individualistic quest: it’s a political virtue. “Being happy is a duty to others,” he would say. All that was doubtless too complicated for Mona, but Leonardo’s Mona Lisa also conveyed this essential lesson in its own way.

			

			“Look, all this landscape that you find gloomy is in fact full of movement, animated by the energy of life, a kind of original heartbeat. However, you’re quite right, it’s disturbing because nothing in it is really organized. Oh, sure, there’s that bridge on the right, but not a tree, not an animal, not a human being. This backdrop, with its slightly hazy atmosphere and dominated by a great gray-blue sky, proves both grandiose and desolate. Leonardo would add, very patiently, over many years, the finest of glazes, like layers of transparent paint, to give the painting more density and depth. He would apply them, one on top of the other, and indeed, it was such a lengthy process that he never finished his paintings. These layers also had the effect of conjuring a slight sense of vibration, overall. It’s what’s known as sfumato in Italian, which both dilutes things and binds them together, all at once.”

			“Yes, but why is she actually smiling like that? It still seems pretty weird to me!”

			“She smiles with the tiniest of smiles. Behind her, the vast landscape seems like the universe in the process of being developed, subject to the chaos of the energies coursing through it—a chaos that’s both fascinating and worrying. But she smiles with a delightful precision, without arrogance or condescension. It’s an infinitely serene smile, friendly, and she invites you to do likewise.”

			“Come on, Dadé, we’re going to smile at her?!”

			“I can see that you’ve understood . . . Leonardo da Vinci said of painting that it prompts a mirror emotion: the image of a man yawning makes the viewer yawn; the image of an aggressive man makes the viewer aggressive. And the image of a woman smiling, with such a disarming smile, is an invitation to smile, too. That’s the energy his painting seeks to draw out: opening up to life, smiling at life, even in the face of what we can barely see, of what’s still obscure and formless, of a deserted and confused world, because that’s the best way of instilling a happy order into it, and the best way for that happiness to be not only that of a woman of the Renaissance in front of a loggia, but that of all of humanity.”

			And so Mona wanted to draw the corners of her mouth upwards. But the silence that followed her grandfather’s explanation, the generosity he’d shown in conveying it to her, and then—she had to admit—the overall beauty of what his deep voice was sharing with her made her heart contract. Her emotion caused a fine mist of tears to spring from her eyes, dimming, all at once, the lights of the Louvre.
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RAPHAEL
Cultivate detachment


			It was late, but Mona couldn’t get to sleep. A commotion, fitful and chaotic, coming from the kitchen was keeping her awake. A few seconds later, a bang, and then she heard her mother’s harsh voice through the walls.

			“For god’s sake, Paul, this is getting impossible.”

			Mona slipped out of bed and peered through the narrow gap of the slightly open door. Camille had just found her husband slumped over the tablecloth, glass in right hand, with papers covered in columns and numbers strewn around his head, as if blown there by a gust of wind. She’d been alerted by the noise, that of a bottle heavily hitting the floor after rolling across the table. At least at his store Paul could stack his empties on his rusty steel hedgehog-rack without them falling or shattering.

			And Camille was angry with him. Instead of asking for her help, he’d tried to forget by getting drunk. It wasn’t the anxiety of bankruptcy, or the threats from his creditors, or even a battle with the bailiffs that regularly pushed Paul to escape through alcohol. All that really haunted him was the thought that, by losing his store, where Mona had played so much, dreamed so much, he’d lose what little respect he thought he inspired in his daughter. If Camille was a go-getter, and Henry Vuillemin a great man, he, Paul, so proud of being Mona’s father, didn’t even reach their ankles, he was sure. What would happen when he’d have to leave his store, strangled by debt, and would no longer even have this theater of dreams to offer by way of illusion?

			Camille gathered up the scattered papers. When Mona, hiding in the dark, holding her breath, saw that her mother was about to drag her father to his bed, she quickly tiptoed back to her own.

			In the morning, the little girl was already on her second hot chocolate when her father joined her. She saw how drawn he looked and sensed, behind the kiss he planted on her forehead, a barely concealed anxiety. She then asked her father how he was. And that took his breath away. Because there’s something strange, even shocking, about a child asking an adult: “How are you?” It’s a thoughtfulness that only comes with age, once the basic visceral egoism of earliest youth has faded away. And what’s more, Mona, far from soaking up his gloomy mood, was smiling continuously while looking at him. And so his drawn features, his hangover, his doubts and difficulties all faded away before the joyful little face of his daughter, gently expressing infinite kindness. With the result that, after a few minutes without talking, he finally asked her, in turn, the question he should have asked first, off his own bat: “And tell me, my darling, how are you?” 

			“Really well, Daddy! It’s Wednesday!”

			 

			 

			Henry noticed, as he led Mona through the museum for the third time, that she had looked more often at the sculptures and paintings that punctuated their progress. And even, several times, he’d sensed her pace slow, her hand loosen its grip on his, as if her curiosity had been drawn to something. This pleased him; it meant that she felt stimulated, rather than overcome with weariness. But he must stick to the original agreement: one work a week, allowing no rival work to steal the show.

			It wasn’t easy since the museum’s Grande Galerie, which originally served as a link between the Louvre palace and the Tuileries, had become the most enormous exhibition hall on the planet. But apart from its height of 1m 20cm, there was nothing spectacular about that day’s painting. On the contrary, it shone thanks to a discreet temperance, a kind of restrained balance.

			 

			In a rural setting, in the middle of a patch of grass and a few yellowing flowers, a woman was sitting on a large rock that could only just be seen. She occupied the center of the painting majestically, dressed in a low-necked, bright-red dress trimmed in black. Only one sleeve, on the left, was uncovered and it had a yellow, satin-like sheen that echoed her hair, tied back in a chignon. The other sleeve was covered, as were the woman’s legs, by a voluminous blue cloak. With her face in three-quarter view, she was exchanging a look, to her right, with a small, standing child, blond and naked, who was leaning against her. He was about three years old and, having slipped his left hand into that of the young woman, seemed to want to get hold of the book she kept propped on her lap, of which only the gilded edge could be seen. Crouching just below the book, another small child, of a similar age but clad in a makeshift tunic, was carrying a cross as tall as him, made of two thin strips of wood, on his shoulder. He was in profile and was watching, intently, the little boy in front of him. All three figures had golden halos. Behind them, in the background, to the left, stood some very slender trees, and to the right, a village, with its proud spire. And even further back, there was a lake edged with small green and gray mountains, under a celestial sky chased with clouds and rendered in fading shades of blue, dark at the top of the painting and light, almost white on the horizon, which was on the same level as the chest of the young woman. The perspective of the whole picture was perfect.

			 

			Mona had more elements, more details to grasp than in her two previous viewings. But, curiously, she managed less well, and her attention flagged after just a few minutes. Five, no more, which had already seemed pretty long to her.

			We really don’t have the eyes anymore to look at Raphael, Henry mused, without reproaching his granddaughter for not managing to keep focused for any longer. A time so obsessed with what are stupidly called “break-ups” is bound to struggle before the artist of perfect harmony, infallible balance, and sound proportions. But the old man shook off his sudden annoyed intolerance so that he could discuss the painting.

			“You didn’t like it, Mona?”

			“I did, I did, but . . . it’s less amusing than the Mona Lisa, I find.”

			“The Mona Lisa didn’t amuse you right away last week, remember!”

			“Yes, but . . . Oh, you know what I mean, Dadé.”

			“I think I do, but say it anyhow!”

			“Well, in the Mona Lisa, something’s going on; here it’s all frozen. It’s like during math class, with the teacher, when I’m just waiting for Diego to say something silly.”

			“And here, the silly thing doesn’t come, is that it?”

			“You can always say something silly yourself, Dadé!”

			“No, Mona, it’s not the time yet. And in addition, what you yourself have just told me, the expression of your boredom, isn’t silly at all, actually . . . Because the painter whose work is before you, who was Italian like Botticelli and Leonardo da Vinci, and was called Raphael, swore only by absolute perfection, and believed that there should never be the slightest deviation, the slightest surprise to disturb the balance of the composition, of the line, of the colors.”

			“How long did it take him to do all that?”

			“A long time. A very long time. But he wasn’t alone because, at that time, at the very start of the 16th century, everything had to be done by hand and that required a veritable little team. Around the master who was painting and drawing—and even then, he didn’t always paint everything, sometimes concentrating on the human figures and leaving landscapes, or details less noble than a face, to his assistants—there were helpers preparing the materials, grinding the pigments, applying the varnish. And since Raphael had become a big star very young, and the merchants and bankers of Florence adored him, he was able to build up a mighty powerful studio. At the time he was painting this work, Pope Julius II, in person, paid for his services, because he wanted to endow Rome and the Vatican with great artistic stature. Raphael, who was just twenty-three, rose to the occasion and worked like a maniac with ten, twenty, fifty collaborators! He would hire and train the best, considered them like brothers or sons. And then he would try out all possible formulas to obtain his pearly tones and reflective effects; he created vast frescoes, tapestries, had his paintings printed to multiply the images and circulate them. With him, the art of painting, which society at the time saw as a simple manual task, acquired the reputation of something superior. Raphael became a prince among princes. When he died, on his thirty-seventh birthday, brought down by a fever caused, legend has it, by his passionate love for a woman, he was immensely rich: sixteen thousand ducats, a fortune.

			“Daddy says that the richer you are, the less kind you are . . . And adds that he himself is very kind!” she said, laughing. 

			“There are always exceptions in life, Mona, otherwise it would get a bit boring! Raphael was a rich man but also an extremely good one, it seems. A few years after he died, someone very important, Giorgio Vasari, decided to write about all the Renaissance masters. He called his book Le Vite, ‘The Lives.’ We owe to him a good many of the stories I’ve told you about Botticelli and Leonardo, and many, too, about Raphael. Notably, Vasari says of him that he brought everyone together thanks to his charm, his kindness, his generosity: not only did humans love him and find reassurance and concord from contact with him, but animals, too, were drawn to him, like in the Orpheus myth!”

			“Orpheus? Have you already told me about him?”

			“Don’t worry, Mona, I’ll tell you about Orpheus another time. Now, look closely. With Botticelli and Leonardo, I showed you paintings that are categorized as profane, that’s to say their subject matter is not derived from the holy scriptures. Here, it’s different. Painting was most often religious during the Renaissance, and destined for the chapels of churches to spread the faith and enhance the Catholic message. Here, the three figures depicted are sacred ones. Do you recognize them?”

			“I’d say Mary and Jesus . . . But the one that looks like a little savage, he does look strange . . . ”

			“He looks like a little savage because he’s John the Baptist, a prophet who announced the coming of Christ and who preached in the desert of Judea. That’s why artists depict him in such simple garb. As you see, he’s holding a cross. Know why?”

			“Is it meant to be Jesus’s cross?”

			“Yes, it’s an allusion to the cross on which Jesus will be killed. On the left, there’s Jesus, still a child and trying to get hold of the book his mother has in her lap. It’s undoubtedly the Gospel, which announces to Christians both the ‘good news’—the Salvation of the world through Jesus’s sacrifice—and a terrible, appalling event: the agonizing death of Jesus before the eyes of a despairing and powerless Mary. That’s why she’s wearing red, the red of blood, combined with the blue of her cloak, the blue of the sky.”

			Mona frowned. She was struggling to understand this strange mix of the promise of violence (how could a mother watch her child being killed? It seemed horrible to her) and the gentleness of the scene. Henry could see her bafflement, and left her to ponder for a good while, since she was studying the painting carefully again.

			“But then, Dadé, if his mother already knows he’s going to die, why is she smiling?” she asked, with a kind of dismay.

			“They are just symbols, Mona, it’s not the truth. And if the Virgin really existed, we can be sure that she wasn’t smiling at the thought that her child, thirty years after these tender moments, would die nailed to a cross. The book announces his crucifixion, and little Jesus, by seeking to get hold of it, symbolically anticipates his destiny. But what Raphael is showing us is that, when facing destiny, one must cultivate detachment.”

			“Detachment? What’s that? The opposite of being attached? So, it’s the opposite of loving, then?”

			“No, Mona, not exactly. It’s more a quality that consists of not being the slave of one’s emotions, and of knowing to keep them at a respectable distance. You see, for all that Raphael was a prince among princes, he maintained such a detachment towards his fame by remaining modest, friendly, likeable. His paintings demanded extremely exacting work, and yet their beauty gives the impression of an insolent simplicity. Likewise, facing the most fearsome destiny, the death of a child on a cross, in which glory and terror are inextricable, exemplifies what the Italians then called sprezzatura. This defined the courtiers’ detached approach, which consisted of never showing, in society, that you were affected, under any circumstances, whether good or bad. This detachment, Mona, doesn’t mean you don’t feel anything. But it allows for appropriateness, temperance, and elegance to be maintained. It allows for the preservation of what some call grace.”

			Mona felt rather confused because the explanation seemed unclear on quite a few points. And yet the lesson was learnt. There were bits she had grasped thanks to her grandfather’s kindly energy and determination to talk to her like an adult. At first Mona hadn’t liked the painting, and now she savored it. She didn’t grab Dadé’s hand to leave the museum at once. She continued to gaze at this holy family, and particularly this mother, this belle jardinière—“beautiful gardener”—as she was known, so wonderfully calm and luminous on her patch of flowers, so attentive when obscure cataclysms loomed. And then Mona admitted, chuckling at her own little joke:

			“It’s hard to detach oneself from it.”
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TITIAN
Trust the imagination


			At every new appointment with Dr. Van Orst, it was the same scenario. Mona would go into the office with her mother, talk with the pediatrician, undergo a few tests. It all lasted around twenty minutes, no more. With his loud, hoarse voice, the doctor often managed to amuse her, and she didn’t notice she was the only one smiling at these wisecracks. Camille, sitting close to the desk, would observe her daughter, her face drawn with intense concern. The child would then leave and wait in a gloomy corridor, while her mother remained with the doctor. The waiting was unpleasant because the corridor was very echoey and the noise thrummed in her head. To feel better, she would grip the pendant around her neck and sing to herself.

			On that particular day, Mona noticed something odd about her mother’s expression. Surprisingly, she said nothing to her, not a word. Outside, Camille merely bought her a pain au chocolat (limp and dry, by the way) from one of the tacky cafés on Rue d’Arcole, wedged between two ghastly souvenir stores. The mobile phone rang and Camille groaned as she looked at the screen. She hesitated, then finally took the call.

			“Yes,” she said, “of course, I’ll be there. Okay, okay . . . ”

			She immediately dialed another number.

			

			“Yes, it’s Camille. Right, listen, I’m really sorry but I won’t be able to help you tomorrow afternoon . . . I’m so sorry, but my boss has asked me to come in. Promise, I’ll come Friday morning . . . I know it’ll be too late, but . . . Listen, I’m really sorry, things are very tricky at the moment . . . Yes, much love.”

			Mona saw her mother’s crumpled face, the bags under her eyes, the lines at the corners of her mouth, and found her short hair even messier than usual. She then realized that she’d been preoccupied since the start of the day because she wanted to dedicate more time to her various volunteering activities and couldn’t because of the increasing demands of the guy she called her “boss.” Mona also realized that tomorrow, while her mother went off to work, she herself would be at the Louvre with her grandfather.

			On the esplanade in front of the Hôtel de Ville, a skating rink had been set up and Mona felt like going to watch the people gliding around. Camille automatically took her to it, but then abruptly stopped her.

			“Wait, my darling.”

			She crouched down and, with her blue-mittened hands, turned Mona’s face towards her. Mona expected her mother to kiss her, and smiled. But she didn’t kiss her. She looked into her eyes. Or rather: she looked at her eyes. There was no exchange, no connection between their eyes. Camille’s hovered almost imperceptibly around her daughter’s, as if she were looking for something . . . 

			Mona felt a kind of wave of fear in her stomach but, seeing her mother’s fear, and reckoning she’d gain nothing from increasing it by expressing her own, she kept it to herself.

			“How beautiful you are!” Camille suddenly told her.

			The compliment, banal as it was, did Mona a world of good, given the circumstances, and, this time, she struggled to hide her pleasure.

			 

			 

			Henry had always been crazy about Venice, and knew its history and all its astonishing maze-like twists and turns. At a time when crowds hadn’t yet devastated the Doges’ city, he had relished some dazzling summers there with the woman of his life. Indeed, rather than wandering around the Rialto and St. Mark’s Square, they preferred the less popular Arsenal neighborhood, where you still encountered born-and-bred Venetian workers. When gazing at The Pastoral Concert, attributed to Titian, just as at any other masterpiece by one of La Serenissima’s artists, Henry would feel a persistent voice rising inside him, a desire to tell all about this extraordinary place, and especially the crucial time in the 16th century when its power was faltering. Venice had been one of the foremost centers of Europe, of diplomacy, of art, before descending into decadence at the end of the 18th century, and being reduced, today, to re-enacting its carnival for the tourists that came spewing out of the vaporetti.

			 

			At its center, The Pastoral Concert had two male figures, of about twenty years old, seated on a patch of bright-green grass and each looking at what the other was doing. The boy on the left had dark hair, topped with a velvet beret, and wore a luxurious red-silk short cape with puffed sleeves and two-toned hose. He was playing the lute. The one on the right, with his mop of curls and bare feet, was in a style of brown leather jacket typically worn in the countryside. In their company, slightly more in the foreground and seen from behind, sat a naked young woman, on the plump side, with her hair in a low chignon. She was holding a flute, vertically, but not up to her lips. To the left of the painting, another naked woman, looking quite similar but standing and facing the spectator, was leaning on the edge of the well that framed the composition, and was pouring water into it from a clear glass jug. Her upper body and her legs were twisting in opposite directions. These four figures were in the foreground, with five layers of background extending far behind them. To the extreme right, a shepherd was leading a flock of sheep around an oak copse. Further back, the landscape rose up into a hill, on the crest of which were a few houses. Even further back, you could make out a river intersected by a waterfall. The undulating land continued until it met a fairly cloudy sky, lit by the fading sunlight of a late afternoon in summer. 

			 

			“Twelve minutes without moving, Mona, that’s an improvement!”

			“It’s you that keeps moving today! You were stopping me from concentrating, so I had to start from zero again each time!”

			“And where was it, this ‘zero’? What did you start with?”

			“That’s the thing, Dadé,” the little girl replied, after some hesitation, “it’s hard to say because I was, like, lost in the painting. There are these two dressed boys in the middle, and then these two undressed girls around them, and a shepherd further back . . . You wonder what they’re doing together! (Mona gave him a cheeky look.) You have to be a grown-up to know, is that it?”

			“Well, don’t worry because grown-ups also struggle to find the answer. But you, you’re asking the right question! Because you’re right, it is a strange mix. Why are two dressed men—one in town clothes, the other in shepherd’s garb—accompanied by these two undressed women? That’s exactly what we have to work out . . . ”

			“Was it easier for people back in those days to understand than it is for me?”

			“Certainly a little easier, because the allusions, the references gradually change, and some of them, at one time obvious, as they would have been during the Renaissance, do sink into oblivion one fine day. Having said that, in Venetian art of the early 16th century, artists really loved to shroud their paintings in a mystery or two . . . Here’s one to start with: there’s no signature on the picture. The practice of placing one’s name on the painting itself, often in a corner, only really becomes widespread between the 17th and 19th centuries. So, it’s tricky to identify the painter of our picture.”

			“Well, I do know who it is!” Mona crowed, sneaking a look at the Louvre label. “It’s Tiziano Vecellio!” (Making a hash of pronouncing the name along the way.)

			“Yes, my dear Mona, I’ll offer you my congratulations on being able to read a label when your Italian accent improves . . . This Tiziano Vecellio (Henry intentionally stressed each consonant), known as Titian, was the pupil of a certain Giorgione. And for a long time, it was to him that The Pastoral Concert was attributed. Simply because Giorgione had invented and developed the disconcerting motif we see here: the naked woman in the middle of the countryside.”

			“Then how come it’s by Titian today, not Giorgione?”

			“It’s a bit like with a puzzle: historians detected elements from Titian’s works scattered around in The Pastoral Concert. So, there’s a body of clues, but not of definitive evidence. In any case, we can say that it’s a painting imbued with Giorgione’s spirit, because even if Titian did paint it, he did so around 1509, when barely twenty, under the influence of the master in whose studio he had trained—a master who died of the plague in 1510.”

			“And now, are you going to tell me what two fully clothed men are doing with two naked women?”

			

			“Wait, first I’m going to clear up a second mystery . . . Didn’t you wonder why an elegant young man is playing the lute shoulder to shoulder with a country boy, to his left?”

			“It’s a bit weird . . . ”

			“Overall, Titian is seeking to portray a sense of harmony, of continuity. The landscape, with its little valleys, its small river, its house and its trees, the shepherd leading his flock, the two central figures—one a city type, the other a rustic—seems to come together in the atmosphere of a late afternoon, conjured thanks to the quality of painting using splendidly modulated crepuscular tones. A man from town and a man from the fields can meet without friction because Titian is seeking to convey perfect harmony. The harmony of a beautiful sound, of a beautiful melody. Yes: it is indeed this charming open-air concert that brings these two worlds together.”

			“You’re forgetting the naked women, Dadé—the one holding a flute is playing in the concert!”

			“We might well think that. But it’s not the most likely scenario. Rather than thinking the naked woman playing the flute and the one pouring water into a well are actually in the company of the two men, we should see them as the fruit of the men’s imagination. And that’s the key to the mystery. The music the elegant town boy is playing, alongside the country boy, invokes the two young women and conjures them up in the boys’ minds. And it’s as if this city type, this handsome aristocrat, had in fact taken refuge in nature, in this pastoral world, in order to express freely his taste for poetry, song, and, once again—I repeat—the imagination . . . During the Renaissance, the lovely word phantasia was used for the imagination, and phantasia enjoyed a veritable golden age, unprecedented elevation.”

			“It’s actually love that the artist wants to talk about—”

			“That’s true. Of course, in this painting by Titian, the two nymphs are beautiful and sensual; of course, we can suspect that this mental image has a lot to do with love and desire, and is something of a fantasy. But, you see, I don’t think that’s the most important thing. Because those two women, one with her flute and the other her jug of water, are allegories of creation and poetic reverie. The concert in the middle of the countryside serves to stir the imagination, which itself fosters more imagination. Because the imagination always chases after more imagination, creating a spiral that feeds on its own momentum. This painting tells us about the wonderful thrill of imagining things ever more deeply, and invites us to trust this prodigious faculty, which allows the invisible to become visible and the improbable possible.”

			Mona frowned and squinted to her left to make her grandfather turn slightly in that direction. He got the message and did so. At first, he couldn’t see what she meant, but then it seemed that a lady of a respectable age, lightly powdered and draped in a green shawl, had been standing close to them for some time, discreetly listening to their conversation . . . She blushed, gave a little cough, and scurried away.

			“Seemed like she was in love, Dadé!” 

			“You have too much imagination, Mona.”

		

	
		
			5
MICHELANGELO
Free yourself from matter


			Diego was decidedly a hopeless idiot, incapable of filtering his questions, which burst out like jacks-in-the box and cracked up the whole class with their weirdness. This time, he’d listened very carefully to the teacher, Madame Hadji, who was scolding him for not lining up under the shelter at the 10.30 bell.

			“You were supposed to stop playing, Diego,” she chided him, sternly.

			And Diego responded to this reproach, intended to be serious and specific. Not naughtily, granted, more with sincere curiosity, but in such a clumsy way that Madame Hadji lost her composure.

			“And you,” he retorted, “when did you stop playing?”

			He was sent to the principal, in tears, convinced that he didn’t deserve to be punished.

			During the long lunch recess, Jade and Lili asked Mona to play what they called “rave-up”—a game that involved them pretending to be part of what they imagined to be the music world. Usually, one of the girls would take on the role of producer. With a few makeshift accessories, she would dress up one of her two friends in crazy gear, ready to throw herself into a frenzied performance as a guitarist or singer. The third friend would mime being either a fanatical spectator or a cruel critic. But this time, Mona remained silent. Didn’t fancy it. Not in the mood. Something was curbing her usual enthusiasm. That something was the memory of Diego’s question, that very morning. She realized that her classmate hadn’t asked it out of impertinence at all. Diego had wondered, in the sincerest way possible: “So when does a person stop playing?” At what stage, what age does this taste for making up stories and then acting them out, with carefree spontaneity, stop? When does this facility to enter another world, turning what’s around you into a castle, a plain in the Wild West, or a spaceship, seize up? Diego and Mona could now envisage this strange prospect actually happening, as if they sensed that one day, one day very soon maybe, they, too, would inevitably leave behind those fluid realms in which playing is more about instinct than conscious decision. But when? Precisely when is that plug pulled?

			And while Mona’s thoughts were swirling, her body had frozen in the middle of the schoolyard, where the children were charging around like atoms. Then, a ball made of thick foam, drenched in dirty puddle water, flew out from nowhere and struck her hard on the temple. She fell onto her side and, overwhelmed, felt tears coming. She stifled them with ferocious willpower, outraged to see a boy, the famous Guillaume, the good-looking repeater she loathed, diving on the ball and continuing his game of football with total indifference. Not a word, not a gesture, not a glance. Luckily, Lili and Jade rushed to their friend to help her up, and repeated their proposal:

			“Come on, let’s play ‘rave-up’!”

			Mona agreed this time. Summoning up all the imagination she still could, she pretended to be a wild pop star, while Jade was a crazy manager, and Lili an audience of a hundred thousand fans. Mellow sunlight danced on their faces. 

			 

			 

			This time, Henry led Mona into a gallery that was striking for its kind of lofty coldness, lacking the immediate seduction of paintings. There were also very few people in the gallery, which was in the Denon wing of the Louvre and which Henry had always felt had two faults: it was more like a passage, a means to access something other than itself; and it was spectral, almost deathly. But this feeling was perhaps fitting for what was on display: sculpture, and more particularly, Italian sculpture of the Renaissance, with its deployment of dark shadows—the bronzes—or pale shadows—the marbles.

			Mona walked quietly beside Henry towards a work in stone depicting a convulsed figure. As they approached, the space echoed loudly and the little girl’s ears were ringing, tortured by the cries of a child perched on the shoulders of a fat fellow—doubtless his father—who was dripping with sweat. Mona reflected that she, too, in the not that distant past, loved to climb onto adults’ shoulders. And she asked her grandfather, huge and still so vigorous, to carry her. It was a perilous enterprise, but Henry complied, folding his bony body and, with amazing core strength, hoisting Mona ceilingward, so that the little girl found herself about two-and-a-half meters from the ground, and almost eye to eye with a marble face that most visitors only viewed from below.

			 

			This face had its eyes closed, its mouth—on the fleshy side—too, and perfectly regular features, with a fine, straight nose that divided in two a head topped with a mass of curls. It was tilted towards the right shoulder, but without touching it, and from that shoulder fell a supple, muscular arm, bent inwards at the elbow and ending in a huge hand lightly touching the chest, or, more precisely, covering the heart and seeking, with its fingertips, the median splitting the body into two hemispheres, that is, the sternum. Fine cloth bands rose above the chest. The boy was otherwise entirely naked, and his hairless genitals clearly visible where the two legs met, with the left one resting on a thicker chunk of marble and bending, turned slightly to its right, creating a movement of the pelvis, a perfectly clear but very gentle tilt. To reinforce this impression, finally, there was the left arm that swung backwards and disappeared behind the head. In general, the figure had something of the ecstatic relaxation of a person lying down, but represented vertically. Beneath its feet, there remained a mass of rough-hewn stone, rising like a kind of wave to behind the thighs. At the top of this virtually unworked marble, the mysterious head of a monkey emerged, but barely defined.

			 

			It wasn’t Mona who first tired of wordlessly studying the statue, but her grandfather, crushed by the weight of his granddaughter perched on his shoulders. He put her back down on the ground. Mona now had a much lower view; she looked away from the statue’s genitals (which she found so prominent as to be embarrassing) and stared instead at the tipped-back marble face. It suddenly felt very far away to her, up on high.

			“Is he happy or sad, Dadé?”

			“What do you reckon?”

			“A bit of both . . . When I was looking at him close up, from your shoulders, I’d probably have said he was happy, but now, I think he might be feeling a kind of pain . . . At any rate, when I’m in pain, I squirm . . . A bit like him!”

			“You know, there are very few certainties and many questions even today about this statue. What is sure, however, is its creator: Michelangelo Buonarroti, maybe the greatest artist of all time, an exceptional and strange man, whose talent and ill-temper immediately incurred the jealousy of his contemporaries, right from when he was training near Florence. They say, for example, that one of his fellow students, annoyed by Michelangelo’s combination of artistic virtuosity and uncouthness, socked him a punch on the nose. And there was Michelangelo, disfigured for the rest of his very long life. So, as well as being obnoxious, he became rather repulsive . . . ”

			“Repulsive? But you, too, have a big scar, and I’d punch anyone who called you repulsive!” Mona said, outraged, before adding with mischievous irony: “You’re too handsome, Dadé.”

			“You have good taste . . . Michelangelo’s father felt it was dishonorable to become a sculptor because, at the time, it was considered lowly manual labor, on a level with the stonecutter’s craft. But Michelangelo was deeply convinced of his vocation. He was also a man of letters, a poet, and an adept of the ancient doctrine known as ‘Neoplatonism.’ It gets its name from the great Greek philosopher Plato and sees both the terrestrial world and the human body as a prison that must be left in order to raise oneself above it, into the domain of the mind, ideas, imagination. A prince in Florence named Lorenzo de’ Medici, dubbed ‘the Magnificent’ and known for his refined taste in the arts, was also a Neoplatonist and, soon an admirer of Michelangelo, he entrusted him with some major commissions.”

			“Is it a statue of that prince you’ve brought me to see?”

			“No, it isn’t Lorenzo de’ Medici standing before you . . . In fact, at the beginning of the 16th century, when confronted with the beauty and power of Florence, another city, the cradle of Italy and Christian Europe, became jealous of its splendors and wanted to rival them.”

			“I know which city. It’s Rome: Daddy always cracks the same joke. Instead of saying, ‘All roads lead to Rome,’ he says, ‘All roads lead to rum’ . . . And I laugh. But mainly to please him . . . ”

			“Leave your dad and his wisecracks aside for the moment, and know that in Rome at that time, there was a pope who was very rich and very admiring of Michelangelo’s talent. He was called Julius II and he spent vast amounts of money to embellish the city—”

			

			“Oh, yes,” Mona interrupted him, “he’s the one who hired Raphael!”

			“Well remembered! He also hired Michelangelo, who became rich, and yet led a modest, verging on impoverished, life, and an extremely solitary one. They say he piled up gold coins under his bed, never to spend them. Later, Pope Julius asked him to design his tomb . . . And it’s precisely for that commission that this statue was made, along with a second one that you can see beside it (he showed her The Rebellious Slave, paired with The Dying Slave in the Louvre gallery): they were both supposed to adorn the pope’s monumental sepulcher.”

			“You mean where Julius is buried? It’s sad, planning your own death . . . ”

			“That’s just it, Mona. For Julius, who was the pope and believed in eternal life, in the resurrection, such a project shouldn’t be something depressing, but rather a subtle and paradoxical mix of happiness and unhappiness, of eternal glory and boundless grief. And Michelangelo understood this on a deep level . . . A magnificent poet, he once wrote the line: ‘My joy is melancholia.’”

			“It must have been really hard, working with Michelangelo!”

			“Precisely, and even on mammoth tasks such as, later, the Sistine Chapel frescoes, he was always alone, chary of friendship, and totally incapable of sharing his work sites with any companions or assistants. But Michelangelo got on well with Pope Julius II because they had similar characters, both being irascible, devoid of the slightest ability to compromise, indifferent to what others thought, as long as they had achieved what they demanded of themselves. No one, in the history of humanity, had as ferocious an appetite for beauty as Michelangelo. But not the gentle, graceful beauty of Raphael; it had to be a tormented beauty, tautened by conflicting energies. Hence the word terribilità, or ‘terrifying intensity,’ often being applied to Michelangelo’s work.”

			Mona gripped her grandfather’s wrist; his voice itself was becoming a bit terrifying, it seemed so deep. With his free hand, the old man drew a kind of spiral in the air—a flourish worthy of a dancer, miming the undulation of the sculpted body, like a flame.

			“This body, Mona, is at once the blessed body of a perfect young man, both graceful and muscular, in its prime, traversed by a jolt of pleasure; and a body tormented with suffering. The sculpture is called The Dying Slave, and the extraordinary ambiguity of his expression aims precisely to evoke a disconcerting idea. Even more disconcerting because it comes from an artist whose hands are constantly occupied carving stone or grappling with his brushes and paints. That idea is as follows: we must free ourselves from matter, from the concrete and tangible world. This body, Mona, this vibrant body transitions from life’s erring ways to the ideal sphere of the beyond; it transitions from the status of slave to that of free man; and, equally,  it transitions from a shapeless lump of marble to the splendor of a sculpture. And those three transitions—all emancipations from the crude, weighty, alienating matter of the world—take place simultaneously, in a terrible and sublime movement of joy and heartbreak intertwined. It’s a deliverance.”

			Henry went quiet and led his granddaughter around the statue several times. Until the moment when, studying the left side, she finally asked the question he was waiting for.

			“So why, then, is there a monkey’s head?”

			“I’m pleased you’re surprised at that . . . doubtless because the monkey is a parody of man and the artist—the artist who imitates all that he sees, who apes all that he encounters. Look: the monkey’s a prisoner here in a mass of messy, unfinished matter. It symbolizes that base material level of the world that we should rise above. You know, Mona, Michelangelo loved to say that the figure already existed in his block of marble and it just needed to be revealed, to be made to emerge from its lump of stone. Within the confusion of matter there already nestles the spirit and the ideal, the work of art in its pure form.”

			At these words, Mona stopped looking at The Dying Slave and moved off with her grandfather, but just before leaving the gallery, she suddenly stopped, turned back to the sculpture and, in farewell, couldn’t resist miming a chimpanzee: bending her knees, she let out three grunts and scratched under her arms. Henry was about to join Mona in her monkeying about, but quickly controlled himself on noticing an attendant grumbling, churlishly.
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FRANS HALS
Respect humble folks


			Willpower wasn’t enough anymore. Paul was now drinking—far too much. With a furred tongue and slumped shoulders, he was telling Camille about what he insisted on calling his “material problems,” which he couldn’t deal with, but which, in his mind, didn’t change his emotional investment in his family, which was huge and intact. Camille was listening, with concern and fortitude. But that evening, sitting at the table opposite her daughter and watching his glass emptying again and again, she snapped at him that she couldn’t help wondering whether these famous “material problems” didn’t actually suit him so that he could take refuge in wine.

			“And you’ll see the kind of material problem—as you say—that poison is!”

			Vexed at suddenly seeing his vice brought up like this in front of Mona, Paul was tempted to storm out, smashing something, anything in anger on the way, as long as it made a noise. But he just didn’t have the guts. For that, too, he lacked the willpower. Camille immediately reproached herself for making her daughter witness this, and, no doubt, for having been unfair . . . But it was too late.

			Mona, at first taken aback, intimidated by this cold aggression, then had a disconcerting reaction: she stretched, letting out a little sigh of pleasure, as if she wanted to loosen her limbs, make them more elastic to make them bigger, to free herself, as far as she could, from her child’s body so as to join this world of adults into which she’d just reluctantly been thrust. And, by relaxing herself, she was lightening the oppressive atmosphere.  Then, in an exaggeratedly firm and calm voice, she aped, clumsily but valiantly, a grown-up making a suggestion:

			“You know, Mommy, one day, Daddy could transform his problems.” Paul winced at this last word, but refrained from interrupting his daughter. “He could turn them into a great story! In books and films, there’s always sadness and misfortune, but when they’re well told, they become beautiful.”

			Paul and Camille remained stunned for a good ten seconds, while Mona, without another word, not even about her day at school, retreated into a serene silence—that of a mission accomplished. Supper flew by, and as soon as she’d polished off a little pot of crème moka, she went to her room.

			“Paul, are you listening to me?”

			“Yes.”

			“That shrink’s doing Mona a power of good, don’t you think?”

			“Yes . . . A power of good. Her next session’s tomorrow.” 

			 

			 

			The traffic lights turned red. Mona let go of her grandfather’s hand, bounded across the road, spun around on the sidewalk, returned to the old man, who was slowly making his way, and held his hand again. A real little boomerang. 

			“You know, Mona, I don’t really like it when you shoot off like that!”

			“Oh, Dadé! I’m super careful! And I always look around to check you’re there.”

			“Watch out, you’re going to turn me into a ghost one of these days.”

			This remark—objectively terrifying—astonished Mona. Into a ghost? Why’s that, then? But Henry was alluding to the Orpheus myth he’d promised to tell her when they were in front of the Raphael painting, three weeks ago.

			“Orpheus was a poet and a wonderful lyre player. His singing was so beautiful, it charmed even animals.”

			“Is that really possible, though?”

			“Orpheus managed it, at any rate. His voice attracted lions and horses, birds and reptiles, rodents and elephants! He was irresistible. One day, Orpheus fell in love with a nymph named Eurydice and married her. Unfortunately, she got bitten by a snake and died. The poet, distraught with grief, descended into the Underworld to try to get her back. Thanks to the purity of his singing, he convinced Hades, the god of the Underworld, to allow him to bring her back up to the earth’s surface. But Hades imposed one condition: Orpheus mustn’t look round to see his beloved, whatever the circumstances, before he’d returned among the living. However, when they were a few meters from the end of their journey towards the light, Orpheus was worried because he couldn’t hear Eurydice’s footsteps anymore. He glanced impatiently and anxiously behind him. She instantly turned into vapor and disappeared into the shadows forever . . . ” 

			

			“But Dadé, that’s too sad!”

			For their entire walk to the Louvre, Mona clung to Henry like some terrified creature. She hampered his progress by gripping his clothes by any available folds, relishing the scent of his cologne. Above all, she kept repeating that one must always look “straight ahead, straight ahead, straight ahead.” This mantra helped her to focus her attention when it was time to discover that day’s picture, in the 17th-century Dutch collection.

			 

			The painting, modest in size and almost square—slightly taller than it was wide—depicted a woman with a full, but not exaggeratedly fat, figure and dark brown hair. It was a bust in three-quarter view, turned towards the right of the frame. She was smiling, showing her top teeth, and her eyes were half-open, her eyelids heavy from drinking and having fun. The direction she was looking in suggested that she was amused by something nearby. Her face, a little chubby, featured particularly rosy cheeks. Otherwise, the skin was very pale and dense, thickened by the texture from the artist’s brushstrokes, and it contrasted with a mass of hair held with a hairband, yet tumbling messily down to her back: a kind of dishevelment that underlined the plebeian, peasant naturalness of the model. There was also her cleavage, compressed and full. Thus, at the low neckline, the two breasts bulged out, squashed together under a white chemise, with a coral-red bodice on top. In the background, the particularly vague décor, all brown and gray tones, could suggest a rocky surface as much as a lowering Northern sky, and the very absence of precise detail focused the attention even more on this wench, free, merry, and a bit scruffy.

			 

			Mona looked at it for a long time, nearly twenty minutes, then examined the label and frowned.

			“What’s a ‘Gypsy,’ Dadé?”

			“Actually, Mona, at the time this was painted, around 1626, they didn’t really know . . . The Gypsies were a mysterious people, considered exotic, with unconventional ways and practices. They were nomadic, meaning they never remained very long in the same place, and with no permanent ties, they lived from day to day, travelled hither and thither, and didn’t belong to the traditional guilds. Naturally, folks feared them a little, but they also represented a form of freedom that seemed fascinating. They were known for being talented musicians, and were said to have magical powers, notably that of predicting the future by reading cards and the palms of hands, and gazing into crystal balls.”

			“The future? So, Dadé, what’s going to happen to me then?”

			And Mona presented her palm. How this question, posed with a moving languor, pained Henry. In it he heard the anxiety of blindness, of eternal darkness, he heard his granddaughter lost in a moonless and starless night. Was that possible? Was it really possible? Mona was studying her own palm, searching for a sign, a bit of a message, a little light shining from the creases in her pink skin. She curled up her fingers, clenched her fist hard. It was heartrending. Henry could feel his heart sink to his stomach and shrivel up. But he focused again on the absolute necessity of his project with his granddaughter, in case the shutters did come down.

			“Well, personally, Mona, I’d rather you told me what you think of this Gypsy girl.”

			“Hmm, it’s hard to say, Dadé. When you bring me to the Louvre, it’s to see men and women that are kind of attractive, isn’t it? That’s how it seemed, anyhow . . . Botticelli’s goddesses, Leonardo’s Mona Lisa, Michelangelo’s slave, they were all, like, wow! But here, let’s say I find her less attractive.” She was silent for a while. “But then . . . ”

			“What?”

			“But then, since the artist painted her, he must have found her attractive, mustn’t he?”

			“Undoubtedly. I’m not sure he’d have used that very word, but he thought she had a certain something anyway, you’re right. Something worthy of being the subject of a portrait. You need to understand this, Mona: since the beginnings of the Renaissance in the 15th century more and more individuals were getting their portrait painted. They would pay the artists—sometimes a great deal—to depict their face, and often wanted their best features emphasized and their flaws erased, so they shone by being presented in a good light, with a certain prestige: elegant clothes, engaged in a worthy activity. And these people were generally very rich, high on the social ladder. Their portrait reinforced their image, their status, and their power. That’s why so many pictures of princes and kings hang on the walls of the Louvre.”

			“Yes, but there are pictures with ordinary folks, too. I remember in Titian’s painting: there was that country boy enjoying music with someone well-dressed!”

			“Very true; but that wasn’t a portrait. Remember: Titian wasn’t focusing on that boy alone. It was what’s called, in art terminology, a ‘genre scene,’ that’s to say an ordinary scene, taken from daily life, featuring some kind of activity. In a portrait, there’s no real activity; everything is frozen, as if for all eternity.”

			“Yeah, but to me, the Gypsy girl seems to be moving, and even, even turning around . . . Like your Orpheus.”

			At the thought of him, she grimaced.

			“Good point, Mona: she is just turning towards something, or someone, outside of the frame; we don’t know what or who, but yes, something is attracting her attention. And it’s making her smile. So, she is, indeed, caught in the middle of an action.”

			“What kind of action?”

			“It’s impossible to say, but the artist, Frans Hals, was Dutch. In Holland, as well as in Flanders, in the early 17th century, many paintings feature joyful, popular scenes of ordinary people enjoying themselves: dances, meals, celebrations in the street or taverns. Genre scenes, detailed episodes of daily life, vibrant with open and hearty pleasure.”

			“Like a birthday party with Jade and Lili!”

			“Swap the juice and pop for wine and beer, and that’s about it, Mona . . . And now, look closely at what Frans Hals is doing. He isolates his Gypsy girl from the rest of the scene, gives her a frame all to herself: the painting is on the cusp between genre scene and portrait. Or, put another way, the genre scene is sliding, through the simple process of framing, towards the portrait. And that’s the key to this painting: this scruffy young girl, with her ruddy cheeks, maybe a bit tipsy, who belongs to a marginalized social group—the Gypsies—finds herself being honored in a way traditionally reserved for noble and rich individuals. We’ll certainly never know who she actually is: she’ll remain forever one Gypsy among many others, but Frans Hals seeks to elicit respect for her and her people.”

			“Was Frans Hals a Gypsy?”

			“No. And he painted portraits of people from all walks of life. He was particularly admired for his way of applying paint, making his brushstrokes visible, almost tangible. His painting doesn’t produce the illusion of a smooth surface, but is more about the dynamic and slightly jolting juxtaposition of slabs of color. Such a technique might seem brash, almost shocking, but mainly it’s more vigorous. So his faces seem more alive.”

			“Then it’s like they’re really there! Like you can touch them!”

			“Exactly. Which is why Frans Hals was in great demand in the Dutch town of Haarlem, where he lived: merchants in grand guilds, rich gentlemen, top dignitaries all wanted their portrait signed by his hand, and, for a tidy sum, swelled the ranks of his clientele. But that’s not all: without being commissioned, simply because he loved people, and to convey his respect for humble folks, Hals would gladly paint ordinary individuals, portraying their character; though some said he just painted ‘mugs,’ on which expression could veer into banality or excess. His works celebrated strong, fundamental, human emotions, often avoided in the official portraits of so-called important people.”

			“Right . . . Dadé, what’s today’s lesson, then?”

			“It’s very simple. Frans Hals tells us that this Gypsy girl, with all her imperfections, her faults, her vulgarity, and the shady reputation attributed to her people, deserves as much deference as the nobles and notables. And that’s why he captured her on his canvas, and he didn’t need to be a Gypsy to do so. He was merely an artist, one who’s whispering to us that humble folks must be respected.”

			“Got it, Dadé.”

			Behind Henry Vuillemin, a young visitor, freckled and wearing big, round, red glasses, had been listening to everything without batting an eyelid. Standing beside her was a boy, his floppy fringe so long and wavy the wind might have been blowing on his face. He seemed to be stunned by the exchange he’d just heard, half-incredulous, half-admiring.

			“Forgive me, sir,” he ventured, “is this your granddaughter? You’re her grandfather?”

			“Yes. That’s correct, my friend. And I’ll return the indiscretion: is this, then, your fiancée?”

			“We don’t know,” they replied timidly, in unison.

			“Well, take time to think about it, and have a great day!”

			As they were leaving the Louvre, Henry became pensive. He was wondering what could have prompted the boy’s question and convinced himself that the boy just couldn’t get over the fact that such rich, such profound thoughts could pass from a learned old man to a little girl. Henry amused himself by rewinding the film of his dialogue with Mona. What had he told her about today? Among other things, the history of the portrait since the Renaissance, the social mores of Holland in the 17th century, and then the painting technique of impasto. The little girl may not have understood all of it, but she had wanted to take it in, not miss a thing—such an appetite seemed prodigious enough itself. And yet, from Henry’s point of view, that wasn’t what was extraordinary. What was extraordinary resided elsewhere: in the child’s language, in her particular little “tune,” which he suspected resonated with something totally remarkable. But what? He still didn’t know. So, he made do with sensing it, for want of defining it. He’d been searching for the answer a long time already, but in vain. And this Wednesday, thanks to that boy, he was wondering if someone other than him, by listening very carefully to Mona—to each of her words, each of her sentences—might have been able to solve the mystery in his place . . . Undoubtedly. Maybe. Or not. And anyhow, did this enigma exist, or was it pure speculation on his part?

			As for Mona, more or less consciously, she would only look straight ahead of her. She was still thinking about that story of Orpheus, Eurydice, and the Underworld. “But what an idiot! What an idiot!” she was thinking to herself, imagining the fatal moment when the poet turned his head.

			“Dadé, please, tell me why Orpheus turns around? It’s just so stupid!”

			“You’ll understand one day, Mona, the day you fall in love.”
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REMBRANDT
Know yourself


			Camille had decided: this time would be the one, she’d finally ask, at their check-up appointment with Dr. Van Orst, whether, yes or no, Mona risked temporarily going blind again, or worse, losing her sight permanently. For a month and a half, this question hadn’t been off her mind for more than an hour. She couldn’t focus on a task without this fear resurfacing after a few minutes. It was exhausting, especially since she’d promised herself not to look up anything on the internet, and the willpower needed to resist this temptation had ended up draining her. Camille thought that at least a doctor’s opinion would help her to channel this nagging obsession a little. She was walking fast, with her daughter by her side, through the corridors of the Châtelet metro station, endlessly repeating to herself a double question: “Does Mona risk losing her sight one day? What’s the likelihood?”

			And then, in one of the station’s endless gray corridors, when Camille was speeding up again, Mona tried to warn her mother. Lost in her thoughts, impervious to the crowd and the surrounding din, feverish and determined, Camille suddenly felt her foot catching on an obstacle. She was sent flying. It was the leg of a homeless man lying on the floor, and Camille, her nerves shot, barked:

			“Watch what you’re doing, for god’s sake!”

			The man, perplexed, wasn’t sure how to react. He merely responded with embarrassing politeness:

			“I’m blind, madame.”

			Only then, Camille saw the word “blind” written in capitals, among a few other statements scribbled on a scrap of cardboard, appealing for generosity; she saw the dark glasses that had been knocked to the floor; she saw Mona’s blue trousers right beside them. She’d just crashed into a blind homeless man in a metro corridor at the very moment she was taking her daughter to hospital, fearing for her eyes. A cold shiver coursed through her. Without a word, almost panicked, she got up and rushed to the exit with Mona. After pretending to check her phone, she made up a work crisis and told her daughter:

			“We won’t visit the doctor today, darling. I need to go back home.”

			A Persian tale, from medieval times, recounts how, one morning in a Baghdad market, a vizier was horrified to encounter Death, emaciated and somberly clad, because it gestured towards him, in what seemed like an invitation, despite his being young and healthy. The vizier went to see his caliph and announced to him his immediate departure for the city of Samarkand, in order to escape from this sinister invitation. The caliph agreed to this, and away his man galloped. Nevertheless, the concerned caliph summoned Death and asked it why it had threatened a vigorous vizier, in his prime, in a Baghdad market. Death retorted: “I wasn’t threatening him, I merely made a gesture of surprise! I’d met him early in the morning, in the middle of a Baghdad market, and I was surprised because we were due to meet that very evening, in Samarkand . . . ”

			Camille thought again of this legend, which had always terrified her. She had the feeling of wanting, in vain, to escape from fate, or more specifically, to clumsily shield her daughter from it; because canceling that appointment with the doctor to avoid a diagnosis was absurd and protected no one from misfortune. Yet she still called Dr. Van Orst’s office and, assuming a formal tone, moved the appointment to a later date, much later. When she hung up, she saw Mona looking somber.

			“What’s wrong?”

			“I’m fine.”

			“I know you inside out, Mona. Something’s bothering you. We’ll go see the doctor. You’ll see, it’ll all work out.”

			“Mommy . . . It’s just the way you spoke to the poor man in the metro . . . ”

			Mona was right. Ashamed, Camille went back to apologize and ask if the poor man was alright. He’d disappeared.

			 

			 

			We teach children that it is wrong to lie. And Mona knew she was lying to her parents by pretending to visit the child psychiatrist every week when she was actually strolling around the museum with Dadé. She opened up to him about this, and spoke of Pinocchio. Was she herself changing a bit, every Wednesday when she deceived her mother, her father? Does it show on someone when they’re being misleading? Henry rubbed her nose: right here, at any rate, nothing’s budged, he reassured her. And he laughed heartily. But he didn’t want to compromise himself, either, by simply justifying the hoax, however irreproachable its aim. The issue was too serious, morally, to be dealt with hastily. How could you explain the betwixt and between, the interlacing of the true and the false to a child raised to be honest? How dilute the binary concepts of good and evil without upsetting her, disorientating her, or disappointing her? It was an impossible task, and Henry knew full well that only life experience could provide such moderations; trying to explain those hierarchies to Mona would be counterproductive. And, while pondering all this as they approached the Louvre, he decided that it was a good time to go up to the second floor of the Denon wing. The ideal moment to introduce the notion of chiaroscuro . . . 

			 

			On a canvas that was a good meter tall sat a middle-aged man wearing a white indoor cap, in three-quarter view and lit from the upper-left corner of the composition. On either side of a bulbous nose, the eyes, looking straight at the viewer, seemed faraway and melancholy, while the deeply lined skin, sagging around the ruddy cheeks, glowed in the hazy light. He had a tragic furrow on his forehead, a more tender, and more ironic, crease at the corner of his mouth. A sparse, scruffy beard and messy curls gave this head a grizzled look, and below it everything was much darker. The model’s coat, while not indistinguishable from the murky background, gave the impression of at least struggling to detach itself from it, or even to disappear into it. The light reappeared, even further down, at waist level, to reveal one hand holding a maulstick—a light wooden baton with a pad at one end used to support an artist’s hand when painting details—and the other clutching a rag, some brushes, and a palette, on which three colors stood out: vermilion, bronze, and a dab of white with a suggestion of black in the middle. Finally, to the right, the side of a panel of wood appeared. It was the back of a painting this person was working on.

			 

			“Another portrait,” Mona commented after eleven minutes, “like that of the Gypsy girl, and here, too, you can clearly see the strokes of paint, I mean the really thick ones. The Gypsy girl was all cheery; he just looks sad. But there’s still something similar about the two of them.”

			“Well, Mona, you do impress me! This is only the seventh work we’ve come to see and, hey presto, you’re starting to develop an eye. The Gypsy Girl was by Frans Hals, and this painting is a portrait of the artist Rembrandt by himself, so a self-portrait, a genre that was pretty new at the time, first emerging around 1500. Rare were the self-portraits in which the artist dared to depict himself in his studio, tools in hand. That’s the case in this one, which Rembrandt painted at the age of fifty-four. He was born two decades after Frans Hals—in 1606, to be precise—but the two men did know each other, and belonged, as you rightly spotted, to one and the same school: the Dutch school of the 17th century. Frans Hals spent his entire career in Haarlem, whereas Rembrandt, originally from the university town of Leiden, soon went up to Amsterdam, a bustling, prosperous port that received goods from all over the world, which thrilled the artist. You can’t see it here, but among the forty-odd self-portraits Rembrandt painted, from his youth to his death in 1669, there are many in which he dresses himself up in oriental costumes, finery, or armor—all outlandish accessories he’d buy at fairs or auctions and collect.”

			“Rembrandt would have been a good customer for Daddy!”

			“Absolutely. In fact, like your father, Rembrandt was also a dealer. On the ground floor of his large house in the Jewish quarter of Amsterdam, he had his own store, selling his own paintings and engravings, but also those by other artists. That house can still be visited today, you know.”

			“I’d really love to go there!”

			“You will, Mona, be patient. And you’ll see: Amsterdam is covered in canals; the city seems like it’s rocking on the water. In winter, the place is all misty and enigmatic. The atmosphere is mysterious, too, and you often find that mystery in the tones used by the painters of northern Europe. And by Rembrandt in particular.”

			“I think I get it, Dadé! In Amsterdam it’s damp, cold, and it gets dark early. So, the painters over there, they had a style that resembled the city they lived in! And that’s why this painting by Rembrandt, it’s kind of murky. Am I right?”

			“A respectable eight out of ten, Mona.”

			She was pleased with her grade.

			“But,” he hastily continued, “beware of thinking that a geographical location, with its typical landscapes and weather, determines the style of painting. People do, indeed, often contrast the sunny brightness of Italian Renaissance art with the more muted, chilly mood of Dutch paintings. Which isn’t wrong, but a little nuance is required in all that. Rembrandt was highly influenced by an Italian, who himself was a kind of master of the shadows. His name was Caravaggio. Until his death in 1610, he had a brief and dazzling career, marked by many scandals—he’d been a criminal, endured several stays in prison—but above all he had radically shaken up painting with a major innovation: the use of intense contrasts within a single composition. Chiaroscuro.”

			“Oh, that’s a lovely word!”

			“And it’s even lovelier with an Italian accent: il chiaroscuro.” Mona repeated the term to remember it. “With chiaroscuro, black was no longer offensive to color, or its negation; it became its loudhailer. And black started to invade the painting, to devour it.”

			These words struck the little girl’s memory like lightning, and staring at Rembrandt’s self-portrait, she suddenly felt herself shudder. She huddled up to her grandfather, who continued with his explanation in a more soothing voice.

			“Rembrandt would prepare his paintings by first applying an even layer of brown. That became his background. He’d then add some luminous areas; by that I mean, before even starting to depict anything at all, he’d decide on the areas that would glow more brightly on the surface of his picture. After which, his technique is like a slow revealing of the subject, as if it were emerging from the shadows. However—and this is the subtlety of chiaroscuro—everything isn’t revealed equally: the luminous areas chosen at the start of the composition will be much more intense and penetrating.”

			“Seems to me that he’s lighting up his face there. He must have loved himself a lot!”

			“Hold on, keep listening. And remember what I told you about Raphael: he was a prince among princes, and right across Europe, the status of painters would begin to change with the Renaissance. By the 17th century, Rembrandt was benefiting from that evolution, that new esteem: he was now no longer considered a simple artisan, good with his hands and with technical know-how; he became an artist recognized for his mind, his genius, his singularity. It was thus logical that Rembrandt should assert his own individuality by painting his own portrait. It was equally expected that collectors would desire an image of this man, who was a veritable star in Amsterdam.”

			“Was Rembrandt like Raphael then? Was he very rich with loads of people in his studio?”

			“Rembrandt did indeed have a good many collaborators, and he wasn’t short of money. But as you see him there, he’s a ruined man, who’s just been declared bankrupt in 1656, to be precise.”

			Bankrupt! The word was familiar to Mona, who, during some conversation or other, would hear it shoot out of her father’s snarling mouth like steam.

			“How did that happen to Rembrandt?”

			“At first, he enjoyed enormous success, received many commissions from major guilds, that’s to say, the professional associations: doctors, judges, the military . . . And yet he was a very independent character; he didn’t always like his patrons, and mistreated his commissioners, demanding awfully long poses for his portraits for example, or delaying delivering his finished works until he was entirely satisfied with the result. And that could last for years! At a time when life was much shorter than it is now, you can imagine the anger of some clients, who sometimes ended up taking him to court! But Rembrandt sacrificed nothing to commercial success: each of his paintings had to conform to his vision. From then on, his way of life crippled him with debts, to the extent that, one day, he had to declare himself bankrupt. He sold—for next to nothing—all that he owned, moved out of his splendid home, had various tangles with the law. And on top of all that, he went through numerous personal dramas: first the death of three children, and, in 1642, of his wife Saskia; then, in addition to financial ruin, he lost his long-time lover Hendrickje to the plague. And then his son, Titus—”

			“How’s it possible to carry on painting when your life’s so awful?”

			“That’s just it, Mona, this self-portrait contains, within the image of the artist, that oscillation between glory and misfortune. It conveys a deep melancholy, and the chiaroscuro, with its bursts of color and depths of shadow, shows how conscious Rembrandt is of the years running away. Not only does he sign his own autopsy, but also dares to sign that of time passing, of the battle lost in advance between being and not being. ‘To be or not to be,’ asked Hamlet in Shakespeare’s tragedy of 1603. Half a century later, Rembrandt’s self-portrait whispers it, too. And another thing—”

			“What, Dadé, what does it whisper? I want to hear it—”

			“Listen carefully, Mona. Gnôthi seautón.”

			“Gnoty whaty?”

			“Gnôthi seautón . . . Know yourself. It’s Ancient Greek: the maxim inscribed above the entrance to the temple at Delphi, a maxim that the philosopher Socrates liked to remind people of, to show clearly the position of the Human . . . The Human, vague shadow of the gods, and yet believing himself to be a solar star. Know yourself, with all your strengths, but especially with your weaknesses and limitations; get the measure of what you are, with your fragile glories and your contingency. Rembrandt is aware of his genius, and he proudly shows this by painting himself in front of an easel with his head, hands, and palette in the light. He is also a tormented Christian, who knows he’s a wretched man, deserving of mercy. Look, Mona! On his very small palette—larger ones only came into use later—there’s vermilion, bronze, and white. Those are the colors required to paint the complexion, the flesh, the skin. Rembrandt is emphasizing this. What he paints is first and foremost his body, that body studied, seen, and seen again in those huge flat mirrors that appeared in the early 17th century, made of polished glass backed with mercury: that body that’s wearing out. What he’s painting is its uncertain truth. Gnôthi seautón . . .”

			Outside, it being winter, the late afternoon was more like evening. The December solstice was imminent. And then the day would begin to regain ground on the night once more. Clarity would slowly hold sway over obscurity. And Mona wanted to see a hidden message in that, the idea that, anyhow, the light always triumphed. Because in Paris, the Christmas decorations were twinkling . . . 
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JOHANNES VERMEER
The infinitely small is infinitely big


			The holidays were over. Christmas Eve had been gloomy and Mona had been surprised not to feel as excited as usual at the thought of opening her presents under the tree. And then they hadn’t included a pet, neither dog nor cat, whereas Lili had been given a little kitten by her parents. Paul and Camille did, however, allow Mona to have her two best friends for a sleepover on New Year’s Eve, to get the most out of this rather special night, when the world’s capacity for regeneration, for starting over, is celebrated. She could have fun with them in her room until dawn, if they had the energy. Jade took charge of the evening, having that rare talent of some, from very young, for staving off boredom. Late into the night, they decided to try a game called “Truth or Dare.” Jade claimed to have first played it with her older cousins the previous summer. This wasn’t true: she’d just watched, without joining in, a highly charged session in which the collective tension verged on a trance. She had felt at once repelled and seduced by the cruel simplicity and efficiency of the game, long dreaming of the time when she could try it herself, with her own friends. The rules are these: each player, in turn, is given the choice between doing something, often daring and imposed by the others, or admitting the truth in answer to a question that is, preferably, indiscreet.

			Lili was keen and Mona followed Lili. And so Jade began:

			“Truth or dare?”

			And Lili shouted:

			“Dare!”

			She was dared to sniff hard, right up her nose, a blob of mustard from a spoon. Bravely, she accomplished her mission, but not without feeling her face burning from inside, and the game was on. Dares followed dares: throw a water bomb out of the window; call a random phone number and say “Happy New Year!”; knock on Mona’s sleeping parents’ door . . . There was much laughter. And very soon, without having to say it, the three girls sensed that this crazy race could turn really nasty, so there should be certain limits, or humiliation might take over the game, or, even worse, become the game.

			Finally, Mona put herself forward. 

			“Truth or dare?” a breathless Lili asked for the umpteenth time.

			“Truth,” said Mona, clutching her grandmother’s lucky pendant.

			After a stunned pause, Jade and Lili conferred on what hidden, shameful thing they wanted their friend to reveal. They both felt a bit awkward yet giddy about this. And were surprised to discover that they both wanted to know exactly the same thing.

			“Which boy at school do you dream of kissing?”

			The mind has almost muscular reflexes. The name and face that came to Mona’s mind pained her so much that endless buffers, bluffs and ruses filled her head without her even trying. But Mona refused to take the easy option. She struggled with herself to be sincere, and it was once she’d overcome the lump in her throat that, anxious, troubled, but proud, she admitted: 

			“Guillaume.”

			“Guillaume the repeater?” Jade roared, incredulous.

			“Yes. I hate him. And . . . and . . . Well, yes, it’s him, it’s Guillaume.”

			 

			 

			Among the things Mona had never found convincing during her childhood, there was Father Christmas. As far back as she could remember, she’d always felt that this contrived image of a jolly old man doling out presents was grotesque and sad. Unable to believe in him, she’d felt only pity for the poor devils who wore that ridiculous outfit and white beard in the streets and stores, supposedly to delight the kids. She’d always look away, because otherwise, in an apt reversal of roles, she’d have wanted to comfort them for being disguised and demeaned like that. Maybe this was because Henry, her thin, clean-shaven grandfather, looked the opposite of this clunky commercial invention. Which didn’t prevent him from being very generous. And so, that Wednesday, he’d decided to give Mona a Vermeer.

			 

			

			The work was small, an almost square rectangle, and depicted in profile, turned to the left of the composition, a seated man—or rather, slightly raised from his wooden chair—in his study. Young, with long brown hair, the scholar was almost touching, with his right hand, a globe on a desk, and this hand, with thumb stretched out from index finger like a compass, seemed to follow the curve of the object on which a number of mysterious inscriptions could be seen. He was clad in a voluminous coat of an indistinct color: a green pigment that had turned blue over the years. In addition to the globe, the desk was covered in a heavy ultramarine and floral fabric. It swallowed up, rippled over, and partially concealed an astrolabe. There was also an open book lying in front of the scholar. To the left there was a wall and a window with small square panes, through which a warm northern light filtered. Perpendicular to the window, the background, barely a meter away from the man, comprised a cupboard topped with books and with a map pinned to it. Finally, cropped on its right side, there hung a framed painting, in which barely discernible gray figures lurked—a painting within the painting.

			 

			It was on this eighth trip to the Louvre, in front of Vermeer’s The Astronomer, that Mona first experienced sensory pleasure fully and sincerely. Until then, she had mainly just accepted the contract agreed with her grandfather, and derived her pleasure—real all the same—from the bond forged with him through their exchange of ideas. She doesn’t tell him, but this time, she could have been perfectly happy alone before this abundance of objects and subject matter brought together with so little paint. There, before The Astronomer, she gazed in silence at the scholar pondering and that gentle light flooding in, forgetting to think about what she’d say. Henry realized this. And the sight of such detachment, of a child drifting towards territories that seem so distant from childish pleasures, filled him with wonder. He felt proud of it, and, deep in his heart, slightly sad because he anticipated his own absence in this strange other world.

			“It’s weird, that globe . . . ” Mona said, finally launching in. “Normally, there’d be countries on it, but you’ve got animals instead. Really weird . . . ”

			“It is normal because it’s a celestial globe; one that maps out the sky for astronomers, with the constellations symbolized by the signs of the zodiac. So, no chance of spotting our coasts and borders! This Astronomer, before your eyes, goes with another little painting, sadly for us not in the Louvre, called The Geographer. In it you’d find exactly the same long-haired fresh-faced young man, his fine features almost feminine. But in The Geographer, he’s depicted with a terrestrial globe.” 

			“Personally, Dadé, I like history, but I’m less keen on geography.”

			“Well, you’re wrong, Mona. Because the one never goes without the other. And I’m actually going to prove it to you right now. Imagine Northern Europe, in the late 1660s when this painting was made; picture two fiercely opposing territories. First there’s Flanders. This country, which today corresponds more or less with Belgium, in the 17th century was under the imperial domination of the continent’s most powerful family: the Habsburgs. They’re Catholic and want to exalt both their religion and their rule. They want to give Catholicism a triumphant image after years of bloody battles with the other branch of Christianity, born a hundred years earlier: Protestantism, also called the Reformed Church. Their strategy for reconquest is called, logically, the Counter-Reformation, and it follows a terrible civil war that tore apart the whole of Europe. Among artists, the great name of this reconquest was that of Rubens. Before he died in 1640, he had a huge studio in Antwerp. His colossal, monumental, spectacular paintings were the worthy heirs of Michelangelo’s art. Think of Rubens as an extraordinary man, at once artist, scholar, diplomat, and business man.”

			“Why are you telling me about that man when we’re in front of a painting by someone else? I think you’ve gone to the wrong room, Dadé.”

			“No, my dear, I haven’t made a mistake. Sadly, we can’t visit the entire Louvre together. But I wanted to tell you about Flanders so that you understand, by contrast, the nature of these Netherlands that neighbor it. The Netherlands are a republic open to all religions—and thus to Protestants—an open-minded place enjoying an economic boom, hence the development of towns. And Vermeer isn’t the heroic messenger of a political or religious cause like Rubens was; he proves to be more the delicate translator of a familiar daily life, with nothing impoverished about it—far from it—but nothing epic, either. With him, it’s all about the little, or almost nothing. Very little is known about his life—we know he had eleven children and lived in Delft, but don’t even know what he looked like; very few works known—barely thirty; very few subjects tackled; and finally, all paintings very modest in size.”

			“But how come we know so much about some of them, like Rembrandt, say, and so little about others?”

			“The thing is, to know an artist, we need testimonies and archives: letters, personal journals, evidence of what he bought and sold. And Vermeer was certainly a highly regarded painter at the time, appreciated by collectors: just one of his paintings would sell for the equivalent of several years’ pay for a stonemason or blacksmith, so could only be purchased by the very rich; he was thus liked and in demand. But he wasn’t particularly famous for all that. He was part of a group of painters in which he wasn’t the brashest innovator. Instead, he would revisit subjects already painted by others: moments of domestic life, with an intimate, muted atmosphere, in which one or two people live, along with many often highly sophisticated objects. Indeed, it’s thought he used a camera obscura, an optical instrument that’s a forerunner to our modern camera, which enabled him to capture his image in a very reduced size, adjust the sharpness and haziness, and position, with a system of tracing on frosted glass, the basic structure of the painting, particularly its lines of perspective. Earlier in the century, Rembrandt had owned a splendid studio, and Rubens a veritable factory teeming with dozens of collaborators, expert in every task, from the grinding of pigments to the making of tapestries! But Vermeer works alone and is content to make the most of all possible scenarios within the small rooms of his own house in Delft. He confined himself to a discreet life and, when he died, no archive, virtually no document relating to him, was preserved. And so it took time and, I’d say, the brilliance of certain ‘lookers,’ to appreciate his true worth, to distinguish his truly unique qualities. The greatest geniuses need alert and visionary viewers, Mona!”

			“Like us, Dadé!”

			“Like you, especially! But in this case, we must first pay homage to an art critic of the 19th century by the name of Théophile Thoré, who, believe it or not, managed to do his research into Vermeer because he had to leave France after being sentenced to death in 1849 for his political commitments. He escaped, notably reaching Belgium and Holland, and took the opportunity to investigate our artist, unearthing numerous paintings by him . . . Like something out of a novel!”

			“But the guy there, what’s he doing with his celestial globe?”

			“We can only surmise, but he’s probably checking a fact, a measurement, something that was written in his book. And he’s mapping outer space . . . You know, Mona, in the 16th and 17th centuries, despite the work of great scientists such as Copernicus, Kepler, and Galileo, who proved that the Earth moved around the Sun, not the other way round, the Church continued to impose a dogmatic vision in which Man is at the center of everything. But in the prosperous and educated society of Vermeer, this conviction is demolished. They wanted to pierce the mysteries of the universe with rigor and method. The oceans are navigated by explorers, but in studies everywhere, space is navigated through calculation and imagination. And in fact, others had painted similar astronomers to this one before Vermeer, like his fellow Leiden native, Gerrit Dou, for example. Except that Gerrit Dou depicts his astronomer at night, with a candle. He’s more of an astrologer, or even an alchemist, a kind of sorcerer. Whereas Vermeer places his astronomer in daylight to show clearly that he’s doing rational work: this man is studying.”

			“And what’s the painting in the background?”

			“It’s impossible to make out. Vermeer offers no clue, but art historians, through cross-checking and deductions, managed to identify Moses Saved from the Water, that is, the miracle that enabled the great prophet to escape death and fulfil his destiny as liberator of his people. You can see whatever symbol you like in that, Mona. Personally, I think that this presence of the holy story within a genre scene is to recall the importance of spirituality. It’s to avoid us misinterpreting, seeing the work as a naïve extolling of Reason against faith . . . All of these accessories—the globe, the astrolabe, the books—refer to the measuring of the world, its course and its elements. This very small picture is painted with a touch that relies on subtle stippling, specks of light, amazingly fine brushstrokes. In a very confined space, it reveals a cosmos in miniature. And everywhere, in these minute details, the boundless magnitude of the world is manifest. Everywhere its infinite nature quivers, to challenge our understanding and stimulate our reverie.”

			Should Henry add that, in the following year of 1669, Blaise Pascal’s Pensées would be published posthumously, including, among other passages, his thoughts on the two infinites, the great and the small? He could see that Mona was reeling a little, and resolved to stop there. It was already such a lot for so small a head. Pascal could wait—all his granddaughter needed now was a hot chocolate with plenty of froth.
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NICOLAS POUSSIN
Let nothing make you tremble


			At the vintage store, Paul had sold nothing over the Christmas and New Year period, or very little: he had resigned himself to selling off his large film posters, and had notably parted, for tens of euros instead of the hundreds it was worth, with a poster for Andrei Tarkovsky’s Stalker—in perfect condition and signed by the illustrator. It featured three tiny figures in the middle of some dunes in front of a huge door, around which a zoomorphic mask could just be seen, resembling a dog or a wolf. Paul had suffered, having to put up with the buyer’s petty haggling, but that’s how dire things were. On the other hand, he hadn’t given in to Camille when she’d offered to buy a large collection of vinyl LPs from him, supposedly as presents for her fellow volunteers. Paul had clearly seen it as a mark of his wife’s love, but had also sensed an unbearable note of pity.

			His cashflow problems were becoming so worrying that he was now trying to reduce his overheads. Harsh as that winter was, he was determined to switch off the heaters and used only a minimum of lighting. But he didn’t skimp on the red wine, which proved comfortingly warming. And yet he knew it: the dilatory effect of alcohol on the blood vessels was temporary and deceptive, and one should never imagine that it actually helped to combat the cold. Paul couldn’t care less . . . 

			After school, Mona had come to the store, on a day when Camille had to work longer on some accounting at the association for the defense of undocumented Malian immigrants, which supported the hostel on the Rue Bara, in Montreuil. Mona loved pretending to work like an adult, and Paul, to amuse her, would give her small tasks, which she’d carry out with zeal. She’d eagerly see herself as a “grown-up,” proud as can be, and couldn’t understand her parents’ nostalgia for their schooldays and childhood.

			At the store, Mona had two fears: the steel bottle-rack bristling with arms or spikes, which vaguely reminded her of some nasty monster, and the trapdoor that led to a huge dark cellar. But she had no qualms about shutting herself away in the room at the back of the shop, where, for Paul, she would copy out references for the old American magazines he picked up here and there. The titles, in English, seemed like some kind of magic spell. Often, the journals were moldy, but there were collectors worldwide—her father repeated that to her often enough. While Paul cleaned out a jukebox that was producing too muffled a sound, she would get on with her work with all the care of a transcribing monk. Old France Gall hits rang out on a loop in the store. Just as “Cézanne peint” was playing, the dust made Mona sneeze so suddenly that she was thrown back and hit a shelf, from which a big box fell, instantly bursting open. Instead of calling her father, the little girl took a closer look and discovered, scattered over a pile of Life magazines, dozens of little lead figurines, clearly forgotten. Despite the dim lighting in the room, she could tell, by touch, too, how fine they were, and found them charming: were they toys, or decorative bibelots? She stroked the miniature clown crashing cymbals, admiring the subtle details and touches of pearly color, especially the red of his hat. It was so beautiful, she decided to place it on a shelf in the store, in a lost corner of the vast room where everything for sale was on display. Mona told herself that, in any case, her father wouldn’t notice this figurine, being so small, and that it, in turn, could watch over him, make up a little, from the shadows, for his solitude.

			 

			 

			It was windy out, and the Louvre seemed to wrap its visitors in its silky warmth. Mona was wearing a thick hooded coat and fur-lined boots, with white fleece spilling over the top. Her appearance was in striking contrast to the spring-like painting her grandfather was bringing her to see. 

			 

			Four shepherds in the countryside were surrounding a tomb of gray stone, which dominated the composition at its center. The tomb was around one-and-a-half meters high, if compared with the figures. Three of them were male. One of them, standing at the left corner of the monument, was leaning his elbow on its cover, with a long staff in his other hand. He was young, clad in a pinkish-white draped cloth, and with a crown of ivy on his curly hair. He was watching a second shepherd, who was crouched beside him, semi-clad and older, going by his brown beard, and examining something written on the tomb. At its right corner, the third male figure was facing the other two. He was also very young, draped in red cloth, standing but leaning forward, with one foot, in a white sandal, resting on a squared-off stone, and pointing at the inscribed words. But his head was turned away from them. He was glancing at a fourth figure, female this time, who had one hand on his shoulder. This woman was dressed in yellow and blue, with a loose turban on her head. She was smiling, perhaps stifling laughter. The group was painted with perfect clarity. Only the fourteen letters carved into the sepulcher lacked such definition. They were somewhat faded, somewhat concealed by the shadow and limbs of the two shepherds with their knees bent. In the distance, there were two trees, and closer by, a cluster of trunks and foliage. On the horizon was a mountainous landscape under a blue sky with some low clouds. Although limpid, the day seemed to be drawing to a close.

			 

			“Well, Mona, here you are with your nose stuck in a painting for fifteen minutes, still as a branch and with your back stooped. Watch out, it’ll break.”

			“Oh, Dadé! Hold on just a bit.”

			Henry watched Mona and could tell she was struggling in front of the painting—rather like those shepherds were in front of the tomb. There was a striking echo between his granddaughter outside of the frame and the figures contained within it. Henry also thought of the many possible interpretations, each more learned than the last, that he’d read about this masterpiece, especially that of Erwin Panofsky. Ah, Panofsky! That name, in art history’s pantheon, was totally unknown to the general public, but Henry worshipped him the way atomic scientists admire Einstein. And just as Einstein wanted to discover the cardinal law that would unite the four forces of physics, Panofsky had sought a kind of ultimate law of perception and image, without, of course, entirely succeeding. This fascinated Henry, because nothing seems more obvious than connection to the world through perception, and yet nothing is more elusive . . . 

			“Right, Dadé, I give up,” Mona suddenly declared. “So what is written on that stone, then? I could tell the message had to be read, seeing as everyone in the picture is focused on it. But I’m stuck!”

			“Really? And yet it’s a pretty simple Latin phrase.”

			“But I know nothing about Latin, Dadé!”

			“I know, I’m teasing you. In fact, I don’t speak it anymore, either. But I still know this phrase. What’s written is, Et in Arcadia ego, which, in an elliptical way, means, ‘I, too, have lived in Arcadia.’”

			“In where?”

			“In Arcadia. It’s a region of the Peloponnese, in what is today southern Greece. For a cultivated person of the 17th century, the reference posed no problem because at the time, Ancient Greek and Latin literature was widely read. But in mythology, in the writings of Virgil or Ovid for example, both born in the 1st century BC, it referred to an area with many shepherds, where life was said to be wonderfully gentle and pleasant. Arcadia was the land of happiness.”

			“And that’s what the artist is showing us?”

			“Yes. Nicolas Poussin had never been to Greece. But still, it’s definitely that country that he’s depicting, with its bucolic charm and beauty. And in fact, throughout his long career, his entire vision, all his representations of nature express this Arcadian ideal: a balance between a reassuring abundance and a great simplicity. Nothing that’s too much, nothing too little. The absolutely necessary, with nothing weighing heavy and nothing lacking.”

			“Hmm, I have to admit, when Daddy and Mommy are admiring a landscape, I just think about something else. Sometimes, I get seriously bored walking with them. Especially when they seem all lovey-dovey and tell me to go off and play.”

			Henry thought of the painter Francis Picabia’s words: “Faced with the stillness of the countryside, I feel so bored, I get the urge to eat some trees.” But there was no point further disturbing Mona; he kept this anecdote to himself and returned to his explanations.

			“Nature isn’t perfect. And so it’s up to artists to correct it. In the 17th century, an important book was circulating, written in Italian by a certain Lomazzo, who said there were three ways of doing so: by inserting sufficient space between its different parts; by adjusting its proportions; and by distributing what’s on his palette felicitously. Just what’s required of line, just what’s required of color.”

			“And Poussin followed the rules?”

			“Yes, but he did more. Much more. Poussin is remarkably sober, he seeks stability, he shows great economy of means. In this sense, he’s allied to the classicism of the 17th century, as opposed to what was disdainfully called the baroque, a word used for an irregular pearl. With Poussin, all is regular, all is regulated. That’s what makes his charm less seductive today. He doesn’t have the percussive force of his contemporaries such as Rubens, Simon Vouet, and others, whose art strikes the imagination with a welter of contrasts, movements and passions. Indeed, of Caravaggio, that Italian master of chiaroscuro I mentioned with reference to Rembrandt, Poussin said that he’d come into the world ‘to destroy painting’!”

			“Poussin would have hated action movies . . . ”

			“Most probably! Particularly since he favors the easel painting, with its modest formats, its compact and condensed character, rather than great monumental decorative works teeming with figures and scenes.”

			“In this picture, the figures look a bit like sculptures.”

			“You’re right: although not a sculptor, Poussin had a system of first modeling little figures out of wax, which he would position in a closed-up box. He was basically making 3D models of his paintings, with a peephole for him, and openings down the sides to let in the light. In this miniature theater, he could thus try out the most suitable lighting and, of course, the arrangement and expressiveness of his figures, depending on his subject matter.”

			“And was Poussin famous?”

			“Poussin had a strange life. His true worth wasn’t recognized in France in the early days of his career. In 1624, he leaves for Rome to continue his work there, gains great renown in the Eternal City with his highly moral paintings, and is then summoned back to France in 1642 by Louis XIII to become ‘First Painter to the King.’ It was a prestigious title, but didn’t suit him. As I told you, Poussin felt comfortable working slowly, calmly, on small, carefully considered works—easel paintings. But at that time, an artist given such an important position also had to produce monumental works for the monarchy, with the support of a busy studio, colossal projects—tapestries, frescoes, things like that—and be prepared to convey a political message. He had to be a man of action, in a way. And Poussin wasn’t. The French experiment came to a sudden end and he swiftly returned to Italy, where he lived out his life. He died at seventy-one, which was old at that time.”

			Mona was shocked and looked up at her grandfather, who was smiling mischievously. He had long passed that age. And in her eyes, he was immortal.

			“And you, Dadé, what do you like best, between France and Italy?”

			“The Alps, my dear.” Mona didn’t get the joke. “Anyhow, this picture was painted in Italy, not long before his departure for France. Look closely: these three shepherds and this nymph are intrigued. They discover this inscription on the sepulcher: ‘I, too, have lived in Arcadia.’ Art historians have long argued over the identity of this ‘I.’ Is it the dead individual who utters these words from beyond the grave? In which case, it’s the confession, in the form of an epitaph, of a deceased shepherd, announcing the brevity of life to his fellow Arcadians. Or is it Death itself talking? In which case, it’s warning us that it strikes everywhere, including in an idyllic place where no one imagines one day dying. The painting has a clear moral message: the shepherds of Arcadia discover that, even if their life is blissful and carefree, it is destined to end. The painting is what’s known as a memento mori—yet another Latin phrase, Mona! It means: ‘Remember that you are going to die.’”

			“But why is the woman at the side smiling?”

			“Because nothing, not even death, is worth trembling over. Poussin, by avoiding dramatizing his subject, by giving his figures a grandeur, a severity that makes them seem like marble statues, offers his viewer moral uplift, and that elevation of spirit that banishes all weakness.”

			“I think I understand, Dadé. So, Poussin has a calm style. It’s the opposite of busy because he wants his painting to be equal to . . . ” She stumbled over her conclusion.

			“ . . . this moral uplift.” She nodded with conviction, looking very serious. “And I’ve something even better to tell you. Poussin had injured his right hand in a brawl in Rome when young. He almost lost that hand . . . Can you imagine what a tragedy that would have been for his future as an artist? But his problems don’t stop there: later, in letters, he complained of being afflicted with a dreadful disability. From 1642, he confides that his hand has started to tremble . . . This was probably owing to various illnesses, and maybe the medical treatments at that time. This problem keeps worsening until his death. Well, he overcame this affliction for more than twenty years, took even more time and care to produce works of phenomenal esthetic stability. Never do his paintings betray a trace of the shaking that affected him. Do you see the paradox? Even trembling, Poussin never trembled before anything! And his paintings urge us to have such dignity.”

			“Do you tremble, Dadé, when you think of death?”

			“Never when I think of my own, at any rate.”

			“Ah . . . Then you believe in God?”

			“You can’t believe without doubting, Mona.”

			“Meaning, Dadé?”

			“Meaning that I doubt a lot in Him.”
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PHILIPPE DE CHAMPAIGNE
Always believe miracles are possible


			Conforming to the New Year ritual, Dr. Van Orst presented his best wishes to Mona and her mother. He didn’t, however, mention health. He also observed that it was more than six weeks since he’d examined the child.

			

			“An eternity,” he grumbled.

			The atmosphere made Mona feel tense. When the doctor looked closely at her eye, she saw him frowning in concentration, and, in unconscious imitation, she screwed up her face, which didn’t facilitate the examination. She knew, despite the silence of the adults, that dramatic, definitive news could come at any moment. For a good two minutes now, she’d been wriggling around, incapable of sitting still, quaking with fear.

			“Think of something else,” Van Orst suggested to her, assuming his hypnotist’s tone.

			So, what secret power, tucked somewhere in the brain, enables you to think of something else? Something else, something else, Mona kept thinking . . . She finally succeeded in this strange cerebral challenge by pulling an abstract lever, which bombarded her imagination with a flurry of images: the little figurines found at her father’s store, then Jade pulling a face, then the sniggering of Frans Hals’ Gypsy Girl, then Dadé’s scar, then Guillaume’s hair . . . Her mind settled on nothing, and her response to this internal instability was to check her sight, but the memory of a heavy, muddy ball hitting her on the temple in the schoolyard hurt her again so much that her eyelids locked shut. Dr. Van Orst’s method clearly hadn’t worked.

			Camille, who could see her daughter struggling with the examination, and wanted it to be over as soon as possible, suddenly began to hate the doctor, and hated herself for hating him. She wanted to intervene, but at the first sound of her voice, Mona stopped her, with a gesture at once sure and mature signifying “Wait!” And then the little girl took a big gulp of air and resolved to control herself physically, not by focusing on a reassuring thought, but by keeping herself steady and upright. Dr. Van Orst could finally apply his diagnosing light to scan the minutest details of the eye. Dolefully detached from her body, floating, Mona caught just a snatch of dialogue between her mother and the doctor: “It’s fifty-fifty.”

			 

			 

			As she entered the Louvre with her grandfather, Mona was gloomy because of the doctor’s doubts. Henry, who knew every one of her expressions, was both saddened and moved by her bowed round head. She reminded him of Calimero, that cartoon character with the eggshell on his head, like a hat, above those two huge eyes. For Calimero, the only black chick in an otherwise yellow clutch, life is “an injustice,” and Mona’s pout that Wednesday expressed the same self-pity. He swept her up and hugged her, the way a child squeezes a kitten a bit too tight, not at all something he usually did. It left her dazed but happy, ready to tackle the museum’s galleries once again. With that, he decided to prolong the previous week’s voyage into the world of classicism: this time, it would be less Arcadian, more austere.

			 

			There were two nuns praying. They were in a space with grayish tones, wooden floorboards, and partially cracked walls; more specifically, it was the corner of a cell, simply adorned, to the right, with a very large cross with no Christ. At the base of the wall, painted with delicacy and precision, there was a semi-recumbent youngish woman. Her back was in fact propped up by a chair, but her legs were stretched right out, perpendicular to the pelvis, and supported by a footstool topped with a blue cushion. But they couldn’t be seen because, apart from the hands joined in prayer—but pointing down—and the oval of the face, this person was entirely covered in a gray habit, with a scapular onto which a large, vivid-red cross had been sewn. Dressed identically, the second woman, this one elderly, was kneeling by her side. She was also praying, and faintly smiling. The two nuns were bathed in a beam of light, its left side running down to the chin of the older one, its right side down to an object placed on the lap of the younger one: an open reliquary. To the left of the picture, a long text in Latin had been painted, beginning with these words: “Christo uni medico animarum et corporum.”

			 

			“You already took me to see a painting in Latin last week, Dadé,” Mona said, after looking at it for twelve minutes.

			“That’s no excuse for you to take it easy,” Henry said, amused. “I’ll translate for you: ‘To Christ, unique doctor of souls and bodies.’”

			“Well, I’ve got Dr. Van Orst,” she said, smiling. “And also my ‘shrink’ . . . But that’s our little secret!”

			“It is our secret, yes, and well kept, I hope!”

			“I swear on what’s beautiful on earth, Dadé.”

			“Well said. This time, we’re in 1662, and it’s the beginning of the long reign of Louis XIV, a monarch fired by many ambitions and desires.” He paused a while. “Desires that were often contradictory. Because the Sun King sincerely wants the arts and learning to flourish: he founds and develops academies for the sciences, for literature, and for painting. He commissions a great many works, thanks to which he will demonstrate that he’s the most important king of all time and France is a great heroic, prestigious, radiant country. And among the artists he favors, there’s the painter of this picture, who’s called Philippe de Champaigne.”

			“So the king asked the artist to paint this picture? Do you think it’s good, yourself? Personally, it all seems pretty gray to me!”

			“No, it wasn’t Louis XIV . . . It’s a bit more complicated.” Mona frowned. “I was just telling you that he was a king full of contradictions. Beyond his penchant for the arts, he was a supreme ruler, an absolute monarch, ready to do anything to avoid the slightest blemish on his prestige. I’ll give you an example: Louis XIV had a minister named Nicolas Fouquet, a man who had become hugely wealthy and an influential patron of the arts. This Fouquet had a castle built at Vaux-le-Vicomte, where he would host such lavish events, so many incredible parties, and display so many artistic marvels that it all seemed to rival the magnificence of the Crown. The king became consumed with jealousy. He ordered that Fouquet be captured, sent him before a court, and had him locked away in a dungeon for the rest of his life.”

			“All that because his home was prettier than the king’s? He’s just horrendous, this king, Dadé!”

			“Yup, that’s absolutism for you. So you see, this picture dates to 1662. Philippe de Champaigne paints it a few months after the arrest of Nicolas Fouquet. And its setting isn’t as innocent as it might seem—a place that, in its own way, like the castle at Vaux-le-Vicomte, snubbed the all-powerful Louis XIV.”

			“I can tell where it is, Dadé, it’s a convent! Hardly a place for a party.”

			“More specifically, it’s the abbey of Port-Royal, on the left bank of the Seine. Louis XIV feared this abbey. He didn’t like it one bit!”

			“But why would the king be afraid of a place where prayers are said? Nuns are generally nice. Here there’s one who’s old and another who’s stretched out, she might even be sick.”

			“She is, you’re right! But if Louis XIV feared them, it’s because they had ideas that didn’t please him. They had adopted the doctrine of a theologian named Cornelius Jansen. He had died in 1638, exactly the year of Louis XIV’s birth. This Jansen declared that people must put themselves almost exclusively in God’s hands, and he didn’t believe in the power of humans: neither in the fact that anyone could really decide to do what he or she wanted, nor in the exercising of sovereignty of one human over another human. You can imagine how wary Louis XIV, and the kings who succeeded him, were of Jansenism! They feared it because this doctrine, on the one hand, was founded on religious authority, and on the other, didn’t accept its political incarnation in the figure of the king. For a monarch, this was a form of intolerable opposition, which thus had to be contested, intimidated, even persecuted. In other words, these nuns preferred God to the king. You had to be brave to be a Jansenist under Louis XIV.”

			“And that old lady on the left who’s praying, I bet she was the boss!”

			“That old lady was called Mother Agnès Arnauld, and she was indeed in charge of the abbey of Port-Royal. And look: it’s as if we were plunged right into the middle of the cell with the two nuns. On the discreet cane-seated chair to the right, there’s a prayer book. You could almost come and sit on it, and commune with them, slipping in right beside the nun who’s stretched out.”

			“Was the artist there with them when he painted them?”

			“No, because he wasn’t allowed to enter the convent. But he knew the younger model very well because the nun stretched out, who was called Catherine, was his own daughter. That ailing woman, with her pale, humble face, was thus his own flesh and blood. The artist was sixty at the time. During his lengthy career, Philippe de Champaigne had already painted the most important, the most illustrious men; he was, for example, the sole artist with the right to do a portrait of Richelieu in his cardinal’s vestments. Well, this time, the artist of princes and the powerful paints what matters most in the world, what’s most precious to him: his beloved daughter, who lives away from everything, in the Jansenist convent of Port-Royal.”

			“Aha! You mean he saw her very rarely, is that it? So he needed to paint her to feel close to her?”

			“That’s a lovely assumption. But the story is rather more dramatic. In the autumn of 1660, without the cause of her misfortune being precisely known, she suddenly felt the right side of her body go rigid, racking her with pain. She could no longer walk, and suffered continuously. So, at twenty-four, she had become an invalid. When her father Philippe went to the convent’s parlor to exchange a few words with her, the nuns were carrying her like a child, and no treatment had any effect. In the painting, the rigidity of the outstretched legs and the feet stuck on the footstool remind us of this paralysis, to which, sadly, the doctors at the time had no remedy.”

			“Oh, the poor thing! That’s so unfair.”

			Henry went silent. He almost told Mona that the doctors were often wrong, that bloodletting was even inflicted on this poor Sister Catherine, unintentionally worsening her case, but he decided to continue with his account.

			“Yes, but look, Mona, look at that ray of light falling on both figures. It’s what Christians consider to be a moment of grace. As if there were two kinds of light within the picture: the light of our universe, which renders things visible, defines shapes and colors in space—the ivory-hued habits of the nuns, the stone of the walls, the brown of the chairs; and the light of another universe, unknown and superior. For a Christian, the moment of grace is basically when this second light, divine in origin, breaks into the daylight of humans. And all of Christian painting is faced with this challenge. It’s about combining within one work of art, in a coherent and convincing way, what’s natural and what’s supernatural.”

			“But what’s happening that’s supernatural?”

			“Well, while the doctors had given up and all seemed lost, the famous Mother Agnès, on the left, wished to believe that this body could still be saved. She multiplied the prayers for Catherine, she sounded the spiritual charge. And it’s her saying one such prayer that we see here, on January 6, 1662, to be precise.”

			“And so, did God show up?”

			“Yes. That’s what is expressed here, and you don’t need to have faith to find it wonderful. Yes, His response, symbolized here by a gentle radiance, is the long-awaited miracle. The following day, January 7, Catherine felt her body regain its strength. During Mass, she stood up, walked, kneeled all on her own. When told about the miracle, Philippe de Champaigne was deliriously happy. And he began this painting on the spot, which he described as an ex-voto, that’s to say, an offering of thanksgiving to God.”

			“But Dadé, I think he should’ve painted what happened on January 7, instead of January 6. What’s magical is the moment Sister Catherine starts to walk again, do you agree?”

			“You would have been a marvelous artist at that time, and your subject matter would have been perfect! But, not to disagree with you, that approach would have been somewhat expected. Because what’s often demanded of painting is that it depict what’s most spectacular and edifying. But Philippe de Champaigne turns this rule around, which is certainly not something he usually does. He opts for subtlety by depicting an extremely modest moment, one lacking in much color, apart from the shades of gray, white, and black. This restraint expresses the spirit of submission to God so dear to the Jansenists. It contrasts with the wild excesses of monarchist propaganda of Louis XIV.”

			“We must always believe in miracles, eh, Dadé?”

			“That’s the message of this painting, Mona. And I’d add that what’s even more beautiful is that it’s Agnès who believed in them for Catherine, not Catherine herself.”

			Mona put her hands together and raised them up to heaven, laughing, as if parodying a prayer for the occasion, before looking back at the painting, palms still pressed together.

			“And Dadé, what’s that object on Catherine’s lap?”

			“Aha. Well spotted. We don’t exactly know. The Latin text painted to the left of the work tells Catherine’s story, but doesn’t mention the object. It’s most probably a small box containing a relic, such as part of the Crown of Thorns—so it was believed!—to which powers of protection and healing were ascribed.”

			Henry knew perfectly well that the relic in question had the distinguished reputation of having brought about another miracle, a few years prior to Catherine’s. In 1656, Blaise Pascal’s niece, upon touching the thorn of Christ, had seen the lesions on her ailing eye heal up . . . But Henry didn’t want to tell this story to his granddaughter; he felt it was too like her own story.

			As for Mona, she parted her hands and, with that reflex she so often had, grabbed her pendant and squeezed it tight, very tight, as though wanting to smother it.
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ANTOINE WATTEAU
There’s a downside to every celebration


			The entire class had burst out laughing, along with Madame Hadji. She had just explained what the word “omnivore” means, but a distracted Diego had heard the word as “hommenivore,” despite it being written on the board in front of him. He had got it into his head that the bear, chimpanzee, fox, and boar, and also the squirrel, rat, hedgehog and, of course, humans themselves, all fed on hommes, that is, men. As soon as he revealed his amazement and disgust, the absurdity of his remark prompted a volley of mockery. The mounting hilarity overwhelmed the kid, who collapsed in tears. This time, Madame Hadji could see his distress. Jade, with cruel glee, scoffed even more by imitating his sobs. The teacher exploded, snapping:

			“That’s enough now!”

			The room froze and all that could be heard was Diego’s sniffling.

			At the end of the afternoon, they had to draw lots to pair up and work together on making a large, beautiful model of a place of their choice by the end of the school year. There were thirty-three pupils in the class; after working it out in her head, Mona reckoned she had one chance in sixteen of ending up with Jade or Lili. She believed that and—miracle!—got Lili. For Jade it was quite the opposite: she saw her name paired with Diego’s.

			“We’re going to make a model of the moon!” he squealed to her.

			Jade, who was determined to replicate her bedroom, found Diego’s euphoria idiotic; unwittingly, she grimaced with annoyance and anger. More than her own wretched fate, she begrudged her two friends for, in her eyes, being luckier.

			“It’ll be really good, Jade,” Mona assured her, kindly. “I promise you. Diego is forever dreaming, it’s a good idea, his model of the moon!”

			

			“You don’t even mean that; you got Lili, and that’s all that matters,” Jade snapped. “It’s going to ruin my life until the end of the year, being with that baby (she stressed the first syllable), and you couldn’t care less!”

			There was a time, not that long ago, when Mona might, indeed, have been amused at Jade’s misfortune. That was no longer the case.

			“Come on, here, hold my pendant with me,” she told her.

			Jade sighed, hesitated, finally grasped the charm, and Mona covered her friend’s hand with her own.

			 

			 

			Sure, thought Henry, there’d be plenty to see in the great battle scenes of Charles Le Brun; their seething enormity, rearing horses, raised swords and countless contorted faces reminded him of his own war reporting—except that Le Brun painted not a drop of blood, no spilt guts: his were clean massacres. But Henry had to choose, and for Mona’s eyes, he strode swiftly past the splendors of Louis XIV and landed in front of a picture painted during the Regency, that period in history he particularly liked for the way society kind of relaxed—a society that, strained and exhausted by the solar absolutism of the preceding reign, can suddenly breathe, feel free, have fun. And weep . . . 

			 

			It was the picture of a dark-haired young boy in an outdoor setting, standing stiffly, arms dangling. He was slightly off-center, to the left; the painting was large, on canvas. A skullcap and a round hat, its brim forming a halo, covered his hair. He had raised eyebrows, drooping eyelids, and a glint in his eye. His cheeks and nose were pink, as were the bows tying the shoes on his feet, which were positioned in a “V” shape. He was wearing a large white-satin costume, voluminous and weighty: the trousers stopped at the ankles, and the jacket, fastened with a dozen or so buttons, was all gathered at the sleeves, above the elbow. Behind the boy, in a background about a meter away, five figures fanned out down below. What exactly were they up to? It remained a mystery because only the tops of their bodies could be seen. At most, the crowns of their heads were at the level of the thighs of the main figure. To the very left of the painting, a man in three-quarter view, clad in black and with a ruff around his neck, was looking straight at the viewer and sniggering. He was riding a bridled donkey, of which only part of the head was visible, the rest being hidden: as well as a pricked-up ear, a dark, shiny eye could be seen, which was also looking straight at the viewer. The three other figures were on the right of the picture and formed a tight little group, but without communicating with each other. One of them, beside the boy’s knee but further back, was looking at something, beyond the frame, with amazement, and was wearing headgear in the form of large flames. The figure closest to the foreground, in profile and wearing a red beret and jacket, and with a complexion itself slightly ruddy, had a skeptical expression and seemed more indifferent; his visible hand was holding the donkey’s bridle. Between the two men there was a young woman with a tender gaze, quite plump, auburn hair up in a chignon, and with a scarf knotted over her chest. Finally, the scene also featured, furthest right, a stone bust of a faun, among sparse foliage, overlooking the group, against a clear sky soaring up from a very low horizon.

			 

			Right away, Mona was particularly struck by the resemblance between the tall boy and her classmate Diego. It was him, really him, despite the age difference—the boy in the picture must have been seventeen. Such was the impression this made on her that she saw almost nothing else while looking at the painting. She ended up wondering, half-anxiously and half-hopefully, whether people, once dead, could reappear throughout history. Could there be, somewhere in some museum, a painting preserving evidence of what she had been, in another life, another century, another country? But this thought seemed too fanciful for her to share it with her grandfather.

			“You’re daydreaming, Mona, I know you.”

			“Give me a break, Dadé, I’m meditating,” she said, stressing the word, proud of her chosen vocabulary.

			“Fine, then let’s meditate together, my dear! What do we have here? The painting of a certain Antoine Watteau, who died young, at thirty-seven, and whose life is rather a mystery to us. We don’t know the circumstances in which he might have created this work of impressive stature, which was trimmed at its edges several times, but no one knows either when, or by whom, or why. In short, it’s all rather a long shot!”

			“Maybe the main figure is to one side of the painting because it was trimmed?”

			

			“Well observed, Mona. The large boy who dominates the composition is, indeed, slightly off-center, to the left, and this surprising positioning contributes to the sense of floating, and even dissonance, the scene has. This could just be the accidental consequence of cutting back the edges, but that doesn’t mean we can’t see it as a bold move by Watteau that’s all the more inspired and inventive because it’s simply allusive. Other than this figure, there are four others, all derived from the commedia dell’arte.”

			“But that’s theater!”

			“That’s right, and I’ll admit that the theater does bore me a bit . . . but not the commedia dell’arte! The tradition comes to us from Italy, and the actors are endlessly immersed in the action. They express themselves through their exaggerated movements. This type of funny and cruel spectacle was all the rage in the 18th century. It had something carnivalesque about it, with society turned upside down, and the lowliest fellow threatening to give the most powerful one a thrashing.

			“That boy, it seems like the portrait of someone,” Mona suggested, hoping her grandfather would reveal a secret identity to her, into which she could crystallize the specter of her classmate Diego.

			“Well, not this time, Mona. We don’t know who he might be. He was known as Gilles for a long time, and now he’s called Pierrot. This confusion makes sense because, in the spectacles of the time, Gilles and Pierrot were two very similar, even interchangeable, stock characters. They both had modest origins, a naïve—though sometimes wily—temperament, and acrobatic skills.”

			“Personally, I pictured Pierrot with a chalk-white face and heavy black make-up!”

			“Yes, but that style of flour-drenched, made-up Pierrot only came to the fore in the 19th century. Notice, however, how the artist has achieved that almost ghostly naivety, thanks to a great variation of tone in the costume. It’s painted using ceruse white, a lead-based pigment, hence highly toxic. Some claim that Watteau died from poisoning due to excessive inhaling of its fumes.”

			“But then, behind his back, the dark guy sniggering is really making fun of us!”

			“Yes, what a contrast between the two, you’re right! That older man is the doctor: a crafty and pretentious character in the commedia dell’arte, who crows about his supposed intelligence, but, in reality, is barely worth more than the donkey he rides. The authority of experts is but a joke, Watteau tells us! And over on the other side, that’s Léandre, with his stunned expression and association with his ravishing beloved: Isabelle. Together they form the typical love duo of the commedia dell’arte, even if, in Watteau’s painting, nothing conveys their feelings for one another. But then they do have to contend with the close proximity of the final character, the nasty Captain, who is arrogant, vain, sly and cowardly, here wearing a hat reminiscent of a cockscomb and tugging on the bridle and strangling the poor donkey. And all these characters, by their very mystery, promise intrigues, machinations, and denouements, delightful sudden developments and fatal responses. In this way, the painting could almost be a sign, like a poster, to publicize a troupe of actors, promote the illusion conjured up by theater.”

			“Oh, well then, if it was an ad, everyone knew the painting!”

			“Well, no, actually . . . It’s said that this work actually went unnoticed at the time, and disappeared for a good while, and then resurfaced in the hands of a certain Meuniez, an art dealer at the Place du Carrousel in the center of Paris, almost a century after Watteau’s death. To attract customers, the clever dealer wrote in white pencil, like a slogan, a line from a song that was well-known at the time: ‘How happy Pierrot would be if he had the art to please you.’ And the sad clown charmed a certain Vivant Denon, who was passing by, and he handed over the modest sum of one hundred and fifty francs to own Pierrot. That was in 1804, two years after Napoleon Bonaparte had named Denon director of the Louvre Museum, the very first one.”

			“That’s funny, Dadé, it’s like the painting once again worked like an ad.”

			Henry agreed, proud of his granddaughter. He then turned her around and pointed at a painting next to Pierrot.

			“Now look at this work by Watteau, contemporary with his Pierrot. He was depicting an elegant crowd, from high society, happy to be making a pilgrimage to Cythera—a Greek island known as a center for the worship of Aphrodite, goddess of Love. This painting proved to be pivotal in the short life of Watteau. In 1717, it was what’s called his reception piece for the Royal Academy of Painting and Sculpture, so a demonstration of his skill in order to be accepted into this prestigious, very traditional institution, and thus allowing him to pursue an official career. But this painting pioneered a new genre: the fête galante, in which the world seemed to take on a state of weightlessness, floating in the euphoria of sentiments and leisurely pursuits.”

			Henry couldn’t help but think back to the Sixties, when the desire to escape, be it through drugs, universal love, psychedelic states, or poetry, emerged from a similar desire to flee from seriousness. At the Isle of Wight festival, the hippies were unwittingly reenacting the excursion to Cythera. For them it was about shaking off the shackles of history by attending large gatherings out in the open. He remembered Jefferson Airplane, and thought it wasn’t by chance that the headline group at the first Isle of Wight festival, in 1968, was named after a plane. The bass notes of “White Rabbit” hovered in the sky of his memory. No question, that music, seeking nirvana through the sounds of an electric guitar, was on the same wavelength as Watteau’s extravagant visions, just as much, if not more than, the operas of Scarlatti or the cantatas of Bach . . . With his touches of vivid pink bursting out, here and there, among his grays, blues and greens, Watteau already knew all about that joyous levitation that hashish aficionados call “kef.”

			“You’re daydreaming, Dadé.”

			“No, I’m meditating!”

			“Tell me what went on in those days. Did they love parties as much as that minister of Louis XIV who was sent to prison?”

			“Yes, and on that subject, the man who invented the process for making champagne, the abbot Dom Pérignon, actually died two weeks after Louis XIV . . . During that period known as the Regency, when Louis XV was still too young to rule, they were knocking back the bubbles. The Regency was that strange time when the social whirl left the court at Versailles and spread everywhere, sanctioning an era of libertinism.”

			“What does ‘libertinism’ mean, Dadé? Is it being free?”

			“Yes. It’s being free in one’s body and one’s ideas, the opposite of the very strict instructions of the Church. It’s making more place for the pleasures of the moment than for the moral rules set by religion. So you see, Watteau’s art seems to be the ultimate expression of this unrestrained state of mind, featuring endless recreational activities: costumed balls, refined salons, concerts, eloquence contests, games of all kinds—from croquet to backgammon—not to mention revelries and drinking binges. And yet . . . Don’t Pierrot’s dangling arms and facial expression tell a different story?”

			“I think he’s sad because he ought to be happy.”

			“Superbly put, Mona . . . This decent Pierrot, whose mission is to entertain by playing a role, is removed from that role. There’s a behind-the-scenes for every entertainment, and we’re at the heart of it, and that heart is heavy. It’s defeated. Oh, the painter is hardly depicting the depths of misery, simply the faraway look of one who has grown tired of amusing others. The commedia dell’arte, always so full of movement, has suddenly frozen. There’s a downside to having fun. One must be wary of it, especially when it becomes automatic, becomes a social obligation. Comedy, games, promiscuity, and badinage all leave—Watteau tells us—a melancholic aftertaste, because the body inevitably gets worn out, and the compulsion to be happy is untenable.”

			“If everyone looked at Watteau like us, all the fun would be over!”

			Henry burst out laughing, recognizing that, with his interpretation of Pierrot, he’d pushed his gloomy tendencies a bit far.

			“Don’t you worry, the artists that succeeded Watteau, led by François Boucher, tried instead to entrench libertinism and gaiety in their works, leaving out any hint of melancholy. Such frivolity particularly pleased that great patron of the arts of 1740-50, Madame de Pompadour, Louis XV’s favorite. Until that somewhat naïve, superficially festive aesthetic finally became a turn-off, just before the French Revolution, but that’s another story . . . ”

			“Dadé, this Pierrot is too sad. With his pink nose and cheeks, it looks like something’s just upset him. How can we tell him we love him?”

			“By looking at him just the way you are.”
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ANTONIO CANALETTO
Make the world stand still


			

			Mona was doing her homework in the store, next to her father who was wrestling with a rotary telephone. He’d got it into his head to fix this old-fashioned thing so that it could call digital phones. He hadn’t touched even a drop of wine for two days now, because his bottle-rack was almost full and his cellar almost empty, and he no longer had a cent to his name, either in his till, or in his pockets. When he was just about to close the store, a man walked in, humming. Paul didn’t always have the clearest memory of his clients, but he was sure he’d never come across this one. He must have been close to eighty, and wore a broad smile below a bald head with steel-blue eyes, and a bespoke green-and-beige suit that was clearly cut from fine tweed. Without having exactly the same aura as Henry (who wore thick glasses, anyhow), he belonged to that breed of elderly gentlemen who instantly deflate you with their undiminished energy and virile certainty.

			“Can I help you, sir?”

			“I generally don’t require any help, but on this occasion, I will ask you for the price of that figurine. I love Vertunnis, and find the way you’ve displayed it, all on its own, highly amusing! Ah, poor little thing!”

			Mona looked up from her exercise book. The figurine! It was her discovery of three weeks ago and she’d completely forgotten about it. As for Paul, he thought he was being made fun of. He had no figurines in the store . . . And yet, he did have to concede that, in a distant corner, beside an ashtray, there was a lead figure, just a few centimeters tall, of a cymbal-playing clown that was patiently waiting for a buyer.

			“It’s perfectly charming,” the visitor added. “Tell me what I owe you!”

			“Well,” Paul improvised, clumsily, “it’s . . . it’s ten euros . . . ”

			“Ten euros for a Vertunni of that quality? Come, come, either you wish to pander to my every whim, or you don’t know its true value. In both cases, I’m the beneficiary, and you’re the ass. And since I don’t like to animalize people, who behave like animals quite enough already, here are the fifty euros it’s worth, at the very least, my dear friend. Besides, I only have that bill in my wallet and I loathe debit cards.”

			“I . . . You . . . ”

			“No, no, you don’t need to wrap it for me . . . It’s to play with straight away!”

			And off he went, humming the same tune as when he arrived, seemingly delighted. Without saying a word, Mona rushed over to her father and pulled him by the sleeve into the cluttered back room. Still silent, she pointed at the pile of old boxes, among which was the one she’d knocked down containing dozens and dozens of the little lead figurines. Paul couldn’t believe it. He no longer remembered where he might have picked up that box, and had no idea of the value of its contents. But suddenly, it took on the glorious appearance of an unhoped-for promise. And Paul, more jovial than he’d been in a long time, decided that, to celebrate the discovery over dinner, only his remaining bottle of vintage wine would do.

			As they left the store to head home, he held the bottle in one hand and Mona’s hand in the other. Her mood swung from wanting to really enjoy these moments of happiness with her father, to a nagging resentment of the wine he was clutching. So, despite the circumstances, she took the plunge:

			“Daddy?”

			“Yes, Mona!”

			“Please, Daddy, let’s skip celebrating this evening . . . ”

			Paul looked down coldly at the vintage bottle. He understood, and turned right around and put his drunkenness back in the cellar. And in that way, Paul achieved a third day without drinking. 

			 

			 

			That Wednesday, the last one in January, as they were strolling through the galleries of the Louvre, Mona had a strange feeling. Her grandfather could tell something was wrong, so, while he led her through the Pyramid and the Sully wing, he asked several times what was causing her uneasiness.

			She finally told him that she felt like she was being followed, right there in the museum . . . Followed? Now my granddaughter’s showing signs of paranoia, Henry thought, with amusement. He knew a football stadium’s worth of people visited the place daily, and close to ten million yearly: enough to make you feel like they’re hot on your heels, then. He reassured her with a kiss and parked her in front of the spectacle of a great canal flowing among palaces.

			 

			A quay stretched out for almost two hundred meters. It was strewn with boats, of which one was an elegant ceremonial ship with a finely carved prow. Under a blue sky barely veiled in whitish mist, and watched over by a proud campanile, some splendid stone buildings, of various heights but no more than two or three stories, overlooked the water, and were reflected in it. The most imposing one was in both the Renaissance and the Gothic style. It combined delicate features—veritable lacework in marble—and sturdiness, with a majestic upper story, its solid walls glowing. The line where the two visible façades of the palace met was placed almost exactly at the center of the painting. The smaller wall, plunging far back to the left, overlooked a square where people, suggested with vivid brushstrokes, were bustling about at the foot of two columns, one topped with a lion, the other a saint felling a dragon. Further back, the domes of a basilica could be seen. But the action was mainly taking place in the foreground of the picture, on the water, where low-tonnage wooden boats glided around. While the format of the painting—forty-seven centimeters by eighty-one—accentuated the sense of panoramic breadth, the sightline was just above the middle of the expanse of water, allowing the viewer to look down at the spectacle of the boatmen, fishermen and gondoliers hard at work. They were chatting, pushing their oar down, or mooring. The entire painting benefited from an exceptionally meticulous touch, meaning that not only could many different people be distinguished, but also arcade after arcade, balcony after balcony, the very rhythm of the architecture. And even, for the most attentive viewers, the ripple of each tiny wavelet.

			 

			“Fancy learning a little Italian, Mona?”

			“I can already say ‘ciao,’ Dadé!”

			“Well let me teach you the word ‘veduta,’ which means ‘view.’ The veduta, that’s to say the painted view of a beautiful site, of a place or an exceptional monument, was a very popular genre in the Venice of the 18th century.”

			“So, the veduta is the ancestor of the postcard, then.”

			“If you like, yes! Except that the painters who excelled at this style would sell their works for a somewhat higher price than that of a postcard. The most famous one at any rate, who was called Antonio Canaletto.”

			“Aha! I bet ‘canaletto’ means ‘canal’!”

			“Almost. Antonio’s father was called Bernardo Canale, which does mean ‘canal.’ This patronymic reflects the Venetian origins of the family, because Venice is traversed by the Grand Canal, which begins with the water you see before you. By adding the suffix -etto, Canaletto means ‘little canal,’ but mainly indicates that Antonio was the descendant of Bernardo, to whom he owes a great deal. Antonio’s father taught him how to paint large-scale theatrical scenery, and, alongside his father, he notably created scenery for the operas of the famous Vivaldi. It must have been excellent training for him. But he’d soon had enough of being treated like a mere underling. So, still very young, he left it behind and followed his own path.”

			Henry, waving his long, thin fingers around, turned away from the painting and continued with his story looking directly at his granddaughter.

			“Antonio abandoned his native city to travel the four hundred kilometers of muddy road that lay between it and Rome, in 1719-20. On the way, as he crossed the various regions, he got to see old, dilapidated buildings, ruins invaded by ivy and tall grasses. When he finally reached his destination, he discovered a real mix of ancient glories and urban modernity. His journey to Rome had proved conducive to reverie, and the young man, still but an apprentice scenery-painter, drew inspiration from that, impetuously reconfiguring everything as he pleased. So, in his sketchbooks, he would do precise pen-and-ink drawings of a certain number of elements—a colonnade, a grand monument, a clump of trees . . . —as though compiling a basic vocabulary; and then, according to his vision, he would rearrange these elements fictitiously in his painting, thereby presenting views that looked entirely authentic, but actually came from his own imagination. That’s what is called a ‘capriccio’ in Italian: a caprice.”

			“And would you say this painting is a real ‘view,’ or a ‘caprice?’” Mona pre-empted, pleased with her question.

			“No, it really is a veduta . . . Anyone who loves La Serenissima would instantly recognize that location. Venice is a small plot of land shaped like a fish floating on a lagoon and crisscrossed by countless waterways. But what opens up and structures the city is this stretch of water looking towards Saint Mark’s Square. This is probably the best-known architectural configuration in the world. If architecture has its Mona Lisa, it’s right there, going from left to right: the Mint, the public library, the statue-topped columns of Saint Mark’s Square, the Doge’s Palace, the Ponte della Paglia, the prison. And then, in the background, the campanile and, of course, the basilica. All the ingredients of power are thus gathered here, including symbols of finance, commerce, learning, political and judicial authority, and religion. Canaletto positioned himself to the south, in the middle of the water, at the entrance to the city, and, beyond the frame, to the left, begins the Grand Canal, winding its way for nearly four kilometers, and, seen from above, tracing a reversed ‘S.’ This allows him to paint boats that are for conveying either people or cargo.”

			“Seems like he mainly wants to celebrate all the wealth and the merchants.”

			“Featuring that great quayside, known as The Molo, is, indeed, a way of depicting the dynamism and economic prestige of the city. And that pleased the artist’s collectors, who were often bankers, or leading financiers.”

			“But then it would be better to go and admire this ‘view’ in real life! If the collectors lived in Venice, all they had to do was go to the actual place. Why buy a painting?”

			“Firstly, not all of Canaletto’s collectors were Venetians. He had an extensive British clientele, who were all delighted to have a bit of the lagoon in their own homes. But most importantly, even if you were right there, you’d never see anything as beautiful. Our eyes can’t take in a very wide horizon. Your field of vision is about a hundred-and-eighty degrees. That of a cat, by comparison, is more than two-hundred-and-eighty degrees! Not to mention flies, who can see what’s going on behind and in front of them at the same time. To transcend this human failing, Canaletto first draws very precise studies, using the famous camera obscura we talked about with regards to Vermeer. Canaletto’s was portable, going with him both in the street and on the water. He was ingenious. He would take the apparatus with him, fix it to a boat, and then transcribe, with pen and ink, all the architectural quirks of his city onto sheets of paper. He would move the viewfinder of his contraption from one vista to another to obtain a succession of sketches that, when laid end to end, would finally give him panoramic landscapes. In short, he expanded space. Your eyes don’t allow you to see the group of buildings in front of you so clearly. You’d have to turn your eyes, or your head, and each time you’d sacrifice part of the vista, to see another part. Here, everything appears simultaneously—and it’s as if time has been captured.”

			Thanks to Canaletto, Mona thought, her eyes had been turned into those of a cat. She looked more closely at the gondoliers and strollers dotted all over the painting.

			“You’ve only shown me paintings with people who were large and clear, right in the middle. Until now. Here, they’re really small. You can look at the rowers chatting or those mooring their boats, but you still get the impression that they count for little.”

			“You’ve pinpointed there a fundamental tendency in the history of art: the progressive diminishing of the human figure in favor of the surrounding landscapes. We’ll talk again about that when we go to see Turner, Monet, and Cézanne. For now, it’s worth knowing that what Canaletto is doing here is called ‘staffage,’ which consists of punctuating the painting with figures that are mere accessories and have no symbolic significance. It’s a chance to use touches of balanced color, notably yellows, whites, and blues that recall the clear sky. And now, look closely and the huge square in the background.”

			“Yes, there are so many details, it’s like a second painting starting. You almost feel like imagining all those people, walking with them. They seem to be living a nice life!”

			“You’re right. The atmosphere is so agreeable that you might think this square is just a place for strolling and jollity; indeed, the tourists today frolic all over it without a thought. But beware! Inside the Doge’s Palace that dominates the picture, trials were held, sentences imposed, sometimes appalling ones. Between the two columns, topped with the lion and Saint Theodore, traitors, bandits, and heretics would be executed with a noose or the swing of an axe. No one was permitted to disturb La Serenissima.” 

			“I know they killed more easily back then.” As she said this, Mona adopted an air of professorial gravity. “But here, I’m sure the artist really wanted to talk about life. I sense it because the light is everywhere, and it’s mellow and reassuring. It’s serene.”

			“That’s true. Canaletto always bathes his compositions in a most harmonious light that smooths over contrasts and keeps areas cast in shadow vibrant. Technically, he obtains this consistent transparency by applying successive layers of glaze, thanks to which even the western façade of the Doge’s Palace, despite facing away from the sun, shines and glows. And look how the water is painted: it’s just many tiny, white upwardly curved lines, finely painted with a few hairs on a balding brush. The liquid expanse becomes solidified by a kind of mineral paving.”

			“As if he had a remote control and was putting Venice on pause!”

			“Exactly! The fluidity of commerce, of nature taking its course from dawn to dusk, of our forever shifting perception, it’s all frozen, petrified into the revelation of an ideal. Canaletto has put the world on pause and invites us to do likewise. Not so that we remove ourselves from it to meditate or pray. There’s nothing mystical about his picture, but he reminds us that we must make the world stand still so as not to become its plaything, so as to control it, to avoid being at the mercy of its endless whims.”

			While Henry maintained a lengthy concluding silence in front of the painting, Mona sensed that someone was slipping away on tiptoe behind them. She turned around. Unbelievable! It was the lady with the green shawl! The one who had listened to them when they were examining Titian’s Pastoral Concert . . . Mona was certain: she must have discreetly followed them until they reached the Canaletto. What for? Who knew! The child let out a long sigh.
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THOMAS GAINSBOROUGH
Let feelings be expressed


			Usually, Camille and Mona didn’t have to wait to see Dr. Van Orst. But this time, the hospital reception had warned of a long wait—appointments were backed up due to striking medical staff. Camille was always supportive of labor actions, but this time she found herself complaining. She tried to obtain preferential treatment, but was refused point-blank. So, she plugged earphones into her mobile phone and, with no concern for Mona, became engrossed in the small screen. She scrolled compulsively through short sequences of TV debates, in which participants were verbally sparring on every possible subject. These “clashes” were supposed to be the height of democratic discourse. As for Mona, she sat quietly with arms crossed and kept turning over what she’d heard at the previous appointment: “It’s fifty-fifty.” She’d have liked to ask her mother what that meant, but didn’t dare interrupt her. The two of them made a strange spectacle. The older one was riveted to the virtual flux, going from one video to the next, as if chain-smoking. Her increasing feverishness was obvious to Mona, who was watching her with beautiful, sad eyes. So, rather than tug her sleeve, without warning she slid her finger onto the phone and pressed the touch screen to halt the video. Camille looked up, surprised and tense, and turned to Mona. Just then, a nurse came in, looking lost. In an expressionless voice, he explained:

			“Really sorry, but there are too few doctors and other staff today to deal with anything but urgent cases. We’re obliged to ask you to go home and come back at another time.”

			Once in the metro, Mona noticed that her mother wasn’t touching her phone anymore. She asked:

			“But, Mommy, surely I was urgent?”

			And Camille explained that, no, it wasn’t really, it was just a check-up. Reassured, Mona scratched her head.

			“We’ll say it’s a little pause in my recovery,” she whispered.

			 

			 

			On the way to the Louvre with his granddaughter, Henry was thinking of those artists whose disability had sublimated their abilities. He’d already told Mona about Poussin’s shaking hand. Maybe one day he’d tell her about Goya and his deafness. Or then Toulouse-Lautrec, with his physical impairments and alcoholism. Or even Hans Hartung, the abstract painter who lost a leg in combat and then reinvented his technique and gestural style. But he was mainly thinking of those artists whose eyesight had worsened over time, sometimes leading to total blindness. He recalled the case of Rodolphe Töpffer, the son of a painter with a promising career ahead of him who was diagnosed at a very young age with a visual impairment that prevented him from distinguishing colors. Töpffer gave up on the paintbrush, and instead started drawing a great deal, and telling stories in a most unusual way, box after box. Thus he became, in the early 19th century, the inventor of the comic strip. Henry naturally thought of Claude Monet, too, who became virtually blind in old age, giving his landscape paintings of Giverny a pulverized, tumultuous quality—the zenith of Impressionism, rather than its debasement . . . As a similar case, he wanted to take Mona to see a work by Rosalba Carriera, the Venetian artist who was a contemporary of Watteau and Canaletto, whose mastery of pastel technique was unequalled at the time, and who, in an awful twist of fate, ended up in complete darkness after a risky and painful operation to remove cataracts in 1749. A sad irony, certainly, but at least this woman had absorbed all the wonders of the world before this sensory loss. Henry, consumed with the urgency of the situation, quickened his pace. Mona absolutely had to know the story and work of Rosalba, he thought. But just as they were going through the museum’s security gates, the little girl suddenly declared to her grandfather:

			“Dadé, today we’re going to see some lovers!”

			The decree, as unpredictable as it was irresistible, had shot out like an arrow. It touched Henry, who led Mona towards English horizons.

			 

			The painting wasn’t particularly large: not even seventy-five centimeters tall, and even less widthwise. Dominating an outdoor scene, a young couple seemed to be conversing. The boy had turned to look at his companion’s face, and was emphasizing what he was saying with an open hand directed at her. Sitting side by side, the two of them formed an entity that took up a large surface of the painting: exactly half of its total height. But that didn’t prevent the work from emanating a sense of space, thanks to its receding sequence of five layers. The first was that of the two figures. The bench they were sitting on was beside a bush, to the very left of the picture. Following the leafy mass backwards, the second layer was reached: green and russet foliage that was denser. This was bursting from the branches of some trees, which were tall enough to reach well beyond the top of the frame. The third level could be seen on the right side of the composition: a stretch of water, its banks bordered with other trees, and mainly, by part of a rotunda supported by columns with Corinthian capitals. Finally, still to the right of the composition, in the distant patch of sky, clouds had gathered, letting through a gray light. This gave the natural surroundings a silvery tint, which made the couple’s clothing stand out. With the rotunda and water behind him, the boy was sporting a flamboyant red jacket, unbuttoned over a yellow waistcoat. His face was round and clean-shaven, topped with a black tricorne, and his fingertips were resting lightly on a book lying on his crossed thighs. Also, with a mere brushstroke, the artist had suggested his sword, attached to his waist. As for the young woman, she was wearing a voluminous pink dress with panniers, from under which, where it was bunched up, some blue-green fabric poked out. She held an open fan over her lap, and her fresh face, framed by curls under a floppy hat, was turned to look straight at the viewer, rather than the companion who sought her attention.

			 

			“They’re so lovely,” Mona said straight off, without having even taken the time to study the painting in silence.

			“Oh no, please! We’re sticking to the rule: we stay quiet and look first. Not a word!”

			Fifteen minutes went by, during which Mona was bursting with ideas, stamping her feet, squeezing Henry’s hand and digging her fingernails in. She didn’t feel like asking questions. She felt like talking. Her grandfather sensed it and let her start the lesson.

			“You see, Dadé, look: he loves her. He’s a young boy and, with his book to hand, he’s saying fine words to her, chosen words. Maybe a poem. In his book there might be the poem that allows him to say what he feels, which his own words stop him from saying properly. You see, he loves her. He’s holding his hand out towards her face, and would like to cup his beloved’s chin. Or to untie the bow holding her hat on. Or maybe he’s making this gesture to reinforce his words, his own or those from the poem. You see, he loves her . . . She loves him, too, but she’s hiding it. Because she’s looking at us, instead.”

			“You’re right, she’s giving nothing away, and with her knowing expression, she invites us to be involved in the scene. There’s a French term for a figure in a painting doing this: ‘admoniteur,’ or for a woman, in this case, ‘admonitrice’ . . . But if we were talking film, we’d simply say, ‘looking straight to camera,’ which is easier to understand. But Mona, if this woman is more interested in us than in him, what makes you think she loves him?”

			“But Dadé, of course she loves him! Look at her dress! It’s pink and looks like a big heart, a big heart all puffed up with love! She’s smiling like Leonardo’s Mona Lisa! And then there’s that fan, which she needs to cool her down and avoid blushing too much. But oh, look at her cheeks, her trick has failed! Without even knowing who they both are, I can tell you for sure, they love each other!”

			“That’s very possible,” Henry said, quietly, amazed at his granddaughter’s fervor. “As for their identity, the most likely theory is this: the young boy who is painting this picture is also the young boy in it. The creator of this Conversation in a Park is a young Englishman of barely twenty. He’s called Thomas Gainsborough, and beside him would be sitting his very new wife, Margaret Burr, the illegitimate daughter of a duke. Gainsborough was able to learn his craft in London, with an engraver of French extraction called Gravelot, but he was mainly a fascinating autodidact. Coming from an ordinary family in Suffolk, in the east of England, he’s a painter whose genius has something entirely spontaneous about it, such as you might find once or twice in a generation. Even better: his paintings’ characteristic feature is, specifically, their celebration of spontaneity. So here, what should have just been a codified allegory full of conventional symbols, or the stiff portrait of a couple, or why not, even a caricature of saucy badinage, becomes, with this artist, a vivid and touching moment of life in love. This kind of scene is typical of English art of the 18th century, and is known as a ‘conversation piece.’”

			“Remember when you told me about Raphael’s Beautiful Gardener, and said he wanted to give an impression of ease, but worked very hard to achieve that. Is it the same thing here?”

			“Well, not really. Take a look at those trees in the background, with their range of autumnal russets and shimmering greens: they’re amazingly alive because Gainsborough’s spontaneity extends to his touch. And I mean touch, because sometimes he’d leave aside the paintbrush and use a bit of sponge, or smooth the paint directly with his fingers. Contemporary witnesses tell us that Gainsborough worked fast, very fast. And with sensuality, too. He even liked to sniff his paints for their aroma. Smell, Mona! The ochre of these leaves has both the scent of the damp woods it depicts and that of the sienna pigment it’s made of!”

			Mona closed her eyes, clenched her fists, and breathed in deeply. Her nostrils caught neither damp wood, nor sienna pigment, only a whiff of cologne from her grandfather—a fragrance that itself prompted memories, deep inside, of her grandmother. This enabled her to embrace the painting even more personally.

			“It’s so romantic, Dadé! Especially in that setting: the water back there, and that little temple!”

			“It isn’t really a temple, Mona, but what’s known in the 18th century as a ‘folly,’ that is, a small building that brings a touch of whimsy and theatricality to a garden that is itself quite dramatic, a garden that captures and reproduces the irregularities, the twists and turns of nature, instead of trying to tame them—as Louis XIV’s gardener Le Nôtre strove to. This fashion for the English garden, which is almost landscape, inspires Gainsborough a great deal. He sees in it both the spontaneity of life and a reflection of the emotions. What this painter tells us, when he’s still so young and so precocious, is how essential the expression of feelings is, by whatever means. Conversing isn’t trivial, it’s a vital principle. Look: the boy carries a sword. That’s the symbol of the English aristocratic world. A world very different to ours today, very affected and stiffened by traditions and numerous codes, a world governed by restraint. Gainsborough, without being offensive or rebellious towards society, still invites us to trust feelings and know how to express them. I don’t know if it’s ‘romantic’ in the way we mean today, Mona, but it definitely sows the seeds of the movement that sprung up fifty years later across Europe that was, indeed, called Romanticism.”

			“Say, Dadé, did Thomas and Margaret have any children?”

			“Two daughters, whom Thomas adored and often painted. Indeed, Gainsborough did numerous portraits of very young people; it was a specialty that secured him the greatest success from the 1760s onwards. You know, at that time, they were finally starting to pay attention to little ones, to respect children more, to be interested in their feelings, instead of wanting, at all costs, to turn them into miniature adults. It was a veritable revolution, started in particular by a philosopher called Jean-Jacques Rousseau.”

			“But as you know, Dadé, what I love about you is that you always talk to me just as if I was a grown—”

			“Well, let’s not stop now when we’re doing so well! As I was telling you, Gainsborough’s fame increased in the 1760s. It peaked in the years 1770-80, when he worked for the Royal Family, just when George III’s England was witnessing the beginnings of the industrial revolution. However, he still had tense relations with the Royal Academy, the great official institution, because he felt that his works were badly hung there, too high up and far from the viewer. That’s why Gainsborough preferred to exhibit his paintings at home: the conditions were much freer and more intimate. Because every aspect of his painting vies for attention, right down to the smallest details of texture, impasto, graininess. Rather like Margaret, who seeks us out. It’s painting that appeals to the hands, the fingers—that wants to be touched as much as seen.”

			Mona remembered the joy of seeing Michelangelo’s sculpture from a different angle after getting up onto her grandfather’s shoulders. And she wanted to feel that shock of a different perspective again, by this time getting really close to the painting. She asked Henry to distract the gallery attendant by chatting to him. The old man figured out her cheeky ruse, but decided to go along with it, aware that his granddaughter may never see Thomas Gainsborough that close-up again, and that it was worth facilitating this amazing memory for her. And so Mona, free from all surveillance, moved her nose towards the pink folds of the dress and the blue shoe with its white highlights. It was so phenomenal, so staggeringly beautiful, that she raised her hand to the level of her face and gently, very gently, imagining herself in the artist’s studio, at the heart of this distant era, she reached out towards the fabric folded in a point, like the petal of a wild rose, which was skimming the muddy path. And stroked it.

			An alarm screeched in the galleries of the Louvre.
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MARGUERITE GÉRARD
There’s no such thing as the weaker sex


			Despite Madame Hadji’s calls for calm, the children were particularly excitable that morning because an agronomist had visited the class and promised a tasting of seasonal fruit and vegetables at lunchtime. As Diego ran to the cafeteria, he was already imagining that chard, sweet potatoes, kale and cranberries—all names he was hearing for the first time—were “a thousand times better than a McDonald’s Happy Meal” and, coming from him, that meant a lot. At the table, the excitement was soon over: far from disappearing in a flash from the plates, the small steamed vegetables seemed to be stuck to them. Mona was counting the mouthfuls and eyeing the trash can. As for Diego, even if he wasn’t mad about the grub, his desire to believe in it was so intense, so exuberant, that he chewed noisily and gave a ringing endorsement after every swallow: “Delicious!”

			This over-the-top aping of a gourmet exasperated one of the kids present; poor Diego, without seeing it coming, found himself confronted by a much tougher boy, who told him to shut up and hurled a wedge of tangerine at his chin. Diego didn’t complain; he finished his meal in silence, tears welling in his eyes, and then left to daydream in the schoolyard.

			Mona had seen the whole thing. It was the nasty repeater who’d attacked Diego. It broke her heart, and she felt guilty about her crush on Guillaume, who was so ghastly. After lunch, for the first time, she decided to hang around the kids who played football. The foam ball whizzed from one goal to the other, in a chaos of shouting and shoving. She was watching him in particular, so brutal and detestable, yet so radiant. Between two passes, he stopped and called out to her: 

			“What d’you want? The ball to hit your head again?”

			Mona wasn’t scared. More dumbfounded. She couldn’t believe that he, the heartless Guillaume, could remember what had happened two months ago. A strange bravery surged up inside her.

			“Guillaume!” she shouted at him, making his name ring out. “Guillaume,” she repeated, bringing the game to a halt. “I saw what you did to Diego in the cafeteria. It’ll stay between us because I hate sneaks. But it was dumb. And I think you’re better than that.”

			A flabbergasted Guillaume, fired with feelings he couldn’t control, headed towards her, while she stood firm and proud. Incapable of knowing how to react, he made a comically clumsy move: he grabbed hold of Mona’s pendant and yanked it, but not enough to break the fishing line that served as its chain. And in return, the little girl slapped him. Suddenly, everyone watching burst into applause. Guillaume capitulated and returned to his match, flushed and sheepish . . . 

			 

			 

			This time—Henry had promised himself—nothing would stop him from sticking to his schedule. The previous week, he had sacrificed the work of a woman, Rosalba Carriera, because Mona was determined to see some “lovers” and Gainsborough was a better fit than the Venetian pastelist. But recently, the Louvre had had the excellent idea of buying a small oil painting by the frequently overlooked Marguerite Gérard. The pleasure of going to see this fresh acquisition was thus doubled. Not only would he introduce his granddaughter to Gérard’s prodigious complexity, but also, more selfishly, he would relish the novelty of the painting.

			 

			In profile, wearing a voluminous white-satin dress with panniers, a young woman with tied-back curly hair was seated on a stool. She was turned towards the left of the composition, whereas the piece of furniture, which, in supporting her, puffed out her dress, was in the bottom right corner of the painting. A Cavalier King Charles spaniel lay curled up on its blue-velvet, fringed seat. His tail was being pawed by an agile cat, that had emerged from under the stool by slipping between its legs. The young woman was looking at a large, framed engraving. Seen in three-quarter view, this “mise en abyme” picture featured a couple leaning towards a goblet held up by putti. On the glass protecting the engraving, a reflection of the firm arms of the woman examining the picture could be seen. She was clearly concentrating, while around her, in marked contrast, swirled all the clutter of an artist’s studio. In the background, there were some pictures on the walls, but plunged in such darkness as to be unidentifiable. On either side of the young woman there was furniture. Closest to her, in the light, it was a Louis V-style pedestal table, covered in red brocade with a golden border sewn onto it. The fabric was crumpled, and placed on its folds were a simple pearl necklace and, more obviously, a couple of sculpted putti who were gripping each other by the shoulder and fighting over a beating heart lying at their feet. Propped on top of them was a plumed hat that was far too big for their heads. A bit further back, on the marble top of a writing desk, two polychrome figurines could be made out, a pot with a few orange petals spilling from it, standing in a small dish, and a large roll of paper. By looking closely at the more subdued areas of the painting, here and there, among other things, a swivel stool, a drawing portfolio, and other scattered sheets of paper could be seen . . . However, the most striking item was gleaming in the bottom left-hand corner, opposite the set-to between dog and cat, as if in comparison with this playlet. On a patterned rug, a weighty metallic sphere was reflecting the part of the studio that was behind the viewer. Admittedly, the globe was partially obscured by a print and the gathered-up carpet that may have wrapped it, but the convex reflection on its surface showed clearly the image, in miniature, of an artist at an easel, bathed in the light from a window and surrounded by a squatting dog, another seated woman, and two standing men, one of whom was watching the artist at work.

			 

			Despite the predominance of the central figure and the fascinating skill of the reflections, Mona, during the fifteen to twenty minutes she gazed at the work, couldn’t stop looking at the upside-down cat. But, knowing her grandfather, she was smart enough to understand what had motivated that day’s lesson, and aimed for the bull’s-eye to start the conversation.

			“Well, Dadé, you’d really think that only boys have the right to be artists at the Louvre! It took until 1787 for one finally to be a girl.”

			“I see you’ve read the artist’s name on the label, dear Mona. And you’re right, Marguerite Gérard breaks through a world dominated by men. All the more since she doesn’t merely produce, as a woman, an extraordinary work of art; her painting, by its subject matter, enhances the status of women in general.”

			Mona couldn’t help but identify with this picture when considering the title—The Interesting Student—and realizing that she herself, with her grandfather’s help, was learning to assess, to analyze works of art, just as the young girl in the long satin dress was doing.

			“She’s dressed a bit like Gainsborough’s wife, last week . . . Who is she?”

			“That’s the thing, Mona, the exact identity of the model isn’t given. Sure, thanks to some painstaking historical research, we believe today that it’s a certain Mademoiselle Chéreau. But that’s not what matters. Strictly speaking, Marguerite Gérard hasn’t done a portrait. Like Frans Hals with his Gypsy Girl, she has painted a genre scene.”

			“Oh yes, I remember!”

			“At the heart of this scene of everyday life, she’s promoting the qualities of a young girl, who could be any young girl, by showing that she has expertise, that she’s capable of assessing the merits of a work of art.”

			“And thanks to you, I may be capable of that, too, one day!”

			“You already are! In a way, you’re my interesting student! But I forbid you to take hold of this painting in the way she’s handling her engraving . . . You’re not intending to set off the Louvre’s alarms every week, are you? Anyhow, since you’re an expert, tell me what you think of this picture.”

			“I think of Vermeer, a little . . . But you told me he’d been forgotten for a very long time.”

			“He certainly sank into oblivion. However, beyond the specific case of Vermeer, the Dutch art of the previous century was, indeed, highly regarded in the 1780s. So, you’re spot on. In France, the Northern schools had notably been rediscovered. Marguerite has undoubtedly absorbed such works. She puts her own spin on the challenges of the Dutch style, in particular the accumulation of details, of fabrics, and the subtlety of optical phenomena. And rather than Vermeer, who was unknown at the time, and whose paintings were quietly serious and metaphysical in atmosphere, she was compared to Gerard ter Borch. Oh, he’s barely known by the general public today. And yet, from his career in Amsterdam in the 1630s to the end of the 19th century, he was a major artistic role model. Marguerite Gérard’s painting rivaled his.”

			“But then, is she the very first woman to become an artist in history, Dadé?”

			“Thankfully not. But the cultural constraints proved so restrictive that there were very few until the 19th century, and even the early 20th century. Let me give you a few examples of this iniquity: throughout the Renaissance and the classical era, the Church forbade the sexes from mixing in the same studio, and so, with male apprentices or male models around, women could hardly hone their skills, unless there was a family connection. In the same way that, with custom requiring that they remain delicate, destined for only clean and safe occupations, they couldn’t become sculptors. And if they did achieve some acclaim, the most prestigious subjects—such as military scenes—were forbidden them, which confined them to the trivial, and almost always to amateur status. This all derived from a prejudice that claimed that women were the weaker sex. Weak in the sense that they easily succumbed to their passions, weak in the sense that they must be kept away from, and protected from, major world affairs, such as war. The women artists who managed to make a name for themselves, such as Artemisia Gentileschi in Italy in the 17th century, or Mary Moser in London in the 1770s, are at once rare cases, pioneers, and heroines.”

			“So you’d say that Marguerite Gérard is a heroine?”

			“Well, in her own way, yes. Because she shrinks from nothing. They say at the time that women are the weaker sex? Let them! She’s still only twenty-six, but she will add to her already amazing feats. Look at what she does in this painting. Firstly, around the main subject—the informed assessment of an engraving—she paints all manner of ancillary subjects: the half-playful interaction of two animals, the references to tenderness and love, the dynamism of supposedly inert objects, a painting session at the easel. And despite all these details, the work retains a perfect unity thanks to their well-balanced dispersal, and the distribution of light. Secondly, she increases the range of textures she paints, from fur with the sheen of embroidery, to the bloom of human skin, to the mineral surface of a sculpture. And finally, she distorts the mise en abyme images in the painting: the engraving is foreshortened for the sake of perspective and includes the reflection of the wrinkled sleeve; the pattern on the carpet and picture on the print are crumpled under the metallic globe, which shrinks and makes convex the figures reflected in it. It’s not a skillful hand that has done all that, it’s handmade skillfulness. It’s a demonstration that there’s no hierarchy between the sexes.”

			“There’s still something that bugs me in all this, Dadé.” She paused for a long time, scratching her head. “The painting’s called The Interesting Student . . . but that girl in that big dress, is she the pupil or the teacher?”

			With the simple innocence of her query, Mona was touching on a crucial mystery surrounding the painting. Henry savored the question and answered slowly, unfurling his reply.

			“Until now, we have, indeed, presumed that it was the woman at the center, studying the engraving, to whom the title referred. Are we agreed?”

			

			“Yes.”

			“But we haven’t looked closely enough . . . ”

			“What d’you mean, Dadé? I’ve looked really closely, I have!”

			“Me too, Mona. And I’ve noticed that there really is a teacher within this work.”

			“Oh yes? Where d’you see him?”

			“His name is Jean-Honoré Fragonard, and he was known as ‘the divine Frago.’ He’s an heir to Watteau and one of the greatest artists of the 18th century, the representative of the libertine tendency in painting. Well, Fragonard is there.”

			“But where?”

			“Note first that the engraving at the center of the composition is in fact a print of one of Frago’s finest allegorical paintings, a painting dated 1785 and titled The Fountain of Love. Two lovers are rushing there to quench their thirst for passion out of a goblet held by putti. The putti on the engraving can’t be seen, but they are, in a way, duplicated and enlarged by the couple of cherubs stuck up on the pedestal table and gently ridiculed by the oversized hat slung over their heads. And also, Mona, we still haven’t looked closely at the minuscule reflection on the metallic globe to the left of the picture. (He took his time.) Look carefully: you can see the rest of the artist’s studio in it. And as well as a good dog sitting there, the figures of four people can be made out. Working on her painting is, obviously, the artist herself, that’s to say Marguerite Gérard. Beside her sits her sister, the miniaturist Marie-Anne Gérard, while her brother Henri, a fine engraver, stands to the right of the reflection. Finally, behind the artist at her easel there’s Marie-Anne’s husband, who is also the brother-in-law and teacher of Marguerite. More precisely, it’s Fragonard. He’s just watching over his pupil . . . Do you understand what that signifies?”

			“That the interesting student is also the woman painting the picture, whom we see in miniature in the reflection.”

			“Exactly, Mona. We’ve solved our mystery: the student is Marguerite Gérard, under the watchful gaze of her teacher, Fragonard, who deems her to be interesting. And in fact, so close was the teacher to his extraordinary disciple that he took her brush to paint one element of this painting, which explains why his name is included on the label alongside that of Marguerite. And so, there’s a detail in the painting by Frago. Can you guess which one?”

			

			“Give me a clue, please!”

			“It’s something you would have liked for Christmas . . . ”

			“Meow! A cat! Frago painted the tomcat!”
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JACQUES-LOUIS DAVID
Use the ancient as your future


			At the vintage store, the Vertunni-figurine aficionado had never returned. Which was a shame since Paul had started to draw up a simple inventory of the figurines in the forgotten old box, and of the three hundred-and-twenty-nine of them dozing there, had put at least fifteen out on display in the store. Following Mona’s advice, he’d decided to scatter them around, each one in a particular place, rather than group them all together, like homogenous goods.

			One Sunday, after finishing her homework, the little girl decided to join her father in displaying the figurines. She wanted to draw attention to one little lead figure of a man lying on a bench by placing it under the beam from a light tube to create the illusion of a summer siesta. To do so, she needed to move the neon light slightly. This meant unfolding a stepladder and climbing up it, grabbing a hammer and knocking a nail into the wall. All things that, when done before, seem perfectly obvious. All things that, when done for the first time, are an unknown entity promising all manner of threats and injuries. Paul gently reminded his daughter that he was the handyman at home, so he’d tackle it. Mona’s refusal was clear, almost blunt.

			The stepladder was wobbly. The hammer was heavy. But despite her inexperience, Mona was managing very well, when something unexpected occurred. As she gave the nail a final blow, she felt something break. By some inexplicable combination of circumstances, the fishing line that held her pendant, which the awful Guillaume had yanked just days before, had come untied. In slow-motion, the cornet seashell dropped, hit the step the child’s feet were on, rolled a bit, toppled into the void, and fell through a gap in a ventilation grille. Mona’s heart exploded. She started screaming. Paul leapt up and, with one arm, grabbed her like a package to bring her down, imagining that she’d hit a finger. He couldn’t get her to speak for a good five seconds, until she crouched over saying: “Mamie!” It was incongruous, almost comical, but Paul immediately understood what it signified. The pendant had fallen, was lost perhaps. He was then amazed by what he saw. The air vent in which the object lay was covered by a heavy cast-iron grille, sturdy enough to withstand even the strongest of prisoners. Mona wasn’t having it. Without another word, she pulled on it with the dark determination of a jailbird. One, two, three, five attempts, enough to break the wrists. On the sixth, the grille gave way. Mona plunged her arm, up to the elbow, into the darkness of the vent and grabbed the charm. Then, relieved, she collapsed against her father’s chest and drenched it with a flood of tears.

			Later, at supper, Mona told the story to her mother without making a big deal of it, or showing off. She went quickly off to bed after her dessert, which she actually hadn’t quite finished. But once in bed, below her Seurat poster, the little girl was haunted by one question: shouldn’t she tell her parents that, during those endless seconds when her heart had lurched, a thousand-and-one black spots had once again stolen her sight?

			 

			 

			That Wednesday’s session would be the last devoted to a work from the Ancien Régime era, Henry realized. Dash it, he thought. February’s already half over, the weeks are rushing by, and Mona must see at least one official royal commission, rather than another easel painting. He also realized that the artistic panorama he was mapping out for the child risked having a few unfortunate gaps in it. So be it! Today they would tackle a large commission. So large, even, that the man to whom it was given in 1783, known for his extraordinary arrogance, had the audacity, two years later, to present a painting that was larger than stipulated by the keeper of the King’s buildings! That had hardly gone down well . . . And what’s more, this work, although painted for Louis XVI, would be considered, retrospectively, as the already loud rumbling of an insurrectional earthquake hitherto unknown in history. All this must be explained to Mona, who, as she approached the work, seemed to draw back a little, with something between timidity and wariness.

			 

			It was the moment of a collective oath. The setting and costumes were of ancient times. The stark floor was covered with slightly worn, gray and brick paving, while in the background there were three arches, supported by Doric columns. Beyond them lay profound darkness. The side walls, made of regularly cut stone, effectively completed the scene, which was rendered dramatic by the studied symmetry and the strong light shining from left to right. It was in that same direction that the action was unfolding, punctuated, moreover, by the triple arcature. First, we saw three young men, side by side, standing in an ordered formation. They wore crested helmets, strapped sandals, and togas with panels of red, blue and white. Their legs formed sixty-degree angles, one arm was stretched out almost horizontally, following their sightline, palm facing the ground. The right hand of the second man held the armor-covered waist of the first, who himself held a spear, its base propped against his calf. The outstretched arms were reaching towards three swords brandished before them by a bearded, gray-haired man, whose angular face, with its prominent nose, was powerfully highlighted by the ray of light he was staring up at. Finally, in a form of visual rhyme with the three men, three swords, and three arches, there were three seated women, all overcome by a silent distress. Their bodies were slumped, their faces inscrutable. One of them, at the back, had her arms, and the blue folds of her cloak, around two small children, the oldest of whom was watching the central group of men. The two other women, like a period ending the picture, were resting their heads on each other and lamenting together. The painter’s touch, polished but without affectation, allowed the viewer to see, in the finest detail, the extraordinary precision of line and rendering, from the slightest vein throbbing on a foot to the cracked mortar on the fine brickwork of the arches.

			 

			“Dadé, I know you often went off to see wars, but, personally, I hate battles and weapons.”

			“I do, too, Mona. And few people like carnage and death, by the way. In fact, the scene you’re seeing is based on an episode from the 7th century BC when the belligerents actually wanted to avoid too much bloodshed during a conflict between the neighboring cities of Alba and Rome. To avoid a wholesale massacre, they decided that the conflict would be decided by the outcome of a single battle between the three best warriors from each city: the Horatii brothers for the Roman side, and the Curiatii brothers for the Alban. It’s a moment of unbearable sacrifice, because the two families are linked in other ways. Look at the two women to the right. There’s Sabine, the wife of the eldest of the Horatii and sister of the Curiatii, and Camilla, sister of the Horatii and betrothed to one of the Curiatii. Thus, regardless of who is victorious, the outcome of the battle will inevitably prove unbearably painful. And yet, here are the three Horatii brothers swearing an oath before their father: we will triumph or die, they declare to him. A cause greater than themselves is inspiring them.”

			“But that’s awful! He must be cruel to paint that!”

			Not wrong, thought the old man. But he merely maintained an ethereal silence. Of course, he felt like recounting how Jacques-Louis David, elected a deputy in the Convention, voted, without batting an eyelid, for Louis XVI, now dubbed Citizen Capet, to go to the scaffold; supported the bloodbaths of the Terror; and didn’t flinch at his old friends or patrons being chopped in half in public. To which he would have to add that, when it was David’s turn to worry about himself, in late 1794, he pathetically disowned his friend Robespierre to avoid feeling Guillotin’s “breath of fresh air” on his nape. And finally, that David’s passion for democracy, his faith in the values of that “Friend of the People” Marat, whom he painted as a martyr in his bathtub, was adapted with ease, ten years later, to the cult surrounding the Emperor Napoleon. But for Henry to explain this checkered destiny would instantly be to condemn the man—dreadful as he was—in the eyes of his granddaughter, and that he didn’t want either, for fear of rendering inaudible the artist’s message, which proved to be colossal.

			“I don’t believe he liked cruelty. Remember this, rather: David was a man in revolt. He led a determined offensive against the morals and ideas of the libertines.”

			“Aha! I remember! You told me about them in front of the Watteau, yes?”

			“Yes. Libertinism, widespread under Louis XV, is still going strong under Louis XVI. It is embodied by the Venetian writer and adventurer Giacomo Casanova, and in painting by Master Frago, whom we talked about last time. And especially by the famous François Boucher. When David was barely out of adolescence and Boucher was soon to die, the two of them did meet briefly. The older man merely gave advice to the younger, without being his teacher, and didn’t live long enough to see him become the most eminent artist of his time. This was probably just as well for him because, as Victor Hugo says, David ended up ‘guillotining’ Boucher. Metaphorically, of course! But, admired by the public, worshipped by his pupils, and now all-powerful, David would, indeed, mercilessly bury the rococo. This undermining of the style is at work here, in Oath of the Horatii: from the strict geometry of the setting to the unyielding approach of the protagonists, everything is stern, clear-cut, ordered, and underpinned by something heroic. The charm of Gainsborough’s conversations in parks already seems like another world.”

			“And Watteau’s poor Pierrot, he’s completely buried.”

			“Perfectly put! Do you remember what I told you about Vivant Denon, who came across Pierrot and bought it in 1804, the very year he became the first director of the Louvre? Well, can you believe that David vehemently reproached him for doing so!”

			“This David seems pretty ghastly, his character is perfect for people who like a good fight. And I think you agree, Dadé!”

			“No. I admire David. His painting is the height of what’s called ‘l’idéal des Lumières,’ or the ideal of the Enlightenment, an ideal founded on the call for Reason, for public-spiritedness, for equality for all, as opposed to the egotistical interests, the arbitrariness of power, and the obscurantism of religious dogma. This Oath of the Horatii exalts those values, well and truly. Look at the three warriors. Their outstretched arms and the position of their legs demonstrate their implacable resolve. The hand on the hip represents their solidarity. And notice the precision with which David depicts their bodies: he wants each muscle to bulge, to magnify the sense of action. He would first draw his models in the nude, in his preparatory sketches, in order to capture the merest anatomical detail. Which didn’t stop him from then cheating a little, by, for example, slightly lengthening a limb so that it best enhanced the vigor of the composition.”

			“They look a bit like statues, it’s like . . . ”

			“Yes, absolutely. David wasn’t a sculptor himself, but the figures in his paintings are very sculptural. He paints their clothes in cool tones, and if you look carefully at their skin, the tint has as much gray as pink in it. As for his lighting effects, they always heighten the contours and edges of the body. The warriors’ bearing is integral to a monumental story that’s worthy of being immortalized in stone. Importantly, in 1748, the very year of David’s birth, extensive archaeological digs were taking place and Pompeii was being discovered. Entire chapters of the past were resurfacing in physical form!”

			“Is that why he’s painting that ancient battle?”

			“Sure is. Although Antiquity had already been a major theme since the Renaissance, this period, in the second half of the 18th century, sees a renewed and intensified craze for it. David had known and read a Prussian writer named Johann Joachim Winckelmann, a man of phenomenal learning who had long explored the ruins and remains of ancient Greek and Italian cities, and had classified the styles of architecture within them. Unfortunately, Winckelmann was murdered at barely fifty years old in the room of an inn. But all the same, David espoused his doctrine, which was given the name ‘Neoclassicism’: a doctrine that deems the designs of antiquity unsurpassable.”

			“But then, Dadé, does that mean David would have preferred to live in the past?”

			“That’s what’s so paradoxical. David, as I told you, was a man in revolt, and such a man doesn’t burden himself with nostalgia. Our duty, he says, is to know that past, so that we can be inspired by it and draw values from it to build the future ideal: that of the Enlightenment. Look, now, at that child with the blond curls. He’s in the background and cocooned by his distraught grandmother. But he isn’t a mere detail in the work, far from it. Is his expression anxious? Doubtless, yes! How could it be otherwise? He’s but a kid. And yet he gazes steadily at the spectacle of the Horatii swearing their oath. In this way, he symbolizes a striving towards the future and renewal, beyond the unfolding tragedy. And, in his turmoil, torn between the drama taking place and his admiration for the Horatii, he, too, is already in revolt.”

			“You win, I’m starting to like him a bit better, your David.”

			“Good. This work dates from 1785. So, can you tell me what happened four years later, on July 14 1789? I explain it to you every time we walk near a certain Place.”

			

			“The storming of the Bastille! Just near to where you live.”

			“Quite right. And before that there was another important event. On June 20, in the Salle du Jeu de Paume in Versailles, an Oath ratified the resolution of an entire Assembly to draw up a fairer Constitution. This Assembly, united against absolutism, represented what was called the Third Estate, that is, almost everyone apart from the aristocracy and the clergy. It was, to a certain extent, the start of the French Revolution. And imagine, David was asked to paint this founding occasion. He began the massive work, but never managed to complete it. In any case, the Oath had enormous consequences: it resulted in the abolition of privileges on August 4 of that same year, and, on August 26, in the Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen. This text states that you and I, I and you, each and every one of us, all of us are born, and remain, free and with equal rights. And that, you see, really was the much hoped-for path to the ideal of the Enlightenment. So, it definitely was worth being in revolt.”

			Mona and Henry left the museum. The little girl was almost reeling after that afternoon in the Louvre. Just outside her home in Montreuil, on the corner of Rue Bara, she looked at her grandfather, mimicking the expression of David’s blond child. She asked him whether she, too, was in revolt.

			He smiled, loved her more than he ever had.

			“No, Mona, you’re revolving.”
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MARIE-GUILLEMINE BENOIST
Eliminate all segregation


			M . . . R . . . T . . . V . . . F . . . U . . . ” The right eye was working perfectly. “E . . . N . . . C . . . X . . . O . . . Z . . . ” And so was the left eye. In Dr. Van Orst’s office, Mona proved to have quite extraordinary vision, much to Camille’s delight. Four months had passed since the incident occurred, and watching her daughter read from such a distance brought her welcome tranquility. Admittedly, the child hadn’t told anyone about her sudden, fleeting relapse at the store, ten days ago. Feeling confident after her success at the eye test, Mona even declared that she could read the small notice in a tiny font, hanging not far from the chart. This amused Dr. Van Orst, who suggested she take up her own challenge. And the little girl did seem to see each rounded and straight line of the black letters with exceptional acuity. Her careful diction made the text pinned in the office ring out clearly: “Hippocratic Oath. Upon being admitted to practice medicine, I promise and pledge to be faithful to the laws of honor and probity. My first concern will be to restore, preserve, or promote health, in all its aspects—physical and mental, individual and social. I will respect all people, their autonomy and their will, with no discrimination according to their status or convictions. I will intervene to protect them if they are weak or vulnerable, or their integrity or dignity is threatened.” Camille and Van Orst congratulated the child. After the dramatic circumstances of her temporary blindness, such an ocular feat fascinated them. Van Orst repeated the exercise, from the same distance but with a different printed page. Mona passed the test just the same. It was phenomenal.

			“We’ll have to test further, but she’s got at least 18,” the doctor revealed.

			“Can you imagine, Mona? Eighteen out of twenty!” Camille gushed.

			“No, no Madame, not 18/20,” Dr. Van Orst corrected. “Eighteen out of ten. Mona has a visual acuity of 18/10. That of a sharpshooter.”

			After the consultation, in the busy streets of Paris, a far more cheerful Camille than usual allowed herself to dream a little with her daughter.

			“How on earth could you have ended up with such great eyesight, my darling? That comes from your father, that does! Definitely not from me! Sharpshooter? That doctor talks nonsense. But maybe you’ll become a pilot in the Patrouille de France? I’ll wave at you from the Champs-Élysées at the July 14 parade! And you’ll recognize me in the crowd, from your cockpit!”

			“Mommy,” the little girl replied, seeming preoccupied. “What was it about, that text?”

			“That text? What text, darling?”

			“Well, the one I read, up on the wall.”

			“Ah . . . that was the ‘Hippocratic Oath,’ I think, named after Hippocrates.”

			“Who’s Hippocrates?”

			“The father of doctors. He was the first to define, in ancient times, the important principles of their profession. Some doctors put it up in their offices because it’s very important to them.”

			“It was so lovely, that text . . . Later, I’d like to make people better.”

			 

			 

			Much as Henry admired the construction of Pei’s Pyramid, he loathed the vulgarity of the adjoining commercial outlets. So, when Mona went into raptures over some gadget or promotional item, it would rekindle his plan to lodge in her memory all that art offered in terms of beauty and significance. But then, that Wednesday, they came across a fast-food outlet that attracted customers, out front, with a two-meter-high banner of a hotdog. This vertical image of a sausage stuck between two slices of bread also had a pair of legs and a face, and thick mustard was being squirted over it from a tube. Its tongue was licking the corner of its mouth, as if the thing was relishing the prospect of eating itself. It was, Henry thought, a kind of quintessence of all that the contemporary world produced that was most repugnant. But this vision made Mona feel hungry. And Henry gave in. But he still urged the little girl not to dawdle over her hotdog. Fed and happy, she then casually asked her grandfather what he’d planned for that day. They were going to see Mona Lisa’s younger sister.

			 

			It was the portrait of a seated young black woman, painted in three-quarter view and turned towards the right of the painting. The head was swiveled round and the eyes were looking straight out. To the left of the composition, a small part of the back of the armchair she was sitting in could be seen—so small, indeed, that a little of the wooden frame and some shiny studs were all you could make out, the rest of the chair being covered by a large blue drape that flowed across the top of the chair’s back and then down over the armrest. The young woman was cropped at around thigh-level. Nothing could be seen of her stomach or the top of her legs, not even a suggestion of their shape. That’s because the dress, although gathered with a discreet red ribbon, had slipped off the shoulders down to beneath the right breast, and looked more like a voluminous white sheet. It was held in place by the right arm, which almost formed a right angle, and the hand was closed; the other hand was resting at abdomen-level. Although the model was undoubtedly seated, she gave the vague impression of someone in bed who has just sat up, uncovering her chest, which drew all the attention. One breast was bare, the shoulders were slender and sloping, and their axis balanced the center of the composition with an elegant oblique line. Above the long, supple neck there was an oval face, topped with a large turban of muslin, part of which was hanging down, and through which, being transparent, the stark, grayish-beige backdrop could be glimpsed. Some hair was showing, from temple to forehead. A golden hoop gleamed from the right ear, but the patches of light enlivening the dark skin were particularly bright in four places: on the uncovered breast, on the deltoid, on the clavicle, and, even more so, on the face. There, just above the closed mouth, a subtle beam of light dispersed the shadow. It accentuated the bridge of the nose and, above all, a large, round, dark eye. Because the background was neutral, the painting could seem to be reduced in depth; in fact, all the depth in the world seemed to be found in the orb of that prominent eye. It was crowned with the arch of a fine eyebrow. The painting was signed “Laville Leroulx, F. Benoist.”

			 

			After a patient, fifteen-minute perusal of the painting, Mona opened the conversation with her grandfather by pointing out the patronymic signature: “Laville Leroulx, F. Benoist.” Spread out over two lines, it seemed lengthy to her, and a bit complicated. But mostly, Mona was surprised at where it was placed on the painting.

			“For a long time, there was neither standard practice nor guidance concerning the signing of art works. Certainly, placing your name on a painting became commonplace from the Renaissance onwards. It allowed a painter to promote himself socially, and to guarantee the authenticity of a work. However, until the 19th century, randomness ruled: you could sign, or not, wherever you fancied, and any old how. Here, in the way it stands out against the neutral background in sweeping cursive script, the signature is blatantly legible; it reinforces the individuality of the artist. And its position just above the curled-up fist is eloquent. It could suggest a symbolic link between the woman portrayed and the woman portraying her. But let’s first work out who we’re talking about: ‘Laville Leroulx’ is the patronym of the artist before she got married. As for ‘Benoist,’ that’s her husband’s surname, which naturally becomes her own after marriage. In reality, hiding behind this jumble of proper nouns there is simply a woman: Marie-Guillemine.”

			“And is she well-known?”

			“Barely at all. Remember what I told you about Marguerite Gérard. For a woman, it’s an era full of obstacles and prejudices, and Marie-Guillemine was no exception. She had married a certain Benoist, from Angers. But in 1793, her husband had to go into exile in Switzerland after getting mixed up in some shadowy business deals, and Marie-Guillemine finds herself being harassed by agents of the Reign of Terror. With a husband in disgrace, she has to work furiously at painting and selling small moralizing pictures, in order to meet the family’s needs. And when, finally, that husband returns to the political fore, having been appointed a senior member of the Council of State in 1814, he asks Marie-Guillemine to interrupt her career as a painter. She resigns herself to this with a very heavy heart. In the meantime, she had still managed to produce this singular portrait. A woman who honors another woman, that’s already out of the ordinary. And yet there’s something even more unusual,”

			“Oh, drop all the mystery, Dadé! I have noticed: until now, in all the works we’ve looked at together, the people always had white skin. This is the first time we’re seeing a black face.”

			“The status of Black people was shamefully diminished under the Ancien Régime, because they were reduced to servitude in the colonies. But things changed under the Revolution: on 16 Pluviôse, Year II in the French Republican calendar, slavery was abolished—provisionally, it turned out, because Napoleon re-established it less than ten years later—and, in 1797-98, an artist called Girodet, Anne-Louis Girodet, exhibited the portrait of a Black deputy from the Island of Gorée, in West Africa. Marie-Guillemine Benoist is defying an aesthetic taboo. Because the theories then current claimed, not without a good dose of racist idiocy, that the rendering on canvas of the various brown pigments wouldn’t be pleasing on the eye. It would be ‘resistant to painting,’ the Academy said. Nothing is further from the truth: the chromatic nuances of this Black woman, with the luminous gradations on the face or breast, with the subtle shifts from ebony to lustrous bronze, are well worth those of the pale flesh tints of the more common models. And also, here, the dark skin is enlivened by the contrast with the white fabric.”

			“Sometimes, you really do see only what you want to see! There’s blue fabric, too, may I point out.”

			“Of course, Mona. And similarly, did you notice the small touch of red used for the belt? Blue, white, red . . . That’s a subtle nod to the French flag, which was, indeed, established in its definitive form by Jacques-Louis David in 1794.”

			“Dadé, it’s funny you should mention him again! In front of Oath of the Horatii, I got a kind of cold feeling. I didn’t tell you then, but this painting gives me the same feeling, a little . . . ”

			“You can say whatever you like. In front of a work of art, one must never suppress one’s feelings or silence one’s reservations. On the contrary, one must trust in them to work out the cause. And, unquestionably, there is a certain coldness to this portrait. Doubtless because Marie-Guillemine Benoist spent time in David’s studio, in 1786. She retained his lessons in Neoclassicism, which, remember, banishes any excessive prettifying. There’s nothing in the background; there’s no pretense, no ostentation, apart from a gold earring. The model is entirely at ease—as can be sensed, for example, from the relaxed line of the shoulders—and wears a neutral expression on her face. Because she was Black, this woman could have elicited a fetishized, exotic image conducive to passion, to warmth. But Marie-Guillemine Benoist shows herself to be impervious to such stereotypes. She avoids presenting the picturesque, rejects artifice. This sober distance may give the image a bit of a chill, but it simultaneously gives it its nobility. Its coldness is its dignity.”

			“Dadé,” Mona piped up again, laughing, “you know, I’m pretty old, and I see perfectly well that she’s exposing her breast, all the same.”

			“Aha, I see what you’re getting at! Yes, this uncovered breast may be an erotic attribute intended to arouse the attention of masculine collectors! But it is also, more metaphorically, the nourishing breast, emblem of fertility. And if you’ll allow me a little speculation, it’s also an allusion to the Amazons, the female warriors of antiquity who, in order to carry their bows across the body, would cut off their right breasts. They would cut it off themselves, can you imagine?!”

			The thought of it made Mona grimace and, with one of those childish reflexes that sometimes returned to her, she snuggled up to her grandfather’s waist. He let her, waited a little, then knelt down and deepened his voice so that she could hear the rest of the story fully.

			“You know, Mona, beginning in the middle of the 17th century, there was an important, official event, similar to art fairs today, at which artists showed their works to a large group of viewers. It was called the ‘Salon’—referring to the square room in the Louvre called the ‘Salon carré’ where the show took place. It’ll come up again. It was a crucial opportunity for people to view what was considered to be the finest work by painters and sculptors. Hung on the walls, generally, were the portraits of prominent people, often aristocrats, and historical scenes of particularly significant political and moral worth. Having arrived to the heights, the Salon’s picture rails, the people portrayed thus found themselves in a place of great prestige. And in 1800, Marie-Guillemine Benoist’s painting found its way there. Can you imagine? A woman artist dared to place a Black woman at the summit of art. She smashed the ethnic hierarchies; she sapped the demons of segregation. And by doing this, she paid tribute to Madeleine.”

			“So, Madeleine is the lady then?”

			“Yes, that’s the model’s name. She came from the West Indies and worked as a servant for the artist’s family-in-law. For two hundred years the painting hung in the Louvre, and no one thought it necessary to discover the model’s identity. But some art historians finally looked into it, and as a result the title of the work was changed from Portrait of a Negress to Portrait of Madeleine, as it is known today.”

			“I find it pretty strange, Dadé, that they’re allowed to just change the title like that.”

			“With older paintings, it’s not unusual. Rather like the signature we spoke about earlier, the title was long seen as secondary, and likely to change as time went by, because the painter might have prevaricated over it, or because the details provided weren’t precise enough. What’s essential is to record, as accurately as possible, the successive titles; otherwise, history is betrayed.”

			As they were leaving the Louvre, Mona looked sulky and slightly embarassed. Henry wondered whether, for some obscure esthetical or metaphysical reason, that day’s session had troubled her. When the little girl finally opened up, her grandfather raised his eyes heavenwards. No, nothing had troubled her; she was just dreaming of tucking in to a second hotdog. Of course, Henry gave in, with a look that was weary and full of love.
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FRANCISCO GOYA
Monsters are lurking everywhere


			The almighty slap Mona had given the insufferable Guillaume hadn’t really changed the balance of power in the schoolyard. The boys who played football remained in charge, and would threaten anyone who got too close to the game with a ball in the face. This bullying made Lili increasingly angry. One day, when the filthy foam ball rolled up to her feet, she seized it, clutched it to her chest, and screamed:

			“The yard belongs to everyone!”

			There was some jostling, but she held firm, bravely protected by some arm-whirling from Jade and Mona. Lili took advantage of this to proclaim that she could score a goal against Guillaume. If a girl succeeded in scoring, they’d have to share the pitch, she declared. Another volley of mocking jibes. Guillaume, feeling confident, accepted the challenge and positioned himself between the two goalposts, while his adversary, about five meters away, positioned the ball to take her shot. Being tired, Lili made the mistake of halting her run just as she was swinging her leg. Her co-ordination went and, comically, she fell backwards. Her clumsiness made the boys, laughing and giddy at her humiliation, believe they had triumphed. But Jade pointed out that the ball hadn’t been touched, consequently, nothing was decided. And, seeing Lili on the ground, upset at being ridiculed, Jade stated that she would be representing the girls. Fine, it was agreed. Guillaume, arrogant as ever, yelled:

			

			“Gooks are rubbish at football!”

			Jade was so used to nasty, racist slurs like this that she swallowed her anger. Without a run-up, shoulders turned to the goal, upper body straight, she gave the ball a hard, precise kick. It shot away, curving slightly over the ground, hit the post, bounced off it and then ricocheted, by chance, on Guillaume’s calf. Surprised by the impact, he bent his leg. He then turned and saw the ball lodged in the net.

			Like Trezeguet after his winning half-volley at the Euro 2000 final, Jade threw herself ecstatically into the arms of her friends, who were wild with joy. Lili had already forgotten her fall. She kept chanting: “We’ve won!” Some pupils were examining the goalpost to understand the angle of the bounce on its edge, reliving the moment again and again. Jade then displayed the immodest zeal of the winner:

			“Out with the repeater!” she shouted at Guillaume, who was still reeling from his defeat.

			Mona was unreservedly thrilled by the girls’ victory. But she couldn’t help noticing, as if in slow-motion, the devastating effect Jade’s words had on the boy: “Out with the repeater!” How cruel they seemed. He ran off towards the shelter. Being too old among the young ones, when you should already be in junior high must be unbearable. Jade had hit the mark. Guillaume ran off to the latrines, probably to cry; he’d had enough of being Goliath lost among all those Davids, unable to find his place in the school, except through violence, which he was inflicting mostly on himself. Mona slipped into the restroom and knocked on the door, behind which the boy was crying uncontrollably.

			“Come out of there, doofus,” she called out to him. “As we said: the yard belongs to everyone. It belongs to you, too.”

			 

			 

			As he was strolling with his granddaughter under the arches of the Louvre’s Passage Richelieu, Henry felt someone tap him on the shoulder. He turned around in surprise.

			“Do you remember us, monsieur?”

			The old man raised his eyebrows, adjusted his glasses, made a negative and wary gesture. But Mona did recognize these two faces.

			“Yes! Yes! It was in front of Frans Hals!”

			And, sure enough, it was the two youngsters who had discreetly listened to the conversation between Henry and Mona in front of The Gypsy Girl, three months ago. Henry finally placed them. His wrinkled face relaxed:

			“Of course! The two lovers who didn’t know whether they were! Have your thoughts moved on since then?”

			The couple, who were holding hands, nodded together with the same touching and silly smile.

			“We just wanted to thank you, monsieur,” the boy added, “because it was amazing listening to you last time. But we won’t disturb you any further: today we’re off to visit Mesopotamia!”

			Mona found that word far too complicated to be appealing, even if it did have the merit of making her think of great big pachyderm.

			“Well, toast the ghastly Pazuzu with a dry white,” Henry whispered to them. “My granddaughter and I have a date with Goya.”

			 

			The painting displayed the chopped-up body of an animal on a neutral wooden board, set against a black background with no embellishment. The canvas was very modest in size—forty-five centimeters by sixty-two—which is appropriate for still lifes and the banality of their subject matter. On the left of the composition, in profile, its muzzle pointing right, was the head of a lamb. The eye was partly open, but the eyelid seemed heavy. Three teeth were visible. Was the mouth pulled back due to the cut at neck level? Because the jowl had been partially skinned, sub-cutaneous tissue quivered while the rest of the head remained hairy and beige, apart from a few smudges of blood. Both sides of the ribcage were there, shown from the inside, hollow and fleshy. One of them, right in the center of the painting, was placed vertically. It rested on the saddle and rose up towards the loin divided by seven ribs; behind it, the second side was lying flat. The garnet, amaranth, and crimson tones gave the meat the look of being, if not hung for too long, at least somewhat darkened. But in addition to all the reds, there were whites, sometimes slightly yellowish or grayish, used to depict the bones, of course, but even more markedly, the two almost gelatinous, nay globular, kidneys in their fat, still hanging in place by a slimy cord. It was all painted as if slapped on, in thick strokes of paint, by a hand aiming for the shaky expressiveness of the sketch rather than a smooth finish.

			 

			Mona suddenly felt slightly queasy and stopped looking at the painting after only ten minutes. She couldn’t articulate her discomfort. But finally, she kept wondering, without the words to express it, how could painting, which is supposed to glorify beauty, proudly be used to depict a poor creature chopped into three pieces? Henry was expecting this resistance. Managing to get such a young soul to be receptive to Goya was quite a challenge.

			“First, Mona, this painting is considered to be a still life. That’s the genre usually placed at the very bottom of the art hierarchy. Certainly, it was traditionally thought that painting objects and inert animals could highlight the skill of an artist and reveal the beauty of everyday things. On the other hand, it was claimed that such a genre was incapable of imparting a moral message and elevating the thoughts of the public. Goya painted very few works of this type because they weren’t equal to his aspirations, or to his rank at the Spanish court, where he was a much-loved artist of kings Charles IV and then Ferdinand VII. So, this still life is a rarity in his output. But it’s no less revealing of his great originality.”

			“Dadé, you say a still life can show the beauty of things that surround us, and yet this artist is painting something horrid.”

			“But it’s not a still life like the others. In your opinion, what’s it about?”

			“Well, who knows! But I imagine it’s in a kitchen and this meat is going to be cooked to be eaten.”

			She had answered with resignation, without her usual good humor.

			“That’s possible. But in that case, it would be, at best, what butchers call a primal cut. Because the kidneys—destined to be served on their own—haven’t been separated from the saddle, and neither has the saddle from the loin. And mainly because Goya has painted enough fine yellow lines on the head to indicate that the soft hair remains on the skin. Similarly with the two large pieces, judging by the thickness of their edges. It’s merely suggested, but they still seem to be covered in skin. A lamb in pieces that no one has first skinned is unfit for consumption and insalubrious. Before us, glowing red, is animal flesh destined to be eaten, for sure, but it also resembles pieces of a human body. Is it meat, or is it a cadaver? The ambiguity remains.”

			Faced with these uncompromising comments, Mona’s discomfort worsened. Henry considered just ending the session. But he realized that if, by any chance, his granddaughter did lose her sight for good one day, she would only have a distorted and ghastly memory of one of the greatest artists in history. He continued, more simply, with the biography of the artist.

			“To understand Goya, you must bear in mind his life. After much effort, he became a highly sought-after artist, receiving prestigious commissions. He was the portrait painter of princes, and a religious artist of great repute. And yet, at around forty-five or fifty years old—an age at which he could have rested on his reputation—he suddenly branches out. He starts to explore the darker reaches of humanity.”

			“So, what had happened?”

			“Goya was born in 1746. This change in direction comes about after a serious illness, probably malaria, that he contracts in Cadiz in 1792. He spends weeks sweating from a fever that leaves him almost dead. He survives, but with serious after-effects. He loses his hearing. Worse, his brain is invaded from within with a buzzing sound! He was both deaf and plagued with a continuous drone.”

			“Oh my god. Did he go mad?”

			“No, but his painting becomes more preoccupied with the shadowy corners and complexities of civilization. He starts to shake up all the codes of what was classical or sacred. And actually, look, that’s exactly what’s going on in this painting: the lamb recalls the Jewish and Christian tradition of the flock of the faithful and the sacrifice of the Messiah. But here it is desecrated by this fierce butchering. Generally, if people have been brash when they started out, they calm down with time and seek more ease as age catches up with them. Goya followed the opposite trajectory. He had an industrious youth and a tumultuous maturity.”

			Mona wasn’t sure she really understood, but she was more intrigued than usual. Henry grabbed her by the shoulders, crouched down to her level, and, scanning the bloody still life with her, spoke with his most impassioned tone.

			“Goya’s world is becoming disillusioned. Do you remember the spirit of Enlightenment I told you about? Well, the artist was a fervent supporter of it. He remained faithful to the monarchy, while still maintaining a keen complicity with the great Spanish thinkers, such as Gaspar Melchor de Jovellanos and Martín Zapater, who wanted to be free of religious obscurantism, break the dogmas, and encourage liberalism. But the painter and his friends did also have to deplore the blunders of this noble desire for Progress. Goya witnessed its pernicious effects. He saw how the ideals of equity justified, for example, the guillotine, and how the Revolution ended up producing Napoleon.”

			“I thought Napoleon was a hero?”

			“That all depends on which camp you find yourself in. For France, he was a hero. But for the rest of Europe in general, and Goya in particular, he was a blood-thirsty conqueror. On May 30, 1808, in Madrid, the troops of Joachim Murat, Napoleon’s most faithful officer, gunned down, without trial, some brave Spanish fighters opposed to his power. And, believe it or not, Goya was there. He remained desperately unhappy about it, and would paint this terrible massacre six years later. As for our still life, it dates from exactly that period, between 1808 and 1812. It is haunted by violence. Indeed, Goya places his signature, in small letters, in the pool of blood running from the lamb’s face, to identify with the poor creature. He considers himself a being who has lost his head. And finally, look closely at the white highlight at the bottom left of the eye. He makes it shine, as if glazed with tears. This painting pulses with a sense of absurdity and disaster.”

			Mona remained silent, extremely disturbed. Her grandfather encouraged her to get even closer, to take in the painterly texture, as though built up with a trowel. The old man’s voice became slow and gentle.

			“Goya’s painting teaches us that there are monsters everywhere. They lurk among the inquisitors, the soldiers, the witches, among old beliefs or modern hopes; within laughter, the words of songs, celebrations; under the moon and in broad daylight. Goya’s painting teaches us that whatever happens, humanity produces and will produce the monstruous, that it churns out nightmares. It’s alarming, but Goya’s painting also teaches us to admit it, to be clear-sighted about our share of darkness. Even better: once we’ve learnt this tragic lesson, it teaches us to create our own monsters in order to sublimate them, to stop being scared of them. In his most famous etching, Goya draws a man slumped over his desk, assailed by swarms of nocturnal owls and bats. The aquatint is titled in Spanish, El sueño de la razón produce monstruos. The word sueño is ambiguous. It could mean here that the sleeping of reason generates monsters, which is logical: suspending intelligence is leaving the door open to the worst. But sueño can also mean here that the dream of reason generates monsters, and, in this sense, that the aspiration of the brain—its ideal—would consist of creating them according to the individual’s imagination. And now, Mona, look at the kidneys . . . ”

			“You’re right, Dadé, they are like monsters! You’d think you were seeing eyes sprouting on meat.”

			And she hid her own eyes behind her hands. Henry added nothing more. He wanted to remain on this image of hers, unaware as she was of its strength: “You’d think you were seeing eyes sprouting on meat.” It could have been a line by Baudelaire. It was poetry. And Henry wondered whether he shouldn’t look in that direction for the great secret of Mona’s language, that singularity of expression that he sensed but couldn’t define. But he didn’t think so. The mystery of her particular little “tune” didn’t stem from sophistication or metaphorical refinement. He must keep on investigating and listening, the grandfather accepted, not without pleasure.

			They left exhausted. Henry had never given his granddaughter such a hard time in front of a work of art, but it was crucial in order to enter into the furia, or frenzy, of the 19th century, and he was proud both of her and of himself. All the same, while walking through Paris, he was keen to temper the traumatic image he’d just given of the Spanish artist. He’d tell her about how the artist loved to eat chocolate, even to the point of making himself sick.

			“Aha! I almost forgot: I was going to reveal to you Goya’s favorite thing to eat.”

			“Lamb?”
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CASPAR DAVID FRIEDRICH
Close your bodily eye


			Wedged into a chair, with calves crossed, Paul was KO. He had slumped sideways and his head lay on the desk, buried between his arms. His body formed a diagonal, as if he were at once seated and lying down, in the middle of the store. Around him rose the gloom of the end of a painful day and the music from a jukebox—David Bowie’s “Shadow Man,” to be specific. Mona, alone with him, wondered what he might be dreaming about, but knew that his was the sleep of a drunkard. Paul would finally wake up and see at his feet the metal rack entirely covered in wine bottles, impaled at the neck. Aagh! Mona had always hated that bottle-rack with a vengeance. Admittedly, the little girl, although she adored animals, did have a phobia of hedgehogs. As soon as she was in the countryside, she would believe she’d seen one in the first heap of earth and stones she came to. And to think it was after that dear creature that the rack was named.

			 

			 

			While her father was snoring, she walked frantically around all the bric-a-brac. Not quite knowing why, she dived into the back room and rummaged about in the wooden boxes in which the crazy quantity of heart-shaped keyrings Paul had been collecting since his teens kept growing. On a whim, with a kind of sudden, seemingly random, frenzy, the child grabbed at least fifty of them and returned to her father. He was more deeply asleep than ever.

			Mona wasn’t particularly keen on video games, unlike Lili and Jade, who would get to the final stage of a good many. But she did know that some of them featured what was called an “end-of-level boss,” that’s to say, a final enemy that was stronger than the rest and often terrifying. This “boss” had to be beaten while avoiding its attacks and sending out a barrage of hits with suitable skill. Well, fine! Mona would attack the “hedgehog,” it would be her “boss!” Very carefully, without disturbing her slumped father, she moved closer to the bottle-rack she so hated, to its rusty, sharp-edged frame, its spikes, its claws, to the bottles stuck on them like hideous buboes. Then, concentrating like her life depended upon it, she snatched each bottle by the neck or body, and stripped the beast bare. Finally, like banderillas, she attached the fifty-odd hearts she’d collected in the back room. Despite looking completely different, the object remained just as strange in Mona’s eyes, with its constellation of organs dangling from its metal frame. But the fear had melted away. And, above all, it made a lovely message for her father. 

			

			 

			 

			Henry thought it best to warn his granddaughter that, once again, the work they were going to look at would have that harshness, that disturbing aspect typical of the 19th century they’d already seen in Goya’s still life. That was fine by Mona, but in exchange, she asked her grandfather to answer a tricky question.

			“When you swear on ‘what’s beautiful on earth,’ can you think of Goya?”

			“Well, yes, why not?”

			“But do you, sometimes, swear on ‘what’s beautiful on earth’ and think of me?”

			“Yes, also . . . When I make an oath that way, I often, indeed, think of you.”

			“Well, that means that swearing on my head or a cow’s is the same thing!”

			“Firstly, it wasn’t a cow but a lamb, and secondly, no, it isn’t remotely the same thing.”

			“Oh really? And why should I believe you, Dadé?”

			“Well, because I swear to you on what’s beautiful on earth.”

			And he planted a kiss on her hair. Mona stifled her satisfied laughter. One by one, she kissed her grandfather’s thin, angular fingers, which were mingled with her own. And then they moved towards a landscape painting as small in size as the work of the previous week.

			 

			The view was from the foot of a mound. Looked at from closer up, the scene gave the feeling of being on the plateau of a cliff, with the form of the hillock serving as a natural promontory bordering on the void. The patch of land covered in grass and bracken was like a tongue sticking out, seen from inside the mouth. Another possible comparison was to a boat: the viewer was on the vessel with, in front, the raised prow, except that this prow was the peak of the grassy knoll. In the foreground, winding upwards amid a tangle of roots and dead branches, stood an oak tree, which took up a great deal of the canvas. Its short, bowed trunk was twisted, dried up, and damaged in places, then it spread out in mossy, undulating branches, on which clusters of russet leaves sometimes fluttered. To the left of the painting, there was a stump and its rejected branches. Pushed into the distant background by the perspective, and only glimpsed with difficulty, a vast area, pallid and unpopulated, stretched out, which could be presumed to be countryside where it was painted green, but could also be thought to open out onto the sea, considering the many shades of blue and purple. The horizon, just under halfway up the painting, was interrupted by the top of the hillock. On the left side, this horizon was marked by the retreating presence of two enormous cliffs, rendered miniscule by the distance. The only identifiable form on the right side, hazy as mist, was possibly the top of some vaporous vegetation. Above this, from an orangey band of light, fading into a pale yellow at the center of the composition, the melancholy of a setting sun spilled into the frayed clouds. Finally, contributing a sense of scale, a bit of life, and a lot of symbolism, were the many black birds. Some were flying around the tree or perching on its branches, while in the sky, up where it was clear, just above the crepuscular clouds, others were hovering in squadrons.

			 

			Mona seemed able to maintain her concentration indefinitely. She was now accustomed to that requirement. Henry finally broke it by speaking in the same steady voice he’d used to wrap up his explanation of Goya.

			“So, it’s a landscape painting by Caspar David Friedrich. Only nature features in it, with the vegetal presence of the wood and grasses; the animal presence of the crows; and the mineral strength of the cliffs in the background. We also find a combination of the four elements: a knoll of earth; a sky of fire; a vast sea; an aerial void. And then, of course, there’s that almost bare tree, with its shape and branches telling of a battle. The oak tree zigzags like lightning, but it has mostly been sculpted, bent, twisted by the strength of the winds and the changes in season it has had to withstand. Remember what I was telling you about Nicolas Poussin and his classical Arcadia, steeped in stability. It’s the complete opposite here. This tree embodies a new watchword: Sturm und Drang! Which in German means ‘storm and passion’; Romanticism was born in Germany at the start of the 19th century.”

			“I do remember, Dadé, that when I told you I found the painting of the sweethearts ‘romantic,’ you corrected me.”

			“When we were in front of the Gainsborough? That’s because what is rather hastily called ‘romantic’ today covers all that’s viewed as charming and sentimental.”

			“Like a dinner with candles for Daddy and Mommy!”

			“Yes . . . No offence to your parents, whom I love very much, but the Romantic artists were more subversive in their ambitions than a couple having a candlelit meal. They defended the idea that an individual could do exactly what he wanted with his life, including his most violent, craziest excesses, his most deadly tastes, without submitting to the Church, a prince, or the social norms. They also defended a return to the forces of nature, whether they be disturbing, like the image of crows besieging a scrawny tree, or comforting.”

			“So, this Friedrich, if he was a Romantic, does that mean he was a loner?”

			“A misanthrope, even. He would say that to stop himself from hating men, he avoided mixing with them. But it would still be a mistake to imagine him totally cut off from the world, like some obscure damned soul. In 1810, for example, when he’s thirty-six, he exhibits at the Berlin Academy one of his most beautiful paintings, depicting the tiny figure of a monk on a shore, beside the sea. The work was purchased by Frederick William III in person. Nevertheless, with a few exceptions, during Friedrich’s lifetime, his oeuvre didn’t receive the recognition it enjoys today. His admirers dwindled. Oh, six years before his death, he still received the visit of the great French sculptor, David d’Angers, at his modest studio in Dresden . . . Small consolation!”

			“Why?”

			“David d’Angers recognized that he was a totally extraordinary artist, someone, whose painting offered ‘a kind of itinerary towards the tragedy of the landscape,’ as he put it. And yet that wasn’t enough. Friedrich was forgotten, dying in 1840 to general indifference. Fifty years later, at the museum in Dresden, the city where he spent most of his life, no one remembered his paintings, or even his name. His works were languishing in the storeroom. And then, thanks to the tenacity of a few art historians, he was rediscovered posthumously and ended up being greatly admired.”

			“It’s sad because people should always live the life they deserved.”

			“The solitary tree that dominates the painting symbolizes his destiny. It’s like some danse macabre, or a network of cracks. Friedrich’s life was blighted by a succession of traumas. He lost his sister and mother when he was very young, then his brother drowned before his very eyes, during a skating party on a lake or water-filled ditches—we’re not sure. He was deeply fond of a marvelous writer named Heinrich von Kleist, who committed suicide in 1811. His best friend was killed by a bandit in 1820, and his favorite pupil disappeared in 1822, the year this picture was painted. Before he’d even reached fifty, Friedrich had already suffered many bereavements, and that permeated his artistic output. Indeed, the earth forms a hillock in this landscape because it’s a tumulus, or burial mound. This isn’t self-evident, and to understand it, we must turn the canvas over. On the back there’s a handwritten inscription by the artist, revealing his secret subject: it’s the grave of a Hun warrior—the Huns were a people in the Middle Ages—on the island of Rügen, to the north-east of Germany. The monument to this hero, whose name has sunk into oblivion, is now part of the very fabric of nature, buried under the humus, lost among the bracken, the span of the oak, the infinite sky, the swell of the Baltic, and the voracity of a thousand crows.”

			“You’re exaggerating, Dadé, there are only sixty-six . . . And you might also have noticed, on the left side, that the brush has painted five white dots! Personally, I think they’re sailboats. And look at the tree. You did say it was solitary, didn’t you? Well in fact, it’s like there were two of them!”

			“Do you mean those trunks surrounding it? But that’s just dead wood, Mona!”

			The child shook her head. She said nothing, simply drawing two circles in the air with her finger, a few centimeters away from the painting. The first circle encompassed the oak itself; the second, smaller circle focused on a particular area in the midst of the vast maze of its branches. At around the middle of the long branch stretching horizontally to the right, she had singled out a vertical branch that itself divided up and spread further. And Henry realized that, indeed, this branch formation, with its few leaves clinging on, was, in its overall line and rhythm, comparable to the tree itself. One could almost wonder whether it wasn’t a second oak in the background, duplicating the first. Mona was right. Thanks to his granddaughter, he could now see this obvious repetition, which he hadn’t noticed himself. And from now on, it was all he could see. Mona’s keenness spurred him on. He would have liked to push this game further and encourage her extraordinary powers of observation. But then that would have been to betray Friedrich, because his painting wasn’t an exaltation of detail. And so, Henry sacrificed—at least this time—a chance for Mona to feel valued as a virtuoso viewer, or even like the mistress replacing the master. It wasn’t the moment, not yet.

			“I’m truly impressed by all that you manage to observe, Mona, and what you say is quite right. But as you know, artists are very strange people.”

			“And that’s why you like them so much!”

			“Friedrich would say to the disciples who wanted to follow him on his path: ‘Close your bodily eye so that you may first see your picture with the spiritual eye. Then bring to the light of day that which you have seen in the darkness so that it may react on others from the outside inwards.’ Do you understand? He demanded from the artists that they accept to close their eyes in order to create.”

			“And yet that seems difficult when you want to paint!”

			“It is, indeed, a curious paradox. And it goes even further. Friedrich’s words signify that once that internal vision has been captured and transferred onto the canvas by the artist, he will only be judged worthy of having created a great work on one condition.”

			“Which is?”

			“That it affects the internal eye of the person looking at it, not only the retina or the senses, but the very depths of the soul. In other words, Mona, to know whether this painting is a veritable work of art, and not a mere picture, you must now do exactly the opposite of what I ask you to do each time.”

			“Which means?”

			“Close your eyes! In the meanderings of your mind, you must look out for the advent—or not—of a vision, an idea, or an emotion such as only The Tree of Crows could prompt in you.”

			Mona played the game and, within a few seconds, once those spots of color that briefly remain in such self-imposed darkness had disappeared, she was stunned by a baffling feeling, oscillating between rapture and sadness. The wadding of childhood was gently tearing within her. And she found this torment as alluring as an abyss. Above all, it was beyond words. At most, the birds, the branches, and the dusk settled on unknown sorrows that, maybe one day, would call out their names, but for now remained a theater of fleeting shadows. She was moving in “the tragedy of the landscape.”

			They emerged from the museum. The sky that afternoon was low, so low it seemed to have crashed down to the ground and was wrapping the silhouettes of passers-by in a thick fog. Mona thought of her grandmother, searched for memories of her, found hardly any, didn’t dare ask for any. It’s known how awkward silence can be; the silence that accompanied Henry and his granddaughter as they returned to Montreuil wasn’t. Their exchanges being reduced to a few squeezes of the child’s hand around the old man’s, and in reply, of his hand around hers, served miraculously to accentuate the simple presence of the one for the other, and the other for the one. They walked slowly along the boulevards and streets. It started to rain. But Henry was still wondering about something.

			“The sixty-six crows—you counted them then?”

			“Actually, Dadé,” she replied, timidly, “I saw them . . . ”
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WILLIAM TURNER
All is but dust


			During her check-up at the Hôtel-Dieu, Mona felt overcome by a profound uneasiness. And yet all the signs were excellent: her pulse, her blood pressure, her reflexes, the state of her pupils. The doctor, still greatly impressed by her demonstration of visual acuity at the last appointment, felt like pushing the test a bit further, and spoke about some software designed for athletes, pilots, and the military. Using on-screen exercises, the program tested a person’s aptitude to observe contours, focus on an object, assess topography, grasp chromatic nuances. He suggested to Mona that she give this assessment a go another time. Her appointments with Dr. Van Orst seemed to have turned into a game. And yet she was haunted by two unmentioned things that worried her. The first was the significance of that snatch of a sentence heard two months earlier, the meaning of which she still didn’t understand because she hadn’t dared to ask: “It’s fifty-fifty.” The second was, obviously, that brief episode of blindness at her father’s store, which, fearing the consequences, she’d told no one about. The cloak of silence she’d imposed on herself now felt more like an old lie. Paralyzed by this mental block, Mona couldn’t see herself admitting to her relapse now; and she didn’t feel any more capable of playing along with an over-positive view, involving tests that might show her to have unusual ocular abilities, not in keeping with what she’d experienced. She was lost, and smiled awkwardly to save face. Her mother wasn’t taken in. The doctor cupped Mona’s cheeks with both hands and sought to look reassuringly into her eyes, but she had closed them.

			“Is that okay?” he ventured.

			“Yes,” she sighed, eyes still closed. “I think I’d like to try . . . ”

			“Good! Next time, we’ll get you to do a few tests on the computer.”

			“I’m actually talking about something else.”

			“Oh? What’s that, then?”

			Mona opened her eyes. She looked at her mother then at Van Orst, and announced to them that she felt ready to try hypnosis.

			“That,” the doctor said, “isn’t just good news, it’s a giant step!”

			Camille was flabbergasted. She saw again that now-distant moment when the doctor had suggested trying hypnosis. She relived Mona’s mistrust, Paul’s adamant refusal, her own cautious silence. In reality, without saying a thing, she’d always viewed the idea favorably, with its mix of method and irrationality that sounded just like her. But she had understood all the same that the decision could only be made by Mona. Where could this sudden confidence have sprung from, she wondered. The child must have inherited her mother’s character! But, in particular, she was also thinking about the mysterious psychiatrist the child visited every Wednesday. He was clearly moving things along, Camille wanted to believe.

			 

			 

			Mona didn’t know it, but this Wednesday in March would be her last visit to the Louvre with her Dadé, who, already feeling nostalgic about these shared moments, was a little somber. His scarred face contrasted with Joseph Mallord William Turner’s extraordinary pictorial blaze, which would round off the first part of the initiation.

			 

			It was a landscape, but as though filtered through a translucent mist. Its radiance was extreme, infusing the whole painting with warm hues. In the foreground, some land was painted without the slightest hint of green or brown: yellows and orangey tones indicated its very vague contours, with no drawing involved at all. This land swelled into a small mound to the left, with, at its foot, suggested by red squiggles, a recumbent, vaguely anthropomorphic, figure. The land rose in the same way to the right of the composition, and there, more clearly defined but cut off by the frame, were two tree trunks with foliage. Through the middle of the land, starting at the base of the painting, a path led backwards, with a slight bend, but soon disappeared, blocked out by a more saturated, brownish patch that might have been a shadowed rock. Following the perspective of the path, but further in the distance, a river appeared, which was flowing towards another larger river. To reach it, the smaller river divided into two meanders, one to the left, the other to the right, in a valley with rather low contours. From the end of the first bend, the gray-blue tones of the river water faded almost entirely into yellow—although a very pale, mimosa yellow in this part of the painting—but they reappeared further back to depict the expanse of water, which seemed—but without certainty—to be bordered by some land on the right and along the horizon. This horizon, despite the notable haziness of its exact location created by the layers of paint and absence of drawing, divided the picture into two, almost equal, halves. In the upper half, a vast diaphanous veil of cloud, conceivably a cirrostratus, occupied the space without filling it up. In the top-right, a corner of blue sky could be seen behind the dispersing cloud.

			 

			Mona remained motionless for twenty-two minutes in front of this suggestion of a landscape, and felt an ecstatic thrill in its presence.

			“It’s so beautiful, Dadé,” she said, moved. “Seems like a desert, is that right?”

			“Yes, it seems to be because lines, drawing, are totally absent. The strong colors of the oil paint being greatly diluted, then dabbed in places with a rag or sponge, does indeed give a sandy look to the overall image. We can clearly see a tree, but know nothing of the buildings that, in principle, the artist should have at least sketched in. In reality, this place isn’t a desert at all, but a rich and verdant landscape in Wales: where the River Wye joins the River Severn. If we rely on geography, the medieval ruins of Chepstow Castle should, theoretically, be visible on the right side of the valley. Its crenellated walls have been submerged by the tempest of Turner’s golden pigments!”

			“Maybe he cheated because he was unsure how to draw them, hey?”

			“No, he didn’t cheat. He would have had no difficulty placing that castle in the middle of this empty setting, had he so wished. Indeed, he did just that in other versions of this landscape. You see, Turner was a wonderful draftsman at a very young age. His background is modest, but his father notices his skills, and, from adolescence onwards, young William displays his drawings in the family store, with great success. When he’s not much older than you, he even collaborates with some architects. Alongside them, his task is to draw future buildings, according to plans, to encourage investment from clients. William proved to be highly talented. He is even accepted at the prestigious Royal Academy of Arts at fourteen years old, and becomes a member at twenty-six—a record!”

			“So, when he begins his career, he has a similar start to Gainsborough,” Mona observed, rather proud of her comparison.

			“Very true. He didn’t mix with him because Gainsborough dies in 1788 and Turner is born in 1775, but they do have points in common. Most importantly, their experimental boldness. At the time, in the England of George III, freedom isn’t remotely a self-evident concept. A certain temperament was required to brandish it, maintain it, exercise it. Indeed, one of the most influential critics in Turner’s day—George Howland Beaumont—reproached him for allowing himself too much latitude with regard to colors and luminosity. Today we might believe that an artist can do what he or she wants, but that hasn’t always been the case.”

			“What’s Turner doing wrong here?”

			“He’s not doing anything wrong. But he’s using a great deal of what’s known as chrome yellow, a very rich and versatile pigment first marketed at the start of 19th century. Turner had a real passion for yellow, it was his craze, his obsession. His paintings shimmer with amber, ocher, sienna, sometimes darkening to fawn. This monomania prompted plenty of mockery; for example, an illustrator caricatured Turner standing in front of his easel wielding a large broom and with a pot of yellow paint at his feet! And then there’s the almost diaphanous luminosity—notably there, where the river appears, with its white reflections—which he achieves by breaking with convention: instead of preparing his canvas with a dark undercoat, Turner would prepare it with a light one.”

			“Tell me about that luminosity, Dadé.”

			“Turner was interested in physical science. So, he kept himself informed on developments in what was then known about light. He also admired a French painter of the 17th century called Lorrain, whom he actually copied and who would obsessively paint landscapes flooded in strong sunlight, as if he wanted to dazzle his viewers. Here, nature is similarly lit by daylight, but it’s more as if it’s trying, with its shimmering yellows, to burst out of the painting and light up all of us! Turner had the crazy ambition to make us feel the flux of the elements with an intensity comparable to when we’re in direct contact with them.”

			“Aha! He wants us to feel nature as if we were actually in nature?”

			“Yes. When we’re walking in it, or even sailing in it during a storm! Legend has it that he once clung to the mast of a ship, surrounded by the swell and the hurricanes, in order to observe the surge of water in the funnel of tornadoes. Once he had put himself through this perilous exercise, he would be able to make his viewers actually feel the turmoil of the sea by depicting the waterspouts and shipwrecks. So, who knows whether he plunged into a furnace to paint the landscape we have before our eyes.”

			“This Turner was even more adventurous than you, Dadé!”

			“He would walk endlessly, dozens of kilometers a day, in search of strong sensations, akin to the Sturm und Drang we spoke about last week. He traveled light, with a flask, sturdy shoes, and as many sketchbooks as possible, roaming all over the place, in all weathers, in the British countryside, the Alps, Venice . . . That was how he tracked down the sublime, which is more moving than beauty and makes us sense the futility of human beings before the powers of the cosmos.”

			Henry thought of Werner Herzog, the director of the film Aguirre, the Wrath of God, in which the opening shot of Machu Picchu, with its mountains in the mist, was an image worthy of Friedrich or Turner. When aspiring movie-makers would ask the German director what training to undertake to follow in his footsteps, he would reply: “Instead of spending three years at film school, you’d be better off walking three thousand kilometers . . . ” Turner had, unquestionably, understood this, Henry thought, and then he continued with his explanation in a gentler voice.

			“Let’s look at the treatment of the sky. It’s really vaporous and, on the horizon, everything is so evanescent, there’s barely a distinction between land, water, and sky. This is particularly striking to the left of the composition, even evoking the optical illusion of the mirage. To depict the propagation of rays of light in the atmosphere, Turner studied them for decades. He would work in parallel on paper with watercolors—pigments thinned with water—and on canvas with oil paints, which are dense and compact. Whereas painting with watercolors was considered a secondary technique by the art world, he not only lent credibility to it, but also transferred all of the medium’s potential, notably its fluidity, to oil painting.”

			“So here, Dadé, it’s like we’ve got a huge watercolor painted with oils!”

			“Yes, there’s something in that! Now, note that Turner painted this work towards the end of his life. It’s neither dated nor signed. He never exhibited it, and it was found—with other paintings of a similar style—in his studio after his death. Which does makes you wonder. Maybe he did intend it to look that different to what he had before his eyes. But without some document clearly stating his intention, we have to be somewhat cautious: maybe this work is merely unfinished.”

			“But Dadé, why is there any doubt? Surely people should be able to sense it? What you’re saying is weird. Personally, I’m positive that he wanted his painting to be exactly as it is.”

			“And I share your opinion. But remember that it’s impossible to look at an old painting as if we know nothing about what succeeded it. Turner died in 1851 and couldn’t be aware of what would come after him. But you and I, we do know. And those thousands of works, those millions of subsequent images, right up to today, retrospectively influence our judgment.”

			Mona couldn’t understand any of this. She felt like she was clinging, like the artist to the mast of his boat in a storm, to follow her grandfather’s turbulent explanation. And it was far too difficult.

			“What comes after Turner,” Henry continued, “allows us to consider him with different eyes to those of his contemporaries, and it’s what we know about what followed in the history of art that makes us think that this painting isn’t a mere sketch, but a finished work. You think you know nothing about the history of art, Mona. And yet, at this very moment, your favorable opinion of Turner comes partly from a 19th-century work painted long after his death: it’s a painting you know down to its smallest detail, and that he didn’t know. And that painting allows you to judge Turner the way you do.”

			“But Dadé, that’s impossible!”

			“Why’s that?”

			“Well, because together, we’ve seen only paintings done before this one!” she said with exasperation.

			“And I’m going to answer by telling you that there’s a painting you know by heart that enables you to like this entirely atomized landscape, finding something familiar about it.”

			“I think, rather, that I like it because it’s a bit like some of the paintings we’ve already seen, but more . . . ” Mona stumbled over which adjective to use. “The little figure in red, it’s like he’s a stain in the middle of all the colors, or, like you said, that he’s a heap of dust.”

			“I don’t think I mentioned dust, Mona: it’s you who are mentioning it, and rightly so. Because that is indeed what Turner’s painting tells us: all is but dust, all is but flurries of particles. You see now that you do know!”

			“Yeah.”

			“It’ll come back to you, believe me.”

			Mona doubted it.

			They abandoned the Louvre and headed back to Montreuil. At home, the child hugged her grandfather tight, rushed to her room and threw herself on her bed, tired of her Wednesday. The walls seemed to sway slightly as her body and mind were relaxing. She was thinking, then not thinking anymore, then thinking once again. With her head tipped back and her body arched, she was gazing at the pointillist poster from the Musée d’Orsay that watched over her.

			“Seurat!” she murmured. “Dadé was right!”
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GUSTAVE COURBET
Shout loud and walk straight


			No, I don’t want to.”	
Lili stubbornly refused to make a model of the vintage store. Paired up to work together after lots were drawn—luckily, they’d thought—the two friends had to choose their end-of-year project. Mona presumed that Lili would be keen on the idea of miniaturizing her father’s store, but she, with fists clenched in some inexplicable contained rage, wouldn’t budge, and this sudden rift between them hovered like a sad song. They didn’t speak to each other for a few days.

			And then, Lili suddenly opened up. One Wednesday, just after their last class, while waiting to be collected, she asked Mona and Jade to join her in a corner of the shelter. As she spoke, she kept shrugging her shoulders, making her large schoolbag bounce up and down on her back.

			“Daddy’s returning to Italy this summer, and I’ll be going there to live with him. Going to school over there. Mom’s staying here. And my cat, we don’t know. That’s it.”

			So that was what had made her so opposed to everything: news of this separation. And she could finally explain to Mona that instead of making a model of the store, she wanted to make one of her kitchen, with, in pride of place, the little table where, every evening, she’d have supper with her father and mother.

			In this early spring, the months of April, May and June still seemed long enough to Mona, Jade, and Lili for them to enjoy their never-ending friendship. But they weren’t entirely kids anymore. Lili’s parents’ divorce and her planned departure to another country made the imminent curtailing of their childhood real, turning it into a magic dust called memory. Mona could feel tears welling up in her eyes.

			From the school gates, a voice called out to the little girl, who was hiccupping with emotion. It was Henry. Mona, not wanting to cry in front of her friends, spun round and took off, across the yard ringing with voices. The flow of air dried her eyes. In her mad rush, she couldn’t wait to take refuge with her grandfather so as to stop her sadness overwhelming her. She hugged him tight, let out a long sigh, then affectionately slipped her hand into his. As they were walking, Henry announced to her that, today, they’d be going to a new place—the Louvre lessons were over. Over? Already? Despite her grandfather’s cheery tone, Mona felt a twinge of sadness, like she was swallowing dust, and in a flash, the Louvre suddenly appeared to her as if ravaged by time, its roof caved in, its arcades in ruins, similar to the apocalyptic vision Hubert Robert painted in 1796. She wanted to open up to her grandfather, beg him for one last stroll there before having to change place. He sensed her distress and gave her a loving look. But a firm look. They must move forward. Mona stifled her horror at how short-lived things were, and agreed. Yes, they must move forward.

			 

			 

			And so, instead of heading to Pei’s Pyramid, Henry crossed the palace’s Cour Carrée, then the Pont Royal, turned right, and arrived at a broad building with giant cast-iron animals rearing up from its esplanade. To amuse his granddaughter and remind her of their secret, he explained that the sessions she was supposed to be having with the child psychiatrist every Wednesday would now take place at a new address: 1 Rue de la Légion d’Honneur, facing the Seine. It was a former railway station converted into a museum: Orsay, a more limited showcase chronologically than its neighbor the Louvre, covering the period 1848 to 1914, but just as packed with masterpieces. Proof of this was immediately provided.

			

			The huge painting offered a panoramic view of a funeral in the middle of the countryside. In the background, a gray sky lowered and, surrounding part of a valley, there stretched two chalky cliffs, one of which, on the left of the picture, was dotted with houses. At the base of the work, in the middle but at a slight angle, there was a grave dug out from a grassy, muddy patch of land. The cavity was cut off by the frame, as if extending beyond it, right up to where the viewer was standing. This gave the feeling of being inside it, or almost. A skull lay at its edge, and nearby, a pointer turned its head away. Most importantly, between the landscape in the distance and these close-up elements, there were gathered thirty-six identifiable people, perhaps forty-five or fifty if some shadows and the pentimenti returning to the surface were added—dozens, at any rate. The opacity of the paint, which was darkening over time, made the figures merge into a crowd that seemed devoid of perspective. But in reality, the perspective was there. To grasp it, the strange distribution of the figures needed to be carefully examined. At the back there were some characters who were shortened, for reasons of scale, and hard to distinguish. Nonetheless, they were slightly higher up than their counterparts in the foreground, as if on a higher ridge of land. This optical trick is similar to when, in large group photographs, those in the back row are artificially raised to be visible. In the painting’s back row there was, from left to right, an elderly man close to the frame, officiants in white, some individuals in black, and then some women. There were around twenty of these of all different ages. Weeping or lost in their handkerchiefs, they were moving towards the grave in a snaking procession that turned back on itself to the very right of the painting. It was by following their progress that the depth of the picture could be grasped, its succession of rows and levels. Finally, in front of this scene, to the left, the coffin was advancing, draped in a pall featuring crossbones and some stitched teardrops. It was borne by four men in large hats, preceded by two altar boys. Beside them, a cross-bearer, with a moustache and a prominent nose, was looking straight at the viewer while holding aloft a small crucifix, above the line of the horizon. Around the grave there was the priest studying his missal, a kneeling gravedigger, a few somber-looking notables, two men in red, and two others who were more elegantly dressed, one in white gaiters, the other in blue stockings.

			

			 

			After a good half-hour of toing and froing in front of the painting, Mona came up against a mystery. The mournful reality of this provincial scene was certainly immediately obvious, with no filter, and yet nothing was actually clear, and the vague title, A Burial at Ornans, hardly gave any clues.

			“Dadé, where’s Ornans? And who’s being buried?”

			“It’s the small town in Franche-Comté where the artist, Gustave Courbet, grew up. He knows it like the back of his hand, and its inhabitants, among whom he here depicts several members of his family. There’s his father, in profile in the middle, just above the man who is wiping away his tears; there’s his mother and his two younger sisters, furthest right, and a great many friends. He painted this giant canvas in separate pieces in a tiny studio, where he asked his models to pose one by one. However, the contents of the coffin remain a mystery.”

			“It’s all very dark,” Mona mused. “It’s sad. But there are still some amusing characters. Some are distracted, like the altar boys, others look like they’ve drunk too much, and there are even some who are looking at us!”

			“Yes, and that way of combining registers, the dramatic and the comic, is typical of all of Courbet’s work. It annoyed the influential poet Théophile Gautier, for example. He wondered whether the artist had intended to be serious and express the drama of the funeral with authenticity, or whether it was a caricature that outrageously adopted the scale of a monumental work. In particular, he pointed out those two men in red in the middle of the composition; they’re beadles, that is, laymen, but are supposed to ensure others respect the formality of a religious ceremony. Gautier was taken aback by their ‘mugs smeared with vermilion’ and ‘their drunken demeanor’—I’m quoting from memory.”

			“Aha! And Courbet, was he serious, in his own life?”

			“He was a bon vivant, but more than anything, an agent provocateur, who declared that he wanted to ‘vulgarize art.’ When he arrives in Paris at the age of twenty, in 1839, he has to elbow his way into a society that’s exacting and highly codified. But he’s smart, a master strategist, and talented. He goes to the Louvre and some modest academies to hone his skills, and lives mainly in cafés frequented by penniless daubers, utopian philosophers, and accursed writers. He downs liters of beer, sings merrily, and wants to make his mark on History. The poet Charles Baudelaire, one of his friends, mocks him by saying that he even believes he can ‘save the world.’”

			“I thought it was Jesus who was supposed to save the world? But there, at the top of the cross, he’s seriously small.”

			“And note that, in addition, the sky is overcast, devoid of light, whereas the skull in the foreground, symbolizing that of Adam, the first man, is casually split in half. As for the dog, an allegory of fidelity, he’s staring who knows where. The officiants and the priest are barely given more status. The ceremony has all the scale of a religious painting, but it has an everyday, profane feel to it, swamped in a general muddiness. A critic would even exclaim: ‘It’s enough to put you right off being buried in Ornans.’ Under normal circumstances, such a painting would have been refused for the official Salon, but in 1849, Courbet had received a prize for another painting, allowing him to exhibit whatever he wanted the following year. He seized that opportunity, and the scandal was enormous.”

			“Personally, I’d have said that all these shades of black are really beautiful, when you look closely at them, and that there are some lovely contrasts with the whites.”

			“I’d have said that, too, and added, as did someone in favor of the painting, that it was the advent of ‘democracy in art.’”

			“Aha! I’ve got it, Dadé. It’s like the portrait of the Gypsy girl by Frans Hals, and the one of Madeleine, the Black woman. Courbet’s showing the ordinary people on a grand scale, is that it?”

			“Exactly. It’s a veritable manifesto campaigning for anyone—poor or powerful—to have the right to be represented in paint, just like everyone must be represented by those they’ve elected in a democracy. In addition, the painting is displayed in Paris just after a violent insurrection, in 1848. This was initially a success, and brought down the regime of the July Monarchy. But very swiftly, a certain Louis-Napoleon Bonaparte, nephew of Napoleon I, puts himself in charge of the country. He monopolizes power, becomes tyrannical. This painting seems to be saying that the republican ideal is buried, but the people—the humble folks in the provinces, the countryside, and Courbet’s native Jura—remain standing, continue to fight. Because at the edge of the grave there’s a man in blue stockings and a man in white gaiters: they’re veterans of 1793, that’s to say, figures of the French Revolution, who are still upright.”

			

			“They must have been proud to be in this painting!”

			“Among the dozens of models, not all of them felt proud . . . They were very excited when it came to posing, but later, some of them felt the reverberations of the ‘ugliness trial’ the painting was put through. They thought the artist had deliberately humiliated them. Furthermore, not all of these characters shared Courbet’s political opinions, with the world of the Church on one side, and those nostalgic for the French Revolution on the other! The symbols on the pall even evoke Freemasonry, which was poles apart from Christian precepts. All the same, the Parisian public didn’t pick up on these subtleties and tensions. Compared with the convergence lines and very distinct forms of David’s Oath of the Horatii, this painting seemed to be pouring forth a somber and hostile crowd of people. In front of the painting, journalists accused Courbet of fomenting a revolution, of being an agitator, an anarchist who’d come from the sticks to sabotage every convention. This was over the top, but not completely wrong, either. Throughout his career, Courbet defied many taboos. At his peak, he painted drunk priests returning from Mass on a donkey, and even depicted a woman’s genitals in close-up.”

			As he said that, Henry feared Mona might tease him by asking to go and see this notorious painting, The Origin of the World, but the little girl didn’t think of it. She remained focused on the coffin, as if thinking about its inherent enigma: what really was being buried here? “A mystery,” her grandfather had said right away, but she suspected him of knowing more. And she was right. Because Henry, an ardent admirer of Courbet, had studied all the art historians’ hypotheses on the subject: lying between the panels of this coffin might have been the artist’s sister, who died in 1834; or the wife of one of the characters in the foreground; or then the Republic; and why not Romanticism—it was Courbet himself who had offered this more esthetic exegesis. But Henry championed another reading, a more ambitious one, and more detailed, too.

			“To paint this picture,” he continued in a deep voice, “Courbet made living models pose for him. But he added one person he didn’t have before his eyes. Because the old man standing furthest left in the composition, almost like a ghostly extension of the coffin, had just died when the artist signed the work.”

			“Well, who is he, Dadé?”

			

			“He is Jean-Antoine Oudot, Courbet’s grandfather,” Henry whispered, his voice flat with emotion. “Like the two characters in white gaiters and blue stockings in the foreground, his presence symbolizes the link with the Revolution, because he was a deputy in the Convention. This man was enormously important to his grandson, and gave him a motto he would adhere to throughout his life.”

			Mona understood the parallel with her own situation, and even the duplication of it, as her own grandfather repeated the slogan passed on by Courbet’s.

			“‘Shout loud and walk straight,’” Henry murmured.

			“Oh, that’s lovely . . . ‘Shout loud and walk straight,’” she herself repeated.

			“This painting was a shout in the muffled atmosphere of the Salon: a rallying cry for a new function of art, which implied ‘walking straight’ to avoid being put down by the critics or the academic conventions. That cry, full of sincerity, is called ‘Realism,’ an artistic movement that swears, first and foremost, by the representation of what’s true, and wants to make the real be felt, with all its harshness and contradictions, because the imperfections inherent to life are the very spice of it.”

			“I really like this Courbet guy!”

			Henry liked him, too, more than any other artist in history. He told Mona that, with his grandmother, he had even attempted—in vain—to have his remains removed from the cemetery in Ornans, in order to have him laid to rest in the Panthéon, to mark the centenary of the Commune. Because Courbet, Henry continued, was a courageous participant in that terrible conflict, which, in 1871, saw the Parisians resisting both the Prussian invaders and a defeatist French government. The artist had committed himself to a pacifist and egalitarian socialism, respectful of patrimony and looking to the future. Alas! Defeated and repressed, he paid a high price: prison, then exile in Switzerland, disgrace, illness, and an early death, watched by his father, on December 31, 1877. As they were leaving the Musée d’Orsay, Mona took it into her head that, one day, she would succeed in getting Courbet into the Panthéon. Amused, Henry was all in favor of the plan. Why not for the two-hundredth anniversary of the Commune, in 2071?

			Walking across the Seine, they were amazed at how light-hearted and joyful they felt, as one can often feel, curiously, when returning from a funeral.

		 
		

	
		
			21
HENRI FANTIN-LATOUR
The dead are among the living


			The vintage store was now crippled by debt, and every week, the alarmed accountant would brandish the unpaid bills: the threat of bankruptcy had never been this immediate. Camille didn’t want Mona to spend late afternoons at the store anymore, she so dreaded the grim spectacle of alcoholism presented by her husband. And yet the child insisted on going.

			On that particular day, Paul had knocked back so much red wine that he could barely stand, but the presence of his daughter, busy doing her homework beside him, obliged him to maintain a modicum of dignity. He was staring into the distance, not knowing at what, when he spotted, on the other side of the street, an elegant passer-by who seemed a bit lost.

			“Hey,” he murmured with a hiccup, “looks like the figurines customer.”

			Mona looked up. The man was a good thirty meters away, but she recognized him immediately. It was him, and now he was moving off at a sprightly pace.

			“Daddy, now’s the time to call out to him and show him all the little lead folks! Hurry up, go on, Daddy!”

			“But darling,” Paul said, hesitating, “that gentleman must be left in peace, and anyhow, no, it’s just not done, I—”

			“Stop, Daddy,” Mona interrupted him, in a similar tone to her mother’s. “You get up, you take care to remain upright, and you call out to him. Hurry, soon he’ll be too far away!”

			She dragged her father by his sleeve, opened the door, and told him again to put one foot carefully in front of the other and hail the man. Paul did, but in a reedy voice.

			“Louder,” the little girl exhorted.

			And he complied. His “Monsieur!” reached its target. The gentleman turned around, with the smile of someone who has lost their way. Mona barely had time to issue her final recommendations to her father before the stroller was right there, sporting an apple-green designer suit. He had the same flamboyance of an aging dandy as on his first visit, two months previously.

			“Aha!” he roared, without even saying hello. “How amusing! It’s I who was looking for you, and it’s you who found me!”

			“Come in, come in, we actually have some Vertunni castings in store,” Paul explained, his breath reeking.

			And the man hastened to examine the scattered figurines, particularly the one on a bench displayed by Mona under a neon sun. While continuing with his little survey of each model, he explained that, with Vertunni figures, he enjoyed reproducing scenes from his personal life inside dioramas that he constructed himself.

			“Former ministers write memoirs and sub-prefects pen erotic novels under a pseudonym. Me, I put my life into a box: it’s far more amusing!” he proclaimed, theatrically.

			He proceeded to mime a galloping horse while holding a figurine of an infantry cavalryman, to evoke his military service at Saumur. He was expelled from the military academy after challenging a superior to a duel, having first reproached him for being too fat to fight in a war. Once he’d finished telling this story, he rummaged in his pockets.

			“I’ll take all fifteen of them off you! We did say fifty euros each, last time, didn’t we?”

			“Well, yes,” Paul agreed, suddenly sober.

			“So, here’s seven hundred and fifty in cash, that’s perfect. And do scribble your address on a scrap of paper for me. I don’t have the Internet, or a cell phone, but I still have eyes to read! And this way, you won’t even need to shout out to me in the street! I’ll be back soon; above all, find me some more Vertunnis! Goodbye!” 

			 

			Upon entering the Musée d’Orsay galleries, Mona was struck by a painting that pulsated with great chaotic energy. This turmoil was hard to fathom at first, but her powers of perception were such that she recognized the scene of a battle between big cats and warriors. She drew her grandfather’s attention to this swirling image. The old man recognized Eugène Delacroix’s sketch for The Lion Hunt, the larger, finished version of which was kept in Stockholm.

			Ah, Delacroix! Henry had certainly left him out too casually . . . Where Romanticism was concerned, Henry may have shown Goya, Friedrich, and Turner at the Louvre, but he’d left aside Dante and Virgil in Hell, The Death of Sardanapalus, and Liberty Leading the People. A regrettable omission. Because Delacroix had been one of the instigators of the movement toward the expression of passions and the heightening of colors. And then there had been his dramatic rivalry with Jean-Auguste-Dominique Ingres. Delacroix raved about the effusive power of flashes of color, strove to make a painting “a feast for the eyes”; while Ingres proudly objected: “Drawing is the probity of art.” It had been a quarrel between giants, and Henry and Mona had passed it by without stopping. The study for The Lion Hunt was a chance to make up for that missed encounter, but it was a study, merely a study. So, despite the undoubted interest of this work, Henry returned to another option and led Mona to a painting of imposing size: one hundred-and-sixty centimeters by two hundred-and-fifty.

			 

			At the center of the composition, and dominating it, there was a bust portrait of a man. He was well into his fifties, with a distinguished, even haughty, bearing, a thin moustache, and eyes gazing out to the right of the painting. This portrait rested against an interior wall (plain, but for a few discreet, reddish, linear motifs) and was in a sober gilded frame. Beneath this “mise en abyme” painting there was a flower arrangement, with some pink blooms, on a small round table. But mainly, across the entire width of the canvas, in two rows, there was a gathering of ten individuals, exclusively men and similar in appearance. Twenty years, at most, separated the youngest (who wasn’t even thirty) and the oldest among them. They were all wearing smart, plain suits. A few variations punctuated the ensemble. One donned a bow tie while his neighbor wore a cravat. Or then a scarf hung from the shoulders of one model, while a second sported a flouncy handkerchief in his top pocket. But the group retained a unity of style: that of the urbane and literary life, at once slightly bohemian, owing to the messy hair and relaxed poses, and extremely intense, due to the expression in their eyes, with most of them looking straight out—seven of the ten. The back row comprised two pairings on either side of the central portrait. In the foreground, four men were seated, while just behind them, and second to the right, filling a kind of gap, a standing model benefited from greater visibility. With flaming ginger hair, more tousled than his companions’, he wore his jacket open on his waistcoat, a purple floppy necktie, and had his hand in his pocket. Another man, this time third from the left in the front row, was standing with the support of a cane. His body was in profile, but he was turning his head towards the viewer, and this stance gave him great presence. Behind him, and contrasting with his upright, solid-black form, there was a young man, who was swimming in a voluminous and luminous white shirt, but was firmly seated on a chair. He was holding a palette smeared with a few colors.

			 

			Mona studied these characters, who had gathered to pay homage to one who was absent, and who, in this altarpiece-like arrangement, seemed like a god. And she understood that the absent one was Eugène Delacroix. So, her grandfather had brought her to discover him, but here he was the subject of the painting, not its creator.

			“When he dies in 1863,” Henry dived in, “Delacroix takes to his grave a huge chapter in the history of art: he had embodied Romanticism, had caused a wonderful freedom to breeze through the arts, costing him numerous scandals. A hero at his death, he had started off as the enfant terrible of painting. But most of these characters surrounding his portrait to honor him can’t have memories of him: they weren’t even born in the 1820s, when he was being described as a ‘drunken savage’ and being accused of signing ‘des tartouillades,’ or garish daubs.”

			“The one in the white shirt, he still seems to be a young boy. And since he’s holding a palette, he’s the artist who painted the picture, right?”

			“Exactly, he’s Henri Fantin-Latour, known as ‘Fantin.’ He’s only twenty-eight, but extremely talented. He slips his self-portrait in at the front, to the left. He adds nine friends to his own image, and, of course, the painting of Delacroix, to crown it all. This is a painting of a painting, so to speak, the depiction of a depiction. And yet! No such oil painting of Delacroix exists: Fantin invented this one from a photograph.”

			“But Dadé,” Mona continued, indicating the characters sitting at the front, to the right of the composition, “look at that one’s wrinkles and that one’s gray hair. So, they’re old men, then?”

			“They’re less old in my eyes than in yours! But indeed, they’re the elders of the group, both born in 1821. The first one, with arms crossed and eyes looking straight ahead, he’s the influential critic Champfleury. He was known as a staunch defender of Courbet’s Realism, but had also written some very original books, including a history of cats, believe it or not. The second one, with his broad, bare forehead, was also a cat-lover. He’s the poet Charles Baudelaire, a huge admirer of Delacroix, whose grief is shown in his pursed lips, as if he’s speechless. Paying tribute to the artist, Baudelaire wrote: ‘So what is this certain mysterious something that Delacroix, for the glory of our century, translated better than any other? It’s the invisible, it’s the impalpable, it’s the dream, it’s the nerves, it’s the soul.’”

			“Right . . . ” Mona, of course, tended to respond to overtaxing commentaries in this way. 

			“Although Delacroix is depicted as a glorious elder, the characters surrounding him don’t really seem to be among his emulators or disciples. That’s what critics at the time reproached the painting for. I’ll explain it to you. In the foreground, far left, sits Duranty, who is the editor of the periodical Réalisme and collaborates with Courbet. Standing behind him we find the artists Louis Cordier and Alphonse Legros. Opposite them, furthest right from the frame, is another painter of no great stature: Albert de Balleroy. Beside him, pushed right back and almost overshadowed, is Félix Bracquemond: he’s an extraordinary engraver, a friend of Baudelaire. We also can’t miss the American Whistler, standing sideways right beside Fantin, whose face is almost level with Delacroix’s. Whistler is determined to change painting drastically, and he’ll succeed in doing so, but by focusing on modern society, towns and cities, daily life, which seems to run counter to Romantic ambitions. And in this actual painting, there’s nothing Romantic about the lifelessness of the poses and colors. It’s all browns and grays and russets.”

			“But you’re forgetting the flowers.”

			“Yes, which are all the more crucial since they draw the perspective up to Delacroix’s portrait. Fantin did, in fact, become renowned as a great painter of flowers. But his fame and his place in history rest first and foremost on his group portraits of personalities from the art world. Posterity will, notably, thank him for having painted just such a group picture, called The Corner of the Table, in which, fortunately, he included the adolescent, and still unknown, Arthur Rimbaud, sitting beside Paul Verlaine. But it’s unfair to reduce Fantin to his documentary virtues. This picture of his does far more than merely inform us on the cultural life of that time. What do you think of the painting itself? Not what it depicts, but what it is: the impasto, the brushstrokes?”

			Henry listened to Mona’s reply very carefully. While he was more than ever convinced that his granddaughter’s way of speaking concealed a secret, he had also noticed that the child had developed an acute sensitivity towards the very substance of paintings, that which gives—or fails to give—each creation its life, its relevance, even its necessity. Using words that were chosen carefully and informed by all the time spent with her grandfather, she thus observed how the “technique” (her word) was at once “realistic” and yet “blurry.” He corrected this last term, sensing that Mona’s appreciation and her vocabulary to express its subtleties were jointly developing with exceptional speed. He preferred “suggestive” to “blurry,” and the little girl approved of this adult stringency.

			“And now, Mona, do you see the proportions Fantin-Latour gives to Delacroix in the painting?”

			“They’re exactly the same as if he were alive.”

			“Quite so. Because Fantin believes that Delacroix still is alive. And that’s precisely what the picture is telling us: the dead don’t leave us, don’t abandon us; they’re as important as those who remain. During this period, around 1850-1860, there was a great interest in spiritualism and esoteric beliefs. Some thought we could remain in contact with the departed, revive them, have them among us. It wasn’t at all the weird entertainment it is today: they were seriously convinced that the spirits of the dead hovered among the living, watching over them by day and tucking them in at night.”

			“And maybe they cared less about imitating Delacroix’s way of painting and more about his daring to take risks?”

			“Precisely! Once they’ve passed away, our elders don’t ask us to conform to what they did; they simply tell us to be worthy of what they were.”

			Mona pondered over this sentence for a good while and started to feel something stirring in her ribcage. Henry noticed and interrupted her discomfort by continuing cheerily with his commentary.

			

			“As I told you: Delacroix, once a living scandal, ended up being admired across the world. He began to sit on various juries, notably that of the official Salon. And one day in 1859, that famous body received a painting by a boy, of a cranky-looking drunkard with a liquor bottle lying at his feet: an Absinthe Drinker. All the jury members found this picture vulgar and turned it down. With one exception.”

			“Delacroix, I bet!”

			“The very man. This astonished the other jury members all the more because the work was pretty Realist, which went against Delacroix’s presumed convictions. But Delacroix had recognized all its expressiveness. He hardly cared whether his path of Romanticism was followed; no, he mainly wanted his rebellious spirit to survive among the younger generations, and patently, the artist behind this depiction of drunkenness had plenty of it.”

			“Who was it?”

			Very slowly, Henry circled a figure, on the right, he hadn’t said a word about until then: the one with blond bushy hair, hands in pockets, and floppy necktie.

			“Him,” he said, as if designating a chosen one, “Édouard Manet.”

			“Manet,” the child sighed, “it sounds a bit like Mona. Dadé, let’s go and see his paintings!”

			“No, that’s for another time. But I swear to you, on what’s beautiful on earth, we will pay homage to him.”

			They left the Musée d’Orsay and crossed the Seine. It was April, and the Parisians were blending with the lawns of the Jardin des Tuileries, chatting and picnicking. The music of spring wafted in the air.
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ROSA BONHEUR
The animal is your equal


			

			As agreed, Dr. Van Orst swapped his pediatrician’s white coat for his hypnotherapist’s props. Since nothing, after those countless tests, had been able to explain Mona’s temporary loss of sight, he would attempt to put her into a trance so that she could get to the source of this mysterious affliction through the mind. Mona was going to take part in this exercise, while dealing with some secrets bordering on lies. Her mother and her doctor thought she had accepted thanks to the work she was doing every Wednesday with her psychiatrist. In reality, it was her repeated sessions before works of art that had enabled her to do so.

			Van Orst made the child sit in a very soft leather chair with big armrests and asked her to tip her head back. He passed his hand around ten centimeters from her shoulders and covered them in a kind of invisible fluid, repeatedly telling her, in a very calm voice, to relax and think of her favorite music, then to separate each note, draw them out in her head, one by one, as if the sounds were stretching to infinity. He then invited her to become aware of the extremities of her limbs for several minutes, and placed three fingers on her forehead while repeating that her eyelids were “heavy and closing, heavy and closing . . . ” The little girl’s eyelashes began to flutter.

			Van Orst had tipped Mona into an altered state of consciousness. She was comfortable and serene. He didn’t wish to jolt her memory at this first session. Rather than encourage her to relive the painful moments of the episode and search around its edges, he suggested she think of very positive emotions. The doctor’s method consisted of getting the brain accustomed to conjuring up reassuring images, in case any excessively negative ones should dominate during a forthcoming session. He called this “safe-place imagery.”

			Mona felt a delightful drowsiness overwhelm her. A cascade of grays and whites caught her attention, as if a blank reel of film were unwinding in some hazy dream. The doctor’s voice, although perfectly audible, seemed very distant to her. As she was being filled with thoughts of loved ones, the presences of her mother and father grew; and then, huge and formless, lacking any concrete detail, the impression of her grandfather appeared. Mona let herself be enveloped by this aura. She was floating in a place that wasn’t a place, beyond words, experiencing only abstract perceptions.

			Then, without warning, something gigantic appeared, something beyond space and time. “Those whom you love,” the voice continued, and it was more than a suggestion, almost like an incantation. Her psyche was swayed, and feelings of boundless gentleness and sadness combined and grew. Two fingers clicked. She reopened her eyes. Van Orst was smiling at her.

			She felt good, strangely so, all evening until bedtime, but didn’t know what to think, or what to tell her parents about what she’d experienced. When her mother came to tuck her in, she merely asked a single question:

			“Mommy, will you be able to tell me about Mamie one day?”

			 

			 

			Inside the central gallery of the Musée d’Orsay, at the foot of the stairs, there stood, imposingly, an enormous bronze lion on a massive plinth, which greatly impressed Mona.

			“It’s signed Antoine-Louis Barye,” her grandfather whispered, before adding that this sculptor, who spent much time in the menagerie at the Jardin des Plantes, had revived animalier art in Italy in the first part of the 19th century. He could feel Mona’s excitement. The world of animals, especially those that were round and cuddly, was like a thrilling Eden to her. That day’s lesson was on exactly that subject but, to approach it, Henry had avoided both the over-heroic spectacle of large predators and the too cute one of pet dogs and cats. More mundanely, he and Mona would go and look at some cattle . . . 

			 

			The work, of panoramic scope, depicted furrows cut by plowshares across its entire width. The sky, with its blended shades of blue fading perfectly to convey the subtle light of a chill morning, took up half of the canvas. One team of cattle was following another. They were both identically composed: six oxen were dragging their plow, itself driven by the plowman, while a herdsman kept the animals moving with the help of a goad, a long, spiked stick for prodding them. Undulating to the left of the composition, with a wooded hillside punctuated by two roofs emerging from the trees, the landscape provided a verdant and wide-open setting. The scene was viewed at a slightly oblique angle, so that the rows of aerated soil, instead of being parallel, joined at a point far beyond the frame on the left of the composition, just below the horizon. This created a perspective angle that made the cattle increasingly large and close as they advanced to the right, giving the impression that the plowed earth formed a slightly rising slope, like a small incline on a plain. The teams of cattle were divided into two parallel rows of three specimens, almost all with creamy white coats. The team furthest back formed a rather indistinct mass, but the one ahead was very clear to see, particularly the side view of the three oxen walking, while foaming at the chops, in the right-hand row: the animal at the front was a darker beige, the one at the back a reddish-brown, an exception among the twelve creatures in the painting, and between the two there was an ox that seemed to be, if not the subject, at least the heart of the work. It was turning its head a little towards the viewer and its eye seemed to be giving the viewer a mournful look. It had doubtless just been prodded with the goad of the young herdsman in clogs accompanying it.

			 

			During the twenty-five minutes she spent studying each detail, Mona was particularly engrossed by the subtle variations in the lighter tones that made the animals’ coats shimmer. But she was also examining the soil of the plowed furrows, bordered by grassy fields, which was a glossy brown. “Oh dear!” Mona thought, guiltily, “Dadé asks me to look at the paintings with intelligence, and here I am thinking of Willy Wonka’s river in Charlie and the Chocolate Factory!” Her mouth was watering. This Plowing in the Nivernais might be a rural scene just as A Burial at Ornans was, but its atmosphere was completely different, due to the subject matter, but mainly due to pictorial treatment. Whereas Courbet sought the dull, opaque intensity of the mud and ashes, Rosa Bonheur’s painting almost strived to be appetizing, with its play of sheens; and the furrows, all lumpy with large clods, did indeed have something cocoa-like about them.

			“Well, Mona,” Henry finally said, gearing up, “here we are once again before a great artist.”

			“I read her name and I think it’s wonderful: Rosa Bonheur!”

			“In the 19th century, a great many transformations take place, changes of perception in every sphere. And Rosa Bonheur was a figure of these upheavals. She experienced exemplary social mobility: born in 1822, into a modest home, she was destined to become a seamstress. But at thirteen, shortly after the death of her mother—whom the family buried in the communal grave owing to a lack of money—she moved instead towards painting. Her father, himself an artist, agreed to train her. She made painting her career and her work ended up being recognized the world over, notably in the United States. To make her way, she had to show exceptional strength of character and defy, unbowed, all the prejudices of men.”

			“Of men? Do you mean of boys or of humans?”

			“Both! Although she was a woman, she wore her hair short, smoked cigars, and wore trousers, which required a ‘cross-dressing permit!’ She never married and lived with other women. She was someone who rebelled against the hierarchies that were installed between people: between the sexes, between social milieux, between urban and rural settings. But this painting shows us so much more.”

			Henry was speaking in a gentle, deep voice. Mona, instead of remaining beside him, slipped in front of the painting. Turning her back on it, she positioned herself opposite her grandfather, in such a way that her face was superimposed on the gap between the two teams of oxen. She then did something adorable. Smiling and raising her eyebrows, she held up a finger as if asking to speak, seeming to say: “Might I get a word in edgeways?”

			“Here, Dadé, we once again have a large painting of something going on in the countryside, of farming folks. And on top of that, along with their animals, they take up all the space, from one side to the other. That’s because the artist wants to show the beauty of the countryside and all that one will find in it. So, for example, trees like those on the hill, fields, the people who work there, and also . . . ”

			She hesitated.

			“Well, Mona, what else?”

			“And also the animals, it seems.”

			“Really? You’d include them even though they’re slobbering?”

			“Well yes, Dadé, while it’s true they’re slobbering, and they’re oxen, and oxen, well . . . , it’s always a bit of a stretch to say they’re beautiful, but these ones, well they are, I find . . . But maybe I’m wrong . . . ”

			“Not at all. And Rosa Bonheur thought like you. In her eyes, animals had a beauty that equaled that of human beings. She adored them. A few years after painting this picture, and because her talent had earned her lots of money, she was able to buy a large studio in Paris and a château beside the forest of Fontainebleau. In both locations she installed a veritable menagerie: she lived surrounded by horses, sheep, goats, cows, cats, dogs, and birds; she also kept yaks, gazelles, and even a lion and lioness given to her by a lion-tamer!”

			“So, does that mean she preferred animals to humans?”

			“I don’t know, but it’s likely. One day, she declared: ‘Humans aren’t, in general, as good as animals.’ And when you look at the way she paints them, you can see she’s not trying to make them artificially closer to us; she respects the intensity of expression of each creature, even that of an ox. Look at these here: they stretch right across the surface, whereas the laborers accompanying them in the distance, are far more modest in size and painted in a very simple way, with a uniform stroke devoid of shading. The Charolais-Nivernais cattle, on the other hand, have coats painted with great refinement. Look at those folds and those shadows; the subtle cream, beige and brown tones; the stiffness, waviness, and wear of the hairs. Rosa Bonheur gives these cattle great presence and majesty. It has to be said that she spent a crazy amount of time observing them, not only in the fields on horseback, but also on the walls of the Louvre. Because she is as much the product of the rural world she comes from as of an entire tradition of animalier painting.”

			“In the picture you can see those poor creatures are tired; the work looks hard, really hard, and repetitive, and like it’ll never stop.”

			“Yes, and that impression of labor is heightened by what’s called the convergence lines. Look: it’s those lines that, by crossing at a certain point, create the perspective and give the illusion of depth. The lines of the furrows, if we extended them, would intersect to the left of the canvas, beyond the frame. On the other side, to the right, they could go on endlessly. This composition, so particular to Rosa Bonheur, reinforces the sense of relentlessly laboring on an endless, and, to cap it all, slightly uphill task.”

			Mona, who for a while had associated this stretch of plowed land with a river of chocolate, now grasped its more moving dimension: that of the labor of beings to render fields fertile and feed the whole of society. But her grandfather did temper this elegiac reading of Rosa Bonheur’s work, since she’d managed to strike a perfect balance between the harshness of life in the fields and a bucolic freshness and luminosity. The painting recalled, for example, George Sand’s descriptions in The Devil’s Pool, a novel published in 1846, three years before the success of Plowing in the Nivernais at the Salon, which may have inspired the artist. 

			

			But Mona was fascinated by one detail of the painting in particular.

			“Dadé, do you remember what you told me about the woman who was looking at us in Gainsborough’s Conversation in a Park?”

			“Yes, that she—”

			“Wait,” Mona interrupted him, “I want to remember the word by myself! You told me that she was an ‘admonitrice.’” She articulated each syllable with relish, so as not to mispronounce this exquisitely sophisticated term.

			“You have the memory of an elephant, Mona.”

			“In Rosa Bonheur’s painting, it’s the ox looking at us with its enormous eye,” said Mona, pointing to the central ox in the most visible team.

			“And it thus has precisely the role of an ‘admoniteur.’ People often talk of the empty look in bovines’ eyes, as if they had neither intelligence nor awareness. To kill that cliché, the artist paints the black of the pupil that’s dilating spectacularly against the white of the eye. It demands our attention, our involvement in the painting, our empathy. And that’s the meaning of this work.”

			“Dadé, if anyone does harm to an animal, I’ll do the same thing to them . . . And, actually, once Daddy and Mommy leave me in peace, I’ll eat only vegetables.”

			“Maybe you’d like to join the animal protection society? In the 19th century, it flourished first in England, Holland, and Bavaria, then established itself in Italy and France in 1845. And Rosa Bonheur was one of its first members.”

			“But Dadé, do you think it’s good for someone to say they prefer animals to humans?”

			“I’ll tell you again, Mona, people must have the right to think and say whatever they want. I can’t answer your question in any other way. What I am certain about, on the other hand, is that for too long, animals were considered with disdain, like mechanical and inferior beings, subjugated to men’s needs without receiving the slightest consideration, and, very often, being subjected to their cruelty. From the 18th century onwards, philosophers such as Jean-Jacques Rousseau in France and Jeremy Bentham in England qualified them as ‘sentient beings,’ meaning that they want to acknowledge their suffering, which is as tragic as it is mute. And that’s a great advance. I think Rosa Bonheur’s painting deserves consideration as part of this progress.”

			

			Once they had left the museum, Mona kept spotting all the dogs prancing around the streets of Paris and wanted to greet them like equals. Henry was amused by this. With a mischievous look, he pointed out to the child that her vegetarian inclinations hadn’t stopped her from eating two hotdogs a few weeks earlier, when they visited the Louvre. That Wednesday, however, she felt more like downing a river of chocolate.
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JAMES WHISTLER
A mother is the holiest thing alive


			Lili had become hostile at school; the news of her parents’ divorce had hastened her entry into adolescence, and this could be felt in the language and tone she used. She had only just turned eleven, but was already showing that mix of aggression and detachment that is such a contrast to the joyful spontaneity of childhood. Despite the discomfort, she now refused to carry her backpack on her shoulders, preferring it to dangle on just one strap in a sloppy fashion. Madame Hadji, meanwhile, monitored her mute, surreptitious outbursts of anger: crumpling, breaking, scratching, generally damaging her possessions, from the simple paper tissue to the frames of her glasses.

			The first inklings of life’s unfairness often come from a small detail whose impact is inversely proportional to its cause. In his Confessions, Jean-Jacques Rousseau was still vehemently protesting his innocence, fifty years on, regarding a domestic incident: he’d been accused, wrongly, of having broken the teeth of a comb. This trivial story of a damaged item and an undeserved punishment informed a substantial part of the future philosopher’s existence, and, consequently, permeated literary and political thought in the whole of liberal Europe. Yes: there’s a bit of broken comb within the social contract that links modern democracies . . . But if we had probed Lili’s tormented heart, what would we have found? Obviously, her father and mother falling out of love, the move to another country, where she would no longer have her friends Jade and Mona. And yet, her sense of injustice, that which made her want to break everything she laid hands on, didn’t really originate there. It was something veiled, something that took Mona’s perspicacity to grasp.

			While working on their end-of-year model, Lili would get annoyed. She would obsess over her cat’s basket, never thinking there was enough space for it in the miniature version of her kitchen. Mona suddenly remembered what her friend had said in the yard: “And my cat, we don’t know.” Whether it would be coming to Italy with her, she had meant. So, Mona asked her what would become of the cat when it was time to move. And Lili, remaining silent, merely tore up the piece of paper. Mona understood then that, deep down, what her friend found unbearable was that her parents just weren’t bothered about the cat. Maybe they’d already sealed its fate, even, and planned to give it away, or—who knows?—abandon it. All of Lili’s rage sprang from that abysmal prospect, which was of no significance to grown-ups. But the cat question, of no importance to her parents, who were at the time totally self-absorbed, was proving disastrous for their child. And it took another child to see it.

			Mona had an idea. Making a model of Lili’s current kitchen was useless; they should imagine Lili’s bedroom in Italy instead. They should create a model of Lili’s wishes, not her regrets. What would be in it? A bed for her, obviously. A top bunkbed for Jade, who loved sleeping high up, and an extra mattress for Mona, who never made a fuss. And then a little desk, loads of cupboards . . . But most importantly, Mona suggested to Lili, in this model there would be a basket for the cat, a splendid cocoon-like basket, padded and bright red. A basket that would signify that this creature was like a twin.

			“Your parents might be separating, but would they be nasty enough to separate you from your little brother?” Mona asked.

			“Maybe not,” Lili replied, reassured, while hugging her with all her might.

			 

			 

			That Wednesday, Henry explained to his granddaughter that they had an appointment with someone they’d already met at the Musée d’Orsay.

			“Manet?”

			“Almost!” the old man said, but it wasn’t him.

			In Fantin’s painting, among the gathered artists there was an American: James Whistler. Mona remembered his proud demeanor, and now she was going to see a large portrait painted by him, with a curious shape, almost square but slightly wider than it was tall.

			 

			An old lady, with gray hair gathered under a lace bonnet, its ties hanging down over her shoulders, was seated in profile on a simple wooden chair, of which only the two fine back rungs could be glimpsed. Her face, with a few lines crackling the chin and a lightly rosy cheek, was staring, with wide-open eye and raised eyebrow, at a point beyond the frame, to the left of the composition. She formed a lofty, black and austere mass, thanks to a voluminous dress that barely revealed the tips of her shoes, tucked neatly together on a wooden footstool. Her hands were joined in her lap, and she held a handkerchief, its white fabric combining with the paleness of the fingers and light cuffs of the sleeves. The pose was certainly rigid, but the silhouette, from bust to calf, formed a supple curve and counter-curve. Everything surrounding her was gray—different shades, certainly, but invariably gray, with no warm color at all. The model sat beside a light gray wall with a dark skirting board, which took up almost three-quarters of the painting’s width. To the left of the work, on the remaining generous quarter, an embroidered curtain fell right to the floor, which itself was covered in a plain, torn carpet, painted so thinly it seemed to merge into the wooden floor. On the curtain, between the folds, some indistinct motifs could be glimpsed: oblique lines and dabs like petals, as well as a monogram higher up. Also, high up, beside the curtain, and just off-center in the composition, a small, horizontal painting hung on the wall, its neutral tones suggesting a landscape with a strand and some buildings in the background.

			 

			Having observed the painting for a long while, Mona pointed out to her grandfather the strangeness of the title of that day’s painting, which was as if split in two: Arrangement in Gray and Black No. 1, also known as Portrait of the Artist’s Mother.

			“Whistler uses the term ‘arrangement,’ which is part of musical terminology, something he often includes in his titles: he went for Symphony in White for the portrait of one of his lovers, and would call his landscapes ‘harmonies’ or ‘nocturnes,’ which were all thinned-down paint and transparency.”

			“Yes, but Dadé, the lady on the chair, she looks more like she’s sitting in silence; and also, sorry, you mention ‘transparency,’ but look at her black dress: it’s pretty thick!”

			“True, but that black mass is a pivot around which we savor the other colors and their combinations, how they work together, vary, match, and also contrast, all the while not concerning ourselves much with what’s being depicted. In just the same way as one might be enchanted by a melody. Thus, the pleasure of this painting comes from the play between the various rectangles and their respective tones: there’s that large bister horizontal band for the floor, topped by the darker-brown skirting board. There’s also, as a vertical counterpoint, the taupe curtain dotted with dabs of discreet yellow. And mainly, there’s the pearly wall that takes up most of the space, using the four-thirds format whereby the width is a third greater than the height. Incidentally, this very visually pleasing, very balanced proportion will later be used for the silent-movie classics and, from the 1950s onwards, for televisions screens . . . ”

			“And there’s another painting hanging on the wall . . . What is it?”

			“It’s an engraving by Whistler himself. It’s supposed to depict the Thames. But the contours are washed-out owing to the overcast weather that’s conjured up by the combination of grays, blacks, and whites. The engraving contributes to the hazily harmonious atmosphere. Whistler is also greatly inspired by Japanese woodblock prints, charmingly named ukiyo-e, meaning ‘floating worlds’ or ‘impermanent worlds.’ At that time, when Asian culture was being rediscovered, Whistler’s favorite artist was actually Hokusai, the famous creator of The Great Wave. So, it’s not surprising that the fabric on the left, with its dotted and sinuous pattern suggesting blossom, should be Japanese in style—it is in fact a kimono turned into a curtain.”

			“And it looks like there’s also something written on it, up there, near the edge.”

			“That’s the butterfly that was Whistler’s signature . . . You see, in 1866, Whistler underwent a profound personal transformation. He had boarded a boat and left Europe on a sudden impulse to go and fight in Valparaiso, alongside the Chileans against the Spanish colonists, on the other side of the world. Throughout his life, he would never explain this seemingly crazy engagement in a conflict that had nothing to do with him. It remains one of the most intriguing mysteries in the life of an artist. He returned a changed man. He’d been known as charming and whimsical, he became irascible, violent and vengeful. That butterfly represents his metamorphosis.”

			“But who did he want to take revenge on?”

			“On everyone. But mainly on the artist and style he’d most admired in his youth: Courbet and his Realism.”

			“The painter of A Burial at Ornans.”

			“The very one. He’d been Whistler’s model artist and friend; he became his enemy. Whistler blamed him for leading him esthetically astray and sought to differentiate himself and develop a more ethereal style, following on from Turner. In response to Whistler’s increasingly hazy output, the important critic John Ruskin even reproached him for being content to ‘throw a pot of paint in the public’s face.’”

			“Well, funnily enough, that lady in black actually made me think of all those in The Burial!” 

			“It’s not always that easy to shake off those whom one has admired.”

			“It looks like Whistler got the position wrong! He’d have done better standing in front of her to paint her portrait!”

			“He takes, as they say, a sideways step. Instead of portraying his model head-on, he moves round and goes for the profile. Although modest, this change in viewpoint is a break with tradition, because artists more usually probe the facial expression to reveal the character of the person; here, it’s a silhouette, almost like one cut out of paper and stuck down.”

			“If she’s the artist’s mommy, he must have loved her very much, I imagine?”

			“He adored her. And when he returns from Valparaiso, he moves back close to her in London. This painting, so ambitious on a pictorial and intellectual level, can thus be considered more simply as a declaration of love to his mother. Whistler had become renowned, in the early 1860s, as a portraitist of beautiful young girls dressed in white, the color symbolic of purity, of a freshness offered to life. Ten years later, he venerates his mother in black, which gives the work a reverent and melancholy atmosphere. It’s his way of immortalizing her before she passes away.”

			“Was she old and sick?”

			“No, she was just sixty-seven and wouldn’t die for another decade. Whistler had not only developed a very strong emotional tie to her, but he also doubled down on that affection by becoming attached to this portrait, to the extent of not wanting to part with it. It took France itself wanting to buy it from him in 1891 for him finally to accept to let it go.”

			“Hold on, Dadé, you tell me that Whistler is American, goes off to Chile, returns to London, and now the painting actually ends up in France!”

			“The English hadn’t liked it when Whistler exhibited it in 1872, they were hostile to the daring composition and bland setting. As for America, it only gets seen properly there in 1933, when France agrees to lend it out, to tour around several American cites. It met with such success there that the American president himself, Franklin Delano Roosevelt, chose the image for a new postage stamp bearing the words: ‘In memory and in honor of the mothers of America.’ Then, in 1938, the portrait inspired a monument in Pennsylvania: a bronze statue of Mrs. Whistler in profile was erected above the town of Ashland with the following inscription: ‘A mother is the holiest thing alive.’ The work had become the icon of filial love and familial respect.”

			“Whenever we look at a work, Dadé, there’s a moment when you announce what the painting is saying. In this case, it’s hard to know what you think. If I’ve understood you correctly, the painting tells us that a mother is sacred, the most important thing; and it also tells us that, in front of a painting, the colors matter more than what’s being painted . . . Those are very different things!”

			Henry’s granddaughter was now able to anticipate the moral or philosophical messages conveyed by a painting. He was amazed. The conclusion she’d reached in front of today’s work crystalized two approaches to art history: the mainly “iconographical” approach that sought to understand what images say about the world; and the “formalist” approach, which saw a work of art as an autonomous entity, not greatly concerned with the reality beyond it.

			“The convenient thing,” he replied, “would be to think that the painting tells us a little of both those things . . . But you’re right, they’re very different. Well, what I ask of you is to decide for yourself. What should this painting, half-‘arrangement’ and half-‘portrait,’ teach us: that all mothers are sacred, or that painting is, primarily, a pure space of forms and colors?”

			Mona wavered. Certainly, the little girl in her was inclined to see this painting by Whistler as a homage to mothers. And yet she sensed that the second choice would be more mature, owing to the intellectual demands she imagined it involved. So, there was a lot riding on her answer, and her stomach lurched. She loved the way her grandfather spoke to her like an adult and must prove herself deserving of his confidence in her; it was what joined them. So, for a long time, a very long time, words belonging more to an expert in art, aware of the turning-point that Whistler represents in the history of art, hovered on her lips. But those informed and clever words merely hovered, without ever being said . . . The words that did come out of her mouth were quite different.

			“What this painting tells us,” she whispered, innocently, “is that a mommy is what’s most sacred in the world.”

			Henry said nothing. Bother! the child thought. Dadé would have liked to hear me talk about forms and colors. But Dadé, before this display of raw affection, was happier than any grandfather had ever been. He trembled with contained emotion. How could he be so fortunate as to have such an extraordinary granddaughter? To paint was, first and foremost, to love.
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JULIA MARGARET CAMERON
Life flows into what is hazy


			Camille hadn’t understood any of Paul’s explanations, but she had to acknowledge that he’d managed to bring in some unexpected income. To know how, she went down to the store. Mona was keen to tell her what had happened herself and led her to the small back room where it had all begun. So, several months ago, by chance, she’d come across a box full of little painted-lead figures. She’d placed one of them in the store and it had appealed to an elderly, eccentric client. She’d displayed some more figurines and, after a few months, the enthusiast had returned and snaffled the lot. Since then, this retired senior official had come by again twice, wanting still more. And he promised to pop back in for as long as the stock of Vertunni figures was replenished. Camille, without interrupting Mona, had a rather weary expression on her face, as if to say, “You could have told me sooner.” Paul took up the story: this client, who’s delightful by the way, asked no questions, set the price himself, and paid in cash. He loves these little figures, and uses them to create kind of dioramas of his past life. To avoid saturation, Paul and Mona had agreed to display no more than a dozen or so figurines at any time. But the box was an appreciable size: it contained more than three hundred of them, and since they were not on the inventory, it added up to fifteen thousand, maybe twenty thousand, under-the-table euros . . . Seeing her mother’s dubious expression, Mona picked up some of the little guys and showed them to her: a fat stationmaster, a schoolboy at his desk, a cyclist as lanky as Tati’s Monsieur Hulot.

			“And so,” Camille said with a sigh, “you didn’t wonder for a second whether I might just know where this box comes from?”

			“Oh, well, no,” Paul replied, sheepishly. “That’s quite true, sweetie, we could have asked her . . . ”

			“Well, let’s say if you had, you’d have discovered that you’re in the process of selling Mom’s figurines.”

			“‘Mom’s?’ What d’you mean, ‘Mom’s?’ Is that you?”

			“No, I mean ‘my own mother’s’ . . . Colette’s.”

			Silence descended while Camille shook her head. But the absurdity of the situation finally made her expression less strained. She smiled sadly, but sincerely. At the death of Colette Vuillemin—Henry’s wife and Mona’s grandmother—there had been certain possessions to pass on. Henry had asked Camille to take these figurines, put them away somewhere, and forget about them. But here they were, having resurfaced.

			

			Mona felt ashamed for having done something stupid that couldn’t be undone. Camille immediately sensed this and hugged her little girl before she even had time to dissolve into tears.

			“I’m so sorry, Mommy,” Mona muttered. 

			“Enough, it doesn’t matter. She’d have been very happy that her things were being shared around. This whole story would have even made her laugh. Come on, it’s all fine.”

			“Oh, Mommy, tell me a bit—”

			“Having said that, Mona,” Camille interrupted her, resuming her angry expression, “don’t ask me for stories about your grandmother. Now is not the time.”

			 

			 

			On the esplanade of the Musée d’Orsay, as soon as the sun made an effort to come out, strollers would happily linger around Alfred Jacquemart’s statue of a rhinoceros, with its wrinkled hide. Indeed, that Wednesday there were two young people in front of the pachyderm, trying to photograph themselves with their phone camera. Mona recognized them, it was the lovers from the Louvre her grandfather had chatted to on some visits. She ran up to them to offer her help.

			Mona and Henry were warmly welcomed by them with cries of “This is unbelievable!” Once the child had done her best to capture the couple with a click, the young man and his companion insisted on, in turn, immortalizing the two of them: Mona and her Dadé, around whom she was excitedly skipping. Henry hoisted her up onto his shoulders and the little girl held up her arms. Together, they formed a swaying human tower almost three meters high. Behind them glimmered the Seine’s blithe waters, the golden stone of Pont Royal, and the memory, already distant for a child, of the Denon wing of the Louvre. The photo was splendid, and the ideal introduction to that day’s lesson about a photograph of 1872 by Julia Margaret Cameron.

			 

			It was simply the picture of a woman, framed to just below the shoulders, in black and white. The black was notably the dark mass of the garment worn, on which no details stood out, and the background. The white was, within that background, the constellation of around twenty bright suspended objects—clearly flowers and leaves—and, mainly, the long neck, topped with an almost perfectly oval face. The head had tipped back slightly; the chin was raised in such a way as to suggest the slightest of low-angle shots, conferring bearing and nobility on the model. The gentle, regular features were dominated by curves. From the top downwards, there was the rounded shape of the light hair, parted in the middle and circled with a fine bonnet that held it back; the arcs of the eyebrows; very large eyelids, convex, almost bulging; perfectly round eyes; and then, between a nose that was itself quite rounded and a strong chin, the outline of the lips. This woman wasn’t smiling, and yet there was something luminous overall, from the very open expression to the slender mouth, with a marked reflection on the bottom lip similar to a stroke of paint. And yet the model’s mood, without being neutral, couldn’t be reduced to a single description either. Joy, melancholy, or weariness: you could project what you wanted onto her. Generally, the photograph was both slightly grainy and as if softened by a subtle haziness. 

			 

			Looking at this photograph of a face was more of an effort for Mona than studying a painting, because getting lost in some detail or brushstroke wasn’t an option. But the child still found Mrs. Duckworth beautiful, especially in the way she stood out, very delicately, from the leafy background, which seemed to furnish her with a great crown of flowers.

			“That, Dadé, sure is different to a photo taken with a phone!”

			“Well spotted, Mona,” Henry said, with a hint of sarcasm in his voice. “You can’t imagine the hours, even days it took Julia Margaret Cameron to take just a single photograph in the 19th century. Back then, it was quite a feat, requiring mastery of the laws of optics and chemistry.”

			Henry launched into the history of photography. He told Mona how Nicéphore Niépce had achieved the extraordinary exploit in 1826-1827: with the help of a camera obscura, the Frenchman captured and fixed on a plate the image of the landscape visible from his window. He told her about the passing of the baton from Niépce—who died prematurely and in anonymity—to Louis Daguerre, whose “daguerreotype” allowed a precise rendering of reality, with its bumps and hollows, its contours, its rough surfaces. Henry added that Daguerre had the presence of mind to register for a patent early on, in 1839, which made him the inventor of photography. But he didn’t like the way he’d left Niépce in the shadows. Furthermore, he greatly admired another participant in this adventure, the Englishman William Henry Fox Talbot. Just a few weeks after Daguerre had made his process official, Talbot proposed an alternative method with two advantages: while the daguerreotype preserved the image on a rigid surface, Talbot’s calotype fixed it onto paper, and, most importantly, allowed a negative to be obtained, meaning it was possible to make multiple prints from a single source—a daguerreotype is inevitably a one-off—and to modulate contrast or intensity.”

			Mona was listening, as baffled as she was fascinated.

			“Ah, Mona,” Henry swooned, “what a woman she was, this Julia Margaret Cameron! The daughter of a gentleman who died of alcoholism, she still inherited an invincible vitality from her father. She had a scathing sense of humor, was intelligent, sensitive, and cultivated, mixing with some of the most eminent writers and philosophers in British society at the time. That was the society of Queen Victoria, whose rigid morals and conventions condemned Cameron to a certain idleness when her husband departed to work in distant British colonies and her children left home. But then, in 1863, she received the gift of a camera and dedicated herself, with extraordinary gusto, to experimenting with it, to discover its full potential—because it was a frightfully complex piece of equipment at the time! She converted her coal storeroom and her henhouse into a real photographic studio. Most importantly, the method she adopted gave her impeccably detailed negatives and lovely shades of gray: see, in particular, all those shadows on the face, the subtlety of the iris around the pupil and the bow of the lip. This is called the ‘wet-collodian process.’”

			“Another term that’s much too complicated for me, Dadé!”

			“Perhaps, but far less so than remembering the countless chemical processes needed to achieve this result. For a single successful photograph, there were a hundred failures!”

			“Basically, it’s like it was easier to produce a painting than a photo back then, whereas today, it seems like the opposite!”

			Henry had never thought of the rivalry between these two mediums in such a concise way, but the remark gave him the chance to talk to Mona about the great debate of the 19th century: should photography be seen as a technical process or an art? Frowning, the child sensed that her grandfather was about to launch into another of his very detailed explanations, so she concentrated with all her might.

			

			“You see, Mona, in Julia Margaret Cameron’s day, there were many people who saw photography as a revolutionary technology, certainly, but essentially as a simple mechanical procedure. The involvement of the human hand and mind was—supposedly—too limited, and resulted in an image that slavishly mirrored reality, and couldn’t be elevated to any form of idealization. The poet Charles Baudelaire even claimed that photography would kill the imagination. But Julia Margaret Cameron believed that she could rival painting. In many of her works, she conjures up little mythological stories, allegories that evoke an English painting style of her time known as Pre-Raphaelite, often inspired by Shakespeare’s plays and Victorian literature—a style featuring dreamy young girls blending into the flowers. And even if this photograph of Mrs. Duckworth is a portrait, and only a portrait, the petals and foliage framing the model’s tender, pensive, and translucent face fit right into this movement.”

			“I accept that it’s like painting, Dadé, but she has to make do without any colors!”

			“That’s a crucial point. Since Julia Margaret Cameron—along with all the earliest photographers—lacked that essential element, she would pay considerable attention, in addition to her composition, to her lighting, and work on the definition when taking the photograph and then developing it.”

			“And yet this photo’s blurry.”

			“I expressed myself poorly: I should have said that she worked on ‘the lack of definition.’ She required a spotless environment and careful preparation of her equipment, particularly the plates, which she would moisten with collodion so they captured the light. She also needed her models to refrain from moving during the pose, which could last several long seconds. The slightest mishap during these stages would cause unsteadiness and blur the image. But these ‘mishaps’ occasionally pleased her, giving the subject a beauty and expressiveness that was far more personal than a mere record of reality. So she set about not correcting, but controlling the mishaps.”

			“And I’m sure you’re going to tell me that people hated her photos at the time.”

			“Let’s not exaggerate, but it’s true that, among the experts and practitioners, what struck them most was Cameron’s lack of rigor when it came to focus. This criticism wounded her, but she persisted. And, through the minutest movements of Mrs. Duckworth’s face, the lightest breeze perhaps, and a slightly curtailed development time, so the contours would be softened. And then the grayness of the eyes, the thickness of the hair and the bonnet covering it, the cheekbones and cheeks, and the constellation of flowers around the model would be accentuated. The haziness of this photo is like the reverberation of music in a cathedral. What’s lost in precision is gained in depth and lyricism.”

			“Yes, but this photo, maybe it would have been just as beautiful, or even more beautiful, if it had been in focus!”

			“In my opinion, if the definition in the portrait of Mrs. Duckworth had been better, it would have created hard edges that would have limited its powers of enchantment. Like this, it appears surrounded by a supernatural aura that reveals the soul of the model. The English have the lovely expression ‘larger than life,’ and in this photograph, the blurriness allows something larger than life to flow in. Cameron dies in 1879, thus doesn’t get to see artistic photography, which uses suggestion more than precision, begin to establish itself. It will be called ‘Pictorialism,’ from the Latin pictor, meaning ‘painter,’ as if photographers had become painters, in their own way.”

			“Dadé, you forgot to tell me who the lady in the photo, Mrs. Duckworth, actually was.”

			“She was originally called Julia Jackson and was the niece and adored goddaughter of Julia Margaret Cameron. Since she was phenomenally beautiful, she often posed for the greatest painters of the time. And she became the mother of a novelist who, in the 20th century, had the noble idea of unearthing and publishing the entirely forgotten photos of her great-aunt, Julia Margaret Cameron. Without the help of that woman, we would never have got the chance to gaze at this Mona Lisa of photography.”

			“What was the novelist’s name?”

			“It was Virginia Woolf.”

			Virginia Woolf . . . the gentle fluidity of the name, like the movement of a wave, was merging in Mona’s mind with the loveliness of the photograph, when, suddenly, she became alarmed:

			“Earlier on! We completely forgot to give our email address to get a copy of the photo of me on your shoulders!”

			This was true, Henry realized. How could such an unfortunate slip-up have occurred? He didn’t know what to say to reassure his granddaughter. Her face had darkened. The thought of losing the radiant photo of her perched on her grandfather’s shoulders was simply unbearable.
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ÉDOUARD MANET
Less is more


			Back at Dr. Van Orst’s for a second hypnotherapy session, Mona described, for the doctor, what the first one had felt like. Far from being unpleasant, falling into a trance rather surprised her, and just before opening her eyes, she sensed a tender, incredibly soothing, but sad presence. Van Orst asked her whether she was able to put a name to it. Mona wanted to reply, but even the idea of naming what she had in mind, a person, made an inexplicable lump form in her throat, leaving her mute. Van Orst reassured her: nothing would happen to her, absolutely nothing painful, and this time, again, he would invite her to think about people she loved. And if that went well, then, at the next session, maybe he’d try to make her relive the minutes preceding her attack of blindness to discover the cause. Mona felt ready. She slid into the soft leather armchair like an astronaut into his rocket. Van Orst hypnotized her by simply pressing three fingers on her forehead and saying those words: “Eyelids heavy and closing.”

			This time, she had the impression of moving at amazing speed through a tunnel with walls made of a succession of gray and white zones. Inside it, she felt intoxicated and completely protected. The doctor’s voice was there, urging her to think of the most cocooning things possible. But his voice was coming from far away, from a minuscule point she could barely see at the end of the fantastic tunnel she was whizzing through. Dr. Van Orst’s words finally faded away and a medley of sensations took over, first abstract, then increasingly concrete. Mona’s psyche left the tunnel and now bathed in a feeling of total bliss, close to Dadé, Daddy, and Mommy. She could see them, hear them talking, even smell her grandfather’s cologne. But among these figures, there also moved an intangible, thick cloud. Mona sensed that she could either seize this cloud, or not. Mostly, she sensed some kind of enormous mystery there, in which the world’s most beautiful and most unhappy secrets were crystallized. It felt like life at its most noble and most tragic. It felt like life because it was brushing against death. Valiantly, Mona’s psyche decided to approach it. And that psyche, as it was about to leave the realm of childhood, suddenly felt as if it were regressing, returning to an age of earliest childhood, going back in time to the unfathomable blur of babyhood, before awareness. Then the cloud slowly took on a form, tentatively, in the way a few puzzle pieces might fit together. Colette was present in Mona’s mind. She was at her granddaughter’s bedside, with her ever-present silver chignon, her triumphant forehead, her eyes like moonbeams, and her mouth that was invariably upturned into a characteristic smile. She was stroking Mona’s hand and telling her, with steady kindness: “Goodbye, my darling. I love you.” Van Orst’s fingers clicked.

			“Mamie, Mamie . . . ” the child called twice, with a sigh. 

			 

			 

			She couldn’t help it. As they got closer to the Musée d’Orsay, Mona was peering at every passer-by, in search of the young couple who had taken that picture of her and her grandfather the previous week. She clocked the faces with the speed of a cat, identified them all, and in just a few seconds, had established that the pair weren’t hanging out on the esplanade that day. Why would they have been, in fact? It made little sense to think they’d return. Once inside the building, Henry proclaimed gleefully that today, as promised four weeks ago in front of Fantin’s painting, they would go and pay homage to Manet. The little girl agreed and followed him but she was distracted, refusing to give up on her fanciful search. Her eyes darted around, scanning the crowd of visitors: head after head, nape after nape, to the right, to the left, upstream and downstream, and even behind her. And indeed, the surprise was approaching from behind.

			“Dadé!” she suddenly gasped. “It’s unbelievable! Look!”

			A lady, barely ten meters behind them, seemed to be following in their footsteps. It was the lady with the green shawl—which she was still wearing—whom they’d seen in the Louvre, in front of Titian’s Pastoral Concert and Canaletto’s Molo. Henry shrugged, indifferent because they had arrived in front of a very small painting lost on a very large wall.

			 

			The description of the painting could have been reduced to “a single asparagus on a table.” This wasn’t incorrect, but it said nothing about the horizonless composition, or the dynamic treatment, fresh on fresh. It was a close-up view of the marble tabletop, painted in off-white tending towards charcoal-gray. Across its surface there were several horizontal (or subtly oblique) trailing brushstrokes—around twenty—that were clearly visible, and to which the signature in the form of an “m,” in the upper right-hand corner, had to be added. Positioned in the bottom half of the painting and across its entire width, the asparagus stretched out diagonally, descending slightly from left to right. While a short part of the white stem overshot the edge of the table, its slightly upturned, purplish spear lay comfortably on the marble surface. The edge of the tabletop crossed the foreground diagonally, rising by around ten degrees from the bottom left-hand corner and, within the seventeen-centimeter height of the painting’s vertical sides, ended around five centimeters above the base of the frame. This allowed the side of the brown base of the table to be glimpsed, a dark counterpoint to most of the painting, which was, essentially, an ivory monochrome.

			 

			“Dadé,” Mona ventured, after gazing at the painting for seven minutes. “We said that Manet was a rebel! And you bring me to see just a vegetable! And to make matters worse, I hate asparagus.”

			“Before such a modest thing, I recognize that it’s hard to imagine Manet declaring that he was waging war on his era with a palette knife! And yet that was the case, and I’m going to tell you about it: this boy, born in 1832 into a swanky social milieu, embraced a career as an artist, having first wanted to join the navy. And as you’ll recall, he experienced his first setback with the Salon when, in 1859, he submitted his Absinthe Drinker, which the jury rejected—”

			“Except Delacroix!”

			“Except Delacroix, brava. Well, that Absinthe Drinker also caused him to fall out with his teacher, Thomas Couture. Four years later, Manet’s path is again blocked when he submits a Luncheon on the Grass, featuring a naked woman, surrounded by nature, having a picnic with fully clothed men. The work is presented in a separate show for those turned down by the Salon jury, known as the Salon des refusés, and the public rush there to insult the painting, even scratching it with their canes! In the wake of that, he’s accused of producing obscene, vulgar paintings, in particular his Olympia of 1865, which depicts a prostitute. The Minister of the Interior even censors him in 1869 because he’d produced an engraving denouncing the emperor Napoleon III’s foreign policy. And that’s not all! His palette-knife war is also waged on his allies: On one occasion, in 1870, Manet slaps his friend Edmond Duranty over a simple quarrel about esthetics. The two men take up swords to resolve their disagreement with a duel! Manet wounds his opponent and then makes up with him over a beer. Similarly, he fell out with Whistler, and his relationship with Courbet cooled, and he never exhibited with the artists of whom he was, nevertheless, the spiritual father: the Impressionists. Charles Baudelaire, a friend of Manet, wrote to him, as a supposed compliment, that he was ‘but the first in the decrepitude of [his] art.’”

			Impressionists—the word sounded familiar to Mona, but her grandfather asked her to wait for a more detailed explanation. However, to understand fully what the term covered, and how Manet had been the founder of the movement without ever joining it, Henry analyzed the technique used for The Asparagus. He was excited and energized and Mona tried not to miss anything, despite the dreadful complexity of his words. It was, Henry said, as if the actual means of painting—what Manet worked with—emerged, drawing attention to themselves while depicting an isolated vegetable. The highlights on the stem drew attention to the brightness of the lead-white paint, which accentuated the reflection of the light. By contrast, the brown base of the table drew attention to the umber paint, its layer so thin, it let the weave of the canvas show through. Finally, in the dark-gray horizontal streaks running across the marble top, recalled in the ripples of the signature, the broken path of the sable paintbrush could be seen. Mona made the connection herself between this asparagus and Goya’s pieces of lamb seen at the Louvre. She remembered the term “still life” being used for the Spanish painter’s work and timidly suggested it for Manet’s little oil painting. Henry congratulated her. She also remembered that the genre wasn’t highly regarded, even somewhat disdained. 

			“Indeed,” Henry agreed. “But in the 19th century,” he stressed, fervently, “the still life gains unprecedented importance. Here’s why. Throughout that century, a new clientele of painting enthusiasts emerges. Access to art becomes more democratic. These bourgeois clients have money and space, but clearly not the colossal means of princes, the State, the Church. So, their demands are different: rather than aiming for large scenes depicting wars or gods, they want paintings that are modest and financially accessible: small-scale portraits, landscapes, scenes of everyday life, and, finally, still lifes.”

			“In that case, Dadé, did someone ask the artist to paint him just one asparagus?”

			“Well, not quite. The story’s funnier than that. A major collector at the time called Charles Ephrussi had commissioned Manet to paint a picture of an entire bundle of asparagus. The artist named his price at eight hundred francs. That might seem derisory compared with the millions just one of Manet’s paintings would be worth today, but it was a far from negligible sum. The average pay for a day’s work at that time was around five francs. Anyhow, Charles Ephrussi was so happy with the painting (now in a museum in Germany) that he sent a thousand francs to Manet! And the artist, with wit, ingenuity, and generosity, painted this extra asparagus on a separate canvas and gave it to the collector, along with the following note: ‘There was one missing from your bundle.’ Manet is urging us to see that there’s basically very little to see. It’s a simple asparagus, or a banal bit of table, and it’s a small burst of generosity that made him create a painting from it and give it away. But this painting tells us that life’s charm lies precisely in the almost nothing; if that almost nothing is present, life brightens up. Without these almost nothings that we overlook, things would only be what they appear to be. But with just a certain something, they suddenly become delightful. ‘Less is more,’ as the English say, with perfect brevity.”

			“You said that it took almost nothing, but it still took Manet’s brushstrokes.”

			“Yes, they can almost be counted.”

			“I can see around forty for the spear of the asparagus, and a few more for the rest of the stem, but longer ones. At any rate, a hundred brushstrokes for the whole vegetable, at the very most, Dadé!”

			“You counted them?”

			

			“Well, let’s say it’s like with Friedrich’s ravens, I see them.”

			Henry wasn’t entirely sure he understood what Mona meant by that, but he had noticed her unusual ability to perceive things, an almost magical power of analytical discernment. Some children have the very rare musical gift of “absolute pitch,” and Mona seemed to be endowed with a kind of “absolute vision.” However, Henry certainly didn’t want to make the fatal mistake of reinforcing in her the notion that she was a phenomenon or an exceptional kid, for at least three reasons: first, he couldn’t be certain on the matter; next, it would risk ending the little girl’s naivety; and finally, he knew that hovering over every second he spent with her was the appalling threat of blindness. How cruel it would be to allow her to hope that she had absolute vision if, by any chance, one day or another, that vision were to go again.

			“What I would like, next time, is for you to explain Impressionism to me, Dadé.”

			“Well, so be it, we’ll go and discover Monet!”

			“Monet . . . ” the child repeated. “Watch out, it could be confused with Manet, or Mona!”

			“Don’t you worry, I know the way. We’ll arrive on the platform of a railway station, Saint-Lazare station.”

			As they turned away from The Asparagus, Henry and Mona bumped straight into a woman who was lurking behind them. She seemed like a supernatural apparition to them. It was the lady in the green shawl. 

			“I’m awfully sorry, but it will be impossible for you to stand in front of Monet’s Saint-Lazare Station,” she said, with a slight lisp to her otherwise clear and elegant voice.

			“How’s that, madame,” Henry asked, annoyed, “and what business is it of yours?”

			“Forgive my intrusion, monsieur, and let me introduce myself. (She hands him her card, bearing the name Hélène Stein.) I’m a curator here, at the Musée d’Orsay. A curator,” she added, addressing Mona, “is a person whose job consists of watching over the works of art and trying to make them known by organizing exhibitions.”

			“But, madame,” the child exclaimed with a big smile, “I remember: Dadé and I saw you twice in the Louvre!”

			“Yes, it’s true that I go there often for my work. So, I’ve overheard you several times, you and your grandfather, first in the Louvre, as you say, and then here. Here is the thing: I’m sixty-five and never, honestly, could I have hoped for my job finally to make so much sense . . . Never did I get the chance to encounter two such fantastic visitors in a museum. Observing you both is the reward of an entire career. Dear Mona”—so she knew the child’s name—“dear monsieur, I apologize for intruding, but your conversations are the finest retirement present I could have hoped for.”

			“Well,” Henry said, charmingly, “you’re entirely forgiven. I’m touched. Having said that, I don’t understand why you don’t want us to see Monet’s Saint-Lazare Station.”

			“It isn’t currently on display but in our storerooms, as we’re restoring its frame.”

			“Dash it!” Henry said. “One of my favorite paintings!”

			“What are ‘the storerooms,’ Dadé?” Mona asked.

			He was about to describe these places as treasure-troves, places where thousands of works of art were kept safe, restored, cosseted in secret basements unknown to the public, but didn’t get a chance. The curator answered for him:

			“Well, Mona, the best way to find out is for us to visit them together next week. That way, you’ll be able to see your Monet!”

	 
		

	
		
			26
CLAUDE MONET
All flees, all fades


			Laid out now, at the back of Madame Hadji’s classroom, were the fifteen or so models being readied for presentation at the end of the year. A gigantic cat basket dominated Mona’s and Lili’s corrugated-cardboard model of the latter’s future bedroom. Generally, the children had constructed improbable buildings, imaginary monuments, and sometimes ended up with charming disasters: one pair had been determined to make a mini Sacré-Coeur, and, for the moment, everyone agreed that it looked more like a grubby giant meringue. It was Jade’s and Diego’s project that, against all expectations, turned out to be the most amazing. Because little Diego, endlessly ridiculed, always a step behind his classmates, had managed to create a Moon worthy of a Georges Méliès movie. Hanging by an invisible thread inside a box, a large sphere, made of papier-mâché and spray-painted in shades of silver, was slowly turning, thanks to a small motor. Some discreet bulbs highlighted the moon’s craters, ravines, and mountains. Jade, originally infuriated at ending up paired with the boy, was now pleased to be associated with him—childhood holds the delightful secret to such abrupt changes of mind, quick to forget bitterness and the past. And now that the model was almost finished, she wanted to make it hers with some last-minute additions, notably suggesting they stick a red-and-white space rocket like Tintin’s onto it. Diego, who until then had been the sole maker of the model, kept mum. He nodded slavishly, but he obviously wasn’t convinced it was a great idea. He knew that the beauty of this moon depended on its bareness. Drawn into the debate, Mona had initially and automatically been on Jade’s side. But in the end, she forced herself to disagree with her friend. It was for the sake of Diego, whom she liked, and of this creation, which she thought amazing. She explained to Jade, who felt betrayed, why nothing more was needed, because it risked spoiling a model that was already “brilliant.” Diego was jubilant, and, for the first time in his life, felt truly liked by a classmate. He wanted to plant a slobbery kiss on Mona’s cheek, but she gently rebuffed him, asking him not to get carried away.

			 

			 

			Hélène, the curator, had arranged to meet Mona and her grandfather in a street adjacent to the Musée d’Orsay. Henry, after the usual effusive thanks, noticed her eyes, with their lively, defiant intelligence, her large, hooked nose, and the aristocratic precision of her speech. There was a deep, natural authority about her entire being. Watched by multiple security cameras, she led them through a succession of restricted entrances, stark corridors, and metal elevators. The few people they encountered stopped to greet her with deference, not daring to ask what an old man and a little girl were doing by her side in this highly protected place. Finally, after passing through two huge and heavy doors, they arrived in a space that seemed boundless. In it there were rows and rows of sliding racks full of paintings, mezzanines crowded with remarkable objects; there were also plan-chests laden with drawings by the masters, and countless crates containing works either bound for some exhibition abroad, or recently returned from loan. Through a window, Hélène showed Mona and Henry a young woman busy restoring the patina of a Rodin bronze. How wonderful this behind-the-scenes activity was! Beyond anything the child could have imagined. She was discovering an actual museum beneath the museum, without visitors, without a sound—awesome.

			But Hélène had done even better: since it was Monet’s Saint-Lazare Station that Mona and Henry were coming to see, the very painting was there, displayed on a 19th-century folding and portable three-legged easel, specially conceived for plein-air painting. From the 1840s onwards, thanks to the availability of paint in portable tin tubes, this practice of painting sur le motif, or “on the spot,” became increasingly popular. The Impressionists naturally embraced it, not only in the countryside, from the forest of Fontainebleau to the Côte d’Azur, but also in towns and cities. Indeed, it was actually on a railway platform, to the amazement of travelers, that Claude Monet painted, in 1877, the work that Hélène, Henry, and Mona were now gazing at together, in the Musée d’Orsay’s maze of storerooms.

			 

			Across the ground lay a somewhat sinuous network of railroad tracks heading towards the horizon. This was obstructed by some dense urban infrastructure, namely a steel viaduct and, further along, some apartment-style buildings bathed in sunlight. In particular, to the left of the picture, there was a substantial freestone building, with its top story—seemingly its sixth—being zinc-clad. A large glass roof dominated the foreground, overhanging the viewpoint onto this urban landscape, and forming an isosceles triangle, the summit of which was an angle of around a hundred-and-twenty degrees. The symmetry of this vast, glass, station canopy was reinforced by that of the two slender supports and the central grille underpinning the steel frame; the overall impression was of an almost regular hexagonal composition, the bottom point of which would have coincided with the position of the artist painting the scene. On the tracks, there were three trains, receding further into the distance from the left to the right of the painting. Their flattening due to perspective concealed the succession of wagons. While the train on the far left was static and seen from the back, on the other tracks, two locomotives were steaming forward. The one beside the vertical median constituted a kind of barycenter; it was, at any rate, the most visible engine, the most present, although sketchily painted with a few strokes of black paint, devoid of detail. The same fragmented, atomized treatment was used to depict a human figure standing right on the track, to the right of the composition, and behind him, the vague figures of travelers, railroad men, or onlookers—no social status was discernible. Finally, within the endless interplay of shadows, fluctuations, and flickerings created by a brush multiplying jabs, blotches, streaks and layers of impasto, there were the billows of steam and smoke surging from the locomotives, mostly milky white, but blue from the central one, with the light, due to the droplets of humidity, becoming subtly refracted.

			 

			It was at once austere and magical. Mona studied the painting for a long time. With her grandfather and, especially, with a curator by her side, she felt as if she were playing at being an expert among treasures. Because, as she looked closely at the range of colors, a painting in the Louvre came back to her, and, with her big eyes wide open, she timidly dared to say something:

			“On the light walls of the buildings, Dadé, it’s the same chrome yellow Turner used, I think. But with a little white.”

			It was so impressive that, had the curator not already overheard the little girl talking to her grandfather several times, she would have thought it a prank to amaze her.

			“Well observed,” Henry said, approvingly. “Monet suggests that everything endlessly changes and fluctuates. Fixedness is the illusion; the truth is that all is but a succession of impressions that alter and alternate perpetually. The merest movement of our eyes, the nodding of our head, the flow of air, the incessant modulations of the light, they all modify colors. In fact, let’s imagine that Monet is in front of this easel, there! And he asks you what color the storeroom walls around you are, Mona. What would you reply?”

			Mona turned her head from the painting to consider the gloomy walls and shrugged her shoulders.

			“Well, Monsieur Monet, they’re gray!”

			“Correct. Except that if you stare at them continuously, you’ll see that it’s not only gray, but shot through with a thousand hues: the gray can turn into a white brightness or, on the contrary, into black, the yellow glow from a spotlight can hit it, but disappears if you just step slightly to one side. This gray contains endless variations. In the same way, if we ask someone to say what color smoke is, they’ll surely reply that it, too, is gray. But how does Monet depict it?”

			“In blue!”

			“And, more specifically, in cobalt blue and lead white. Monet does even more in this painting: he enhances the ever-changing world on a grand scale, showing the developments brought by modernity, stations, trains, steam-power. In fact, what does that triangular glass roof at the top of the painting make you think of?”

			“I’m going to say something dumb, Dadé, but it’s like the pyramid in front of the Louvre.”

			“That’s not dumb at all, Mona. The Louvre pyramid is recent but is inspired by the great pyramids of Egypt. Although products of a distant past, the pyramids still represent the height of modernity and, the station depicted in this way echoes this same idea.”

			Mona was troubled. A single word rang out in her mind: “modernity.” She asked for its precise meaning. Henry suggested to her that, for now, this term should just be a little seed. Without needing to be defined, it would germinate as their discussions progressed.

			“Modernity, in this painting, is Paris. The city owes a great deal to a man named Haussmann, who breathed fresh air into it and untangled it. Here there are several symbols of the industrial revolution that allowed such transformations. In the background, on the left, there stands a freestone apartment building, like you see today. At the time, it represented a major upheaval, a new standard set for the renovation of the capital. As for all the glass covering the station, it’s a material they’re really starting to master at the time, and the artist likes its transparency and lightness. Finally, Monet celebrates the power of steam with these two locomotives. Not just because he likes the way steam billows, but also because it’s what powers the trains, and thus hastens the advancement of the world. This painting is emblematic of many changes. And the way it has been painted, with rapid, rhythmic brushstrokes, is in keeping with this acceleration of life and society. It could be said that Monet paints in a very modern way the hurtling modernity of his times.”

			Mona’s face lit up, meaning the little seed was starting to germinate . . . Henry continued, right beside the easel, as if Monet was sitting in front of it.

			“Having gained permission to paint on the platforms, Monet made the most of it by producing seven versions of this station interior. He would ask the railroad men to make the locomotives produce steam, and drive them forward or backward to multiply his viewpoints. The artist was turning himself into a director, but with trains for actors! Monet liked to tackle a single subject with successive approaches, capture the variations: those of light, colors, atmosphere; variations in the sky, the air, the shadows, the forms that stand out and those that are hazy. Many art historians think that Monet invented the ‘series.’ Notably, between 1892 and 1894, he would paint forty versions of the façade of Rouen Cathedral, before which he declared: ‘Everything changes, even stone.’ Here, it’s the same thing. Painting, supposedly a spatial art form, becomes an expression of time passing. This painting depicts what the Greek philosopher Heraclitus said: Panta rhei—everything flows, everything is in flux, or as Victor Hugo wrote, ‘All flees, all fades.’”

			“Panta rhei,” Mona repeated. “But Dadé, did Monet at least travel by train?”

			“Oh yes! From 1850, Saint-Lazare station was very popular with all artists. It was the gateway to the natural world that served as their open-air studio, making it easily accessible. Saint-Lazare station meant a ticket to Normandy and the countryside. So, this painting is both a temple of modernity, and what Baudelaire calls an ‘invitation to the voyage,’ a window on the dream.”

			Hélène’s diamond-sharp voice cut in. It was the first time someone else intervened in the dialog between the two accomplices. She explained simply that Monet had been endlessly torn between Paris and Normandy. She described his beginnings as a caricaturist in Le Havre. Then his meeting with Eugène Boudin, who introduced him to atmospheric phenomena. Hélène’s tone became sadder when she outlined Monet’s esthetic journey: as the years went by, she explained, this artist, who captured a person’s features better than anyone, chose to leave behind faces and human figures. The curator pointed to the right-hand side of the painting:

			“Look, Mona, how this shift can already be seen, in the way the people are diminished.”

			Mona could see it. She felt herself growing up. It felt so good.

			“And indeed,” Henry added, not wanting to lose the lead, “Monet ended up leaving the capital permanently to settle in Normandy, in his lovely house in Giverny, with its magnificent garden. It’s there, from 1899 until the end of his life, that he will paint the wonderful water lilies that he cultivated himself.”

			“Yes,” Hélène said, “right until he died, despite being almost blind, Monet painted flowers quivering with the essence of life, like a declaration of love and peace to the universe.”

			A lengthy silence—hovering inside of which was that taboo, the threat of blindness hanging over Mona—followed the curator’s fine words. It was filled by the distant heartbeats of the painting, heartbeats that weren’t due so much to its depiction of machines in action as to Claude Monet’s convulsively light touch.

			“Sorry,” Mona said suddenly, feigning embarrassment delightfully, “but I still don’t have an answer: why do they say that Monet is an Impressionist?” 

			“You’re right,” Henry acknowledged. “Well, let’s end with the beginning! That lovely term was originally an insult. In 1874, an art critic named Louis Leroy, in front of a painting by Monet with the title, Impression, Sunrise, had said ironically that he was ‘impressed,’ when, deep down, he found all this haziness, this suggestive but unfinished style, deplorable. He dubbed the group of artists who surrounded Monet and painted in his style—Renoir, Pissarro, Sisley, Berthe Morisot—‘Impressionists.’ How should they react to the insult? Resign themselves to it? Challenge it? Monet had a far smarter idea: he took it up as a banner. He turned the insult into a source of pride. And today, Impressionism has become the best known and best loved movement on the entire planet.”

			Mona would have definitely hugged the curator for the immense gift she’d given her had not her awkward desire to appear serious, precociously adult, stopped her. But as the trio hastened to the exit, the little girl suddenly had a terrible thought: she’d missed the opportunity to walk around the painting, a unique chance as it was now sitting on an easel rather than stuck on the wall. They immediately turned round. She was able to slip behind Saint-Lazare Station and plunge through the looking glass. There she saw an aged, dirty-brown canvas and a wooden stretcher. Gosh! How measly, cobbled together, fragile it all suddenly seemed to her! Mona realized that this, too, was the hidden meaning of a painting, what also had to be imagined behind the images: it wasn’t only about complex readings, learned interpretations, bold decipherments, and hypotheses by the hundreds. No, what was hidden, and should be kept in mind, under the layers of pigment was the banality of this soulless canvas on its stretcher, the disarming simplicity of these objects onto which immortal moments of humanity itself might be set down.

			This time, she was happy to leave.
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EDGAR DEGAS
Life must be danced


			The Vertunni aficionado had returned to the vintage store, not once but again and again. That minor miracle had multiplied. Clients were coming in and stock was selling well. Indeed, Mona had noticed that her relieved father was playing much livelier music than usual, a lot of it from the early 1980s. France Gall kept singing “Résiste!” Sometimes they would both clench their fists into pretend mics and belt out the song together.

			For some time, Mona had had an idea in mind. Since the Vertunni figurines came from her grandmother, she thought that, maybe, elsewhere in the store, there might be some old boxes connected to the mysterious Colette, who increasingly haunted her. And since the adults refused to tell her anything about Colette, Mona would have to find out what she could herself. There was one part of the store, we may recall, that petrified her: the trapdoor leading to the cellar. One day, when Paul was in a lengthy discussion on the phone with his accountant, she decided to brave it. She opened the two heavy flaps covering the hole and slid down the ladder, plunging into a darkness that stirred up the horrid memory of her attacks of blindness. She gripped her pendant, as if it had the supernatural power of producing light and banishing specters. In reality, a weak beam of light came from the open trapdoor above her head. Cold and frightened, she moved forward carefully, and, among the obscure clutter, she spotted three boxes looking just like the one the Vertunnis were in. Could these contain more of her grandmother’s stuff? She went closer, looked inside one, saw piles of brown envelopes. She was just grabbing one of them when her father called her from above. Her heart lurched. She instinctively hid her meager booty inside the waist of her trousers, rushed to the ladder, scaled it lightning fast, and cried out:

			“Coming, Daddy!” 

			The day passed as Mona waited to be alone in her room to take a close look at her plunder. “Yay!” the child thought. “Here’s Mamie!” Inside the envelope there was a small, yellowing press cutting. It was dated September 9, 1967 and headlined, “Colette Vuillemin: her shameful fight for dignity,” illustrated with a photo of a lone woman being shouted out by some seemingly aggressive people. The woman was Colette, so young she was barely recognizable. The little girl wanted to read the old article, but grasped even less of its meaning as she became distressed by what she sensed within it: an outpouring of hostility against her grandmother. There was mention of a demonstration, illness, death, and even prison. It was heavy, unpleasant. Mona felt as if her grandmother had been sullied, and longed to go and talk about it with her parents. But she knew she’d be roundly reprimanded. Her grandfather? They’d never been able to talk about that subject. Mona kept fiddling with her pendant, trying to reason with herself. Maybe she could investigate with the help of Dr. Van Orst? 1967 was such a long time ago, she thought. Whatever the trouble had been, whatever the issue was, surely things had changed since then.

			 

			 

			The esplanade outside the Musée d’Orsay was the ideal place to make a little money from tourists, and that day, Mona came across a living-statue act: covered head to toe in white make-up and costumes, three people were miming the pose of a sculpted group, like some ancient procession captured in marble. She commented to her grandfather that it seemed really strange to earn money without moving. Henry agreed. Indeed, he loathed these performances that put the effort of inertia on display. But he felt even more uncomfortable when he saw that an unleashed dachshund was trotting merrily around the frozen trio and clearly threatening to relieve itself against one of the stone-like legs. It almost did. The statues all jumped away, cursing the free-range beast. Mona cracked up laughing and Henry took her hand to lead her towards something more serious, a more ethereal performance: the depiction of ballet by Edgar Degas.

			 

			It was a view from above, a very dynamic view, of a gray stage, at the back of which, as scenery, there was a sketchily painted house. A young dancer had burst onto the stage, and dominated it, to the right of the composition, taking up around a third of the picture’s surface. She was curtseying to the audience in that very distinctive position called an “arabesque penchée,” which involves extending the limbs and creating a diagonal with the body. In the picture, the leg extended forward, with the foot flat, which was supporting the young girl, was visible, but her left leg, due to foreshortening, was entirely absent. The chest was thrust towards the audience and the pink face, its half-closed eyes suggesting discreet ecstasy, was tipped backwards. The head was crowned with a floral tiara, the neck encircled with a black ribbon. The dress, a shimmering silvery white, was dotted with a few petals of warmer hue. In the background, mainly in the upper left corner of the composition, at a kind of oblique distance from the dancer, one noticed some strange wings: instead of the curtains called “tormentors” that normally conceal them, blending them into the theater, these wings were sorts of cavities that seemed to evoke a natural setting, with their mix of ocher and, more subtly, green; possibly lateral scenery of a cliff that was hollow in several places. And in these hollows could be glimpsed some broadly sketched static figures: three other ballerinas, and, nearest, a man in a black suit whose face was hidden.

			 

			As her grandfather was aware, Mona was impervious to the dream of being a ballerina. She had never worn a tutu and never heard of the term “petit rat” used for a pupil at the Opéra ballet school. All the same, she spoke of what she saw with the same urgency in her voice as when she’d been in front of Gainsborough’s pair of lovers.

			“Look, Dadé: she’s happy; you can see it by the gesture she’s making. It’s hard to say what that gesture is, but it looks like she’s flying. Look: she’s flying. And you see, on top of that, she’s dressed in white and her costume looks like the feathers of a bird: she’s like a white bird, a swan maybe. And wait, Dadé, look: behind, there are some people there, too. It’s the dancer who interests the artist, but something else does, too. He wants us to see the girls who are behind her. And then there’s a man in black. Look: the artist shows only his trousers and a bit of his jacket. But his head is hidden. And that, Dadé, is like in scary films: they hide the head and then, well, it’s impossible to say who it is. It creates ‘suspense.’ He’s a bit scary, that man in black, but her, she’s happy. She’s flying.”

			“All very well said, Mona. Though it’s important to ask how you get that impression of flying. Look closely at the dancer on stage, particularly the position of her arms: the right one is bent, the left one stretched out. We understand that she’s addressing an audience we can’t see. Degas suggests its presence without including it in his composition. While the audience remains ‘out-of-frame’ (Mona repeated the expression softly), the dancer is curtseying to it, thanking it, gracefully acknowledging it.”

			“But does that mean we’re excluded from the audience?”

			“We’re in the audience, but in a very particular place. The position Degas gives us from which to view his dancer is likely to be a box on the side, up high, which offers a very special perspective, thanks to which something disappears.”

			“A leg!”

			“Yes, the leg extended backwards is conjured away due to the angle. And that’s what creates the impression of flight.”

			“Sometimes, Dadé, you say that an artist puts contrasts into his paintings. Here, I think it’s between the girl who’s flying and what I showed you that’s behind her: the dancers in white and a man in black, who are all standing straight.”

			“Degas gives the feeling of being a mere spectator of what he sees. But in reality, he’s a kind of director. He doesn’t produce this picture from life, at the Opéra. He is inspired by what he has seen to recreate his own vision of it in the studio, where he can express what interests him, rather than transcribing things the way a reporter does. Here, that vision combines two realities: that of the stage and that of the wings, which have a strange appearance, almost formless.”

			“They look like caves!”

			“Absolutely. And Degas contrasts the shimmering radiance of the star dancer with the somber stasis behind her. Furthermore, the presence of a man in black suggests that, hiding in the shadows, there’s a violent and ungrateful male management . . . Degas wasn’t only the painter of dancers, as was said of him, but of all that makes up the atmosphere of music and opera in general, including the oppressive authority of adult men over children.”

			Henry was pondering: should he go into the personality of the artist, an odious and fascinating character, admired by the poets of his time, notably Stéphane Mallarmé and Paul Valéry, a character so insanely demanding of himself and of others that he would often become intolerant and misanthropic? The man in black in the background was partly Degas, awful to his models, screaming at them in anger, and making them cry until he obtained the expression or pose he wanted. The painter liked to say: “Art is vice. You don’t marry it, you rape it.” But sharing things like that with Mona would risk compromising what Henry wanted her to understand about the work.

			“Look carefully, Mona. You can tell what an experimenter and even tinkerer Degas was. Traditionally in art history, the different techniques can be clearly distinguished, but with Degas, well he would mix them up, combine them. The best-known example of this is his sculpture called The Little Dancer, which incorporated a wax molding, a real ballet dress, and a plait made of human hair. It caused an enormous scandal when exhibited in 1881, not only because it went totally against conventions to combine an artificial medium with real-life elements, but also because the poor young girl who had been the model was considered ugly and dubious-looking. In our picture, The Star, we find an equally curious mix. First, Degas made a monotype. This is a particular kind of print where paint or ink is applied across a metal plate,” Henry was miming the actions. “This liquid medium is then scratched and wiped away to create the desired image; then this template is covered with dampened paper and put into a press, which produces the negative of the image on the plate. Only one really clear print could be obtained. That’s why it’s called a monotype: in Greek, mono means ‘once’ and type means ‘impression.’ However, Degas does, from time to time, make a second print, and the image comes out very pale, almost evanescent. He takes advantage of this inferior quality to work over it with pastels.”

			“Oh, Dadé! This is getting a bit like Daddy at the store. I understand how he fixes things up, but when he explains it to me,” she made a charming grimace, “whoa!”

			“Just give me a tiny chance. Degas, I was telling you, would then do his drawing. He often turns to a chemist and biologist called Henri Roché, a pupil of the great Pasteur, to make him sticks of pastel in subtle and varied colors. Look how he’ll apply them on the tutu: it’s the traces of color that bring it alive and give it the brilliance worthy of a star.”

			“But hey, Dadé, that’s just like Monet!” 

			“Sure, Degas was indeed a friend of the Impressionists and, although he loathed the term, was even associated with the group. But he swore only by working in the studio, living reclusively in his home, which actually contained a prodigious collection of paintings, old and modern. He would use studies and photographs, but mainly his memory. Do you remember how Monet would go hither and thither to paint ‘on the spot,’ with his portable easel, canvases and palette? Well Degas despised this practice so much, one day he even called for the government to ‘keep watch on those people who do landscapes from nature!’ But there’s another thing . . . ”

			“What?”

			“Remember that with Monet, the fragmented strokes of oil paint gave the painting its Impressionist quality. Here, it’s more the lines that are fragmented. Like Fantin and the Impressionists, Degas admired Delacroix and his blazing colors. But he appreciated equally his great rival, whom I’ve never spoken to you about, but who was a major artist of the 19th century: Jean-Auguste-Dominque Ingres. And with Ingres, it’s the line, the drawn line that matters most, because the line, if drawn accurately and confidently, can capture the most graceful bodies and poses.”

			“Personally, Dadé, I think it’s her, the dancer, who is really graceful!”

			As she said that, the child curtseyed to Degas’s painting, on just one leg, and almost toppled onto it. Henry caught her, and the gallery attendant applauded the old man’s quick reflexes.

			“Movement,” Henry continued, “always seems to have a consequence, a justification. In life, we’re forever moving. Because we need to get somewhere, we walk; because we need to eat, we lift a fork to our mouth; because we need to sleep, we lie down. Such movements have their daily usefulness. But the movement of dance doesn’t. It simply exists for itself, it is movement removed from practical daily life, it is movement for the beauty of movement. Listen to Degas himself on the subject. He penned a few charming poems, and about a ballerina, he wrote: ‘And her satin feet embroider, as with a needle, / patterns of pleasure.’”

			Feet that embroider? Mona pointed out to her grandfather that that was a bit strange, all the same. Henry didn’t entirely agree: dancers, when moving forward with small coupé steps, sometimes made him think of sewing machines, and yet he recognized that, taken literally, the verse did seem far-fetched. He loved the child’s way of not taking anything at face value, never letting herself be overawed by some artistic or literary authority.

			“You see,” he continued, “what this painting is telling us is that a life mustn’t only be lived. It must be danced, too. It matters little that our movements, actions, behaviors sometimes stray from all those automatic, endless rituals peculiar to custom and constraint; it matters little if we break from convention. What matters is to dance your life.”

			Mona went quiet. It was rather strange, this notion that you could also “dance your life.” She thought back to her grammar lessons with Madame Hadji. So, was “life” the direct object of “to dance?” Yes. In her head, Mona began making her feet embroider like a sewing machine.
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PAUL CÉZANNE
Come, fight, sign, and persist


			Dr. Van Orst warned Mona: this time he was going to invite her to relive her attack of blindness, which had been more than six months ago. After the success of the first two sessions, the little girl was now ready to move forward in the therapy. Deep in the big leather armchair, she felt nervous all the same, and the doctor, who recognized a certain anxiety in her downward glance and tense mouth, reassured her. If the feelings became too unpleasant at any point, she could shift towards safe and comforting thoughts: the “safe-place imagery” conjured up over the previous weeks. Van Orst placed three fingers on her forehead. Mona slipped into the dreamworld.

			Under the influence of the doctor’s voice, everything came back: the math exercise, the kitchen table, the Sunday-supper smells, her mother’s presence in the Montreuil apartment. The hallucination was remarkable and Mona felt herself going through the motions of that doomed night again. It was both fascinating and awful. Just as she was reliving a very simple action, that of removing the pendant from around her neck to get on with her homework unhindered by it, the panic of the blindness gripped her. An abyss, a massive abyss like those black holes in space, had appeared in the table she was bent over, and was gently dragging her down. She must escape from this nightmare. Mona’s psyche strove to pull itself away, drew back, drew back some more, but the sustained effort achieved nothing. Quite the contrary: it just enhanced the morbid attraction. So she changed her approach and, instead of fighting against it using all her strength, which she sensed was a losing battle, she suddenly embraced the rhythm of the sooty whirlpool and swirled with it. She placed a foot on it, just one, and glided over it, became a kind of astral skater, skilled and graceful, making the vortex capitulate. The child’s psyche was proud of its victory, but during this cosmic ballet, the body that was caught up in the eddies of this maelstrom had got considerably smaller. Mona had gone back in time.

			She was now really young and, at all of eighteen months, saw her grandmother calling her from the end of a path bordered with flowers, in a park. Mona, standing awkwardly on her two legs, let out a long “Ah” of relief and curiosity, and then threw herself into that rhythmic balancing act in which you catch yourself just in time, from one foot to the other, so as not to fall—elementary choreography that we call “walking.” Under hypnosis, Mona was reliving her first steps. She was moving forward, out in the open, under the watchful eye of Colette, who was holding her arms out, and from whose neck dangled the cornet-seashell pendant on its fishing-line chain. The toddler was staring at it, getting closer to it. One, two, four, six meters without stumbling. There were cries of joy and kisses. Then, in that park where Mona had learnt to make her way in life, a final memory emerged. Someone out for a stroll stopped and addressed her grandmother. “I recognize you, madame: you’re Colette Vuillemin. You should know that I admire you immensely.” The figure disappeared. And Dr. Van Orst’s fingers clicked.

			 

			 

			That Wednesday, Henry was wearing his pendant outside of his shirt, no doubt unintentionally, which prompted Mona to ask about it. As they made their way to the Musée d’Orsay, she asked him to tell her why he and Mamie had chosen, picked up, and worn these shells. The old man, usually rendered mute by grief when asked about his late wife, opened up more willingly this time.

			“Your grandmother was a combatant, a great combatant,” he told her.

			And, to explain the pendant, he spoke of the “talismans” and “lucky charms” with which those who fight protect themselves from the harm and misfortune that their lives may hold in store. A great combatant? Mona urged her grandfather to tell her more. But Henry clammed up and his back became stooped for several long minutes. He only got a grip when they finally arrived in front of that day’s painting. There, he straightened up as if preparing to scale an artistic Everest.

			 

			It was a sweeping landscape with an imposing massif rising up in the middle, and with a generally Mediterranean feel. From a terrace that served as the viewpoint, the painting unfolded a foreground of pine trees, then some fields, and finally the range of mountains, which seemed to spring up from the ground under the translucent sky. Everywhere, the painter’s touch was dynamic, linking areas of color with ocher, green or blue streaks, and delightfully luminous. One might initially think there’s not a single shadow on the picture, because each relief, each escarpment intended to indicate volume was painted with a wonderfully warm color palette. To the left of the composition, directly behind the edge of the promontory-like terrace, a tall pine rose up from a medley of shorter trees, all painted with upward strokes in shades of green, but also blue. This bushy medley was repeated on the right but, instead of being dominated by the thrust of a long trunk, it was marked by the presence, in the distance, between mountain and meadow, of a twelve-arched aqueduct. The center of the picture was uncluttered, opening out onto a kind of rural expanse—even agricultural, since human activity could, imperceptibly, be felt—with its pastures and fields divided up quite geometrically. There were horizontal brushstrokes in abundance, and angular and geometrical suggestions for the houses. Among the grassy tones were mingled yellow accents, and sometimes slightly reddish ones to suggest two roofs blending in with the surroundings. Finally, there was the massif, its ridge gently rising up, from the left of the painting, to the crest, which plateaued a little before sloping steeply down, forming a hollow, and then flowing slowly beyond the frame, towards the infinity of Provence.

			 

			When she spotted the surname of the artist, Mona’s reaction was spontaneous. She began to sing. Cézanne? Hadn’t she heard those sibilant syllables several times in her father’s store, when one of the old juke boxes was spluttering out France Gall’s hits? “But here’s the man / under his straw hat / his smock covered in stains / and his beard a mess / Cézanne is painting / he lets the magic of his hands happen . . . ” The little girl’s reedy voice was in tune and clear. Her grandfather encouraged her to sing the rest of the song quietly, in front of a few visitors who were so charmed, they would have happily joined in. She upped the volume slightly as she sang: “If happiness exists / it’s an artist’s proof.” And then Henry, with his extraordinary talent for making all things speak, whether highbrow or popular, inspired or accepted, took these charming pop lyrics literally.

			“To be specific, what we have in front of our eyes isn’t really an ‘artist’s proof.’ The term is used for engravings, prints; but here we have a painted canvas. Having said that, there’s no doubt that Cézanne, when painting it, was wearing a straw hat because, going by this blue and ivory sky, the Mediterranean sun was shining.”

			“Which means, Dadé, that Cézanne was painting outdoors, like Monet with his portable easel . . . ”

			“Precisely. Indeed, Monet and Cézanne know each other very well; they’re friends, supportive and admiring of each other. Furthermore, Cézanne exhibited alongside Monet in 1874, at the notorious event when the critic Louis Leroy reproached that entire group of artists of being ‘Impressionists’ in Monet’s wake, and he associated Cézanne with that school. The two also share a love of producing series of paintings. Monet had painted many versions of Saint-Lazare Station, Rouen Cathedral, and his water lilies. As for Cézanne, here he’s in front of the Montagne Sainte-Victoire, in Provence, a natural monument he’ll use as his model almost ninety times!”

			“Well, Cézanne’s painting, looking at the rocks and fields, definitely seems to be made up of small pieces. It reminds me of Monet, but with Monet, it was more dabs of paint, I think. Here, it’s . . . it’s more solid! Well, I think so . . . ” 

			“You’ve found just the right word! Because Cézanne himself says that he wanted to ‘make Impressionism something solid and enduring, like the art in the museums.’” Monet would paint what he saw through a suggestive play of brushstrokes in separate, rather evanescent, quite liquid colors. In this version of Cézanne’s Sainte-Victoire, the facets of the mountain, the fields on the plain, the boughs of the trees, and the stone edge in the foreground are all hatched with broken strokes, certainly, but very structured ones, far more compact than Monet’s. Whereas Monet would dilute his subject to depict the fleeting nature of what the human eye perceives, Cézanne doesn’t dilute, he simplifies, tending towards something more stable and geometrical. Indeed, one day he advised a painter who admired him to ‘tackle nature through the cylinder, sphere, and cone.’”

			Mona privately thought of her earliest drawings. Hadn’t they had this simplicity that Cézanne seemed to seek? In any case, she felt she’d be able to draw a fir tree if it was a simple cone! Her brain was tossing and turning with doubt. Really, these artists were strange! They might be adults and work hard, learn loads and loads of lessons, techniques, and theories, but in the end, they just wanted to go back to how a child draws! . . . Henry tried to explain this paradox. For Cézanne, he elaborated, it was all about the child-like quality of art but pushed to its maximum intensity. He gave an example: a child doesn’t put in any shadows anywhere, doesn’t cast certain elements into the background of the perspective. All elements have the same importance. A bird can thus become the size of a car because each time a child adds an element, he or she wants to make it as much the star as anything else; one element is never subordinate to another, there are no weak or strong elements, nothing is used to enhance the stature of something else. It’s no different for Cézanne.

			Mona was laughing: she couldn’t understand a word of this explanation! Good grief, Henry thought in turn, it’s not easy to make kids grasp the genius that’s within them . . . But he plowed on.

			“Listen: Cézanne embraces the childlike ideal insofar as he doesn’t seek to give his landscape the illusion of depth. He wants what he paints to spring out from the canvas. Indeed, when you look at his still lifes, many give the feeling, through the play of lines and placing of objects, that they’re tipping forward. Here, the best thing is to look more closely at the shadows. Intuitively, an artist would have made them concave—that’s to say, going inwards and thus softening the subject. Cézanne said that he started to know how to paint Sainte-Victoire once he realized that the shadows had to be painted in an iridescent way so that they were rounded and running away from the center. He thus had to paint the shadows as convex. (This term reminded Mona of that metallic globe in the left-hand corner of Marguerite Gérard’s painting in the Louvre.) Cézanne, in this painting, concedes nothing to darkness, not a centimeter. Look at the pines, too. Don’t they make you think of something?”

			Mona examined the succession of horizontal and oblique brushstrokes that brought the clusters of foliage to life, and despite their various shades of green, she saw flames there. She put the idea forward. Henry agreed. Quoting from memory, he told her how, towards the end of his life, Cézanne would say that Sainte-Victoire had “a raging thirst for sunshine” while the blocks of rock it was made of were quite simply “fire”: a mineral blaze.

			“You know, Mona, Cézanne knew this region—the South of France—intimately. He was born there in 1839. His father was a banker and opposed his choice of becoming an artist. ‘With genius you die; with money you eat,’ he would warn, faced with his son’s vocation. For a long time, Paul could count on the friendship and encouragement of Émile Zola, with whom he grew up in Aix-en-Provence, and who would become the most influential writer of that time. Sadly, they became estranged as the decades went by. Also, whereas most of the Impressionists benefited from the support of a visionary dealer named Paul Durand-Ruel, Cézanne had almost no financial support. He sold very few paintings until around 1890, which is when he produced this painting. And yet he persisted. ‘Painting will recognize its own,’ he would reassure himself, extravagantly courageous and solitary in the extreme. And in this solitude, one of his ‘companions’ was a painter who’d been dead for two centuries, an eminent classical artist in the Louvre: Nicolas Poussin. Indeed, he would say that his own work was ‘Poussin entirely redone from nature.’ Not that he produced exactly the same kind of painting: he had no desire dumbly to ape the 17th century. But, in front of Sainte-Victoire, he would be just as stringent as Poussin was in his time.”

			“Aha, that I do remember, Dadé! Trembling was forbidden.”

			“Yes. So that everything would be as perfectly balanced as possible, as consistent as possible, would vibrate without falling apart.”

			“Did that mean that Cézanne remained really calm in front of his painting?”

			“Actually, no. He was forever at his melting point. An internal inferno consumed him. His watchword was ‘sensation.’ He sought to capture all of nature’s sensations, and then extract the perfect synthesis of them. You were singing France Gall earlier; allow me to reply to her with the voice of the Austrian poet, Rainer Maria Rilke, praising Cézanne’s art: ‘It’s as if each point in the painting were aware of every other point.’ That’s the key. In this painting, it’s as if the reddish touch of the one roof and the other at the heart of the landscape were conscious of its link with the slightest purplish accent in the glints of the mountain, the smallest curl suggesting a breeze in the sky, or each horizontal stroke outlining fields. And vice versa.”

			“Maybe we could say things more simply, Dadé! Basically, it’s really like in the song when she says that Cézanne ‘lights up the world.’”

			“Yes, that’s it. His own eyes, once opened, wanted to see everything. Indeed, his eyes were so focused that they protruded, became bloodshot. They were strained by the effort and obsession of scrutinizing both the universe and his own painting. Sometimes he was literally overcome, and could take twenty minutes between brushstrokes. His painting sessions would last entire days. A witty remark about him even claims that, during the interminable hours he exhausts himself in front of Sainte-Victoire, it isn’t the mountaintop that erodes but Cézanne himself as he’s painting it. And yet the artist perseveres, persists, never capitulates.”

			“So, painting this mountain is a bit like climbing it,” Mona suggested, shyly.

			“Yes, absolutely, he paints it as he would scale it. And despite the setbacks and doubts, despite all the effort that makes his eyes bleed, he keeps going.”

			“Hey, Dadé! This painting’s lesson!” Mona exclaimed. “Let me say what it is today! I know what it is!”

			Henry invited her to go ahead. With this encouragement, Mona started singing again, with a smile. But it wasn’t “Cézanne paints” this time; it was another France Gall song, the one to which she and her father had mimed at the store the previous week: “Resist!” And, within the lyrics, there were indeed four imperatives that rang out like the perfect slogans for that day’s painting and its legendary creator:

			“Come! Fight! Sign! And persist!” Mona sang, hands reaching up toward the ceiling of the museum, head thrown back, hair a mess, elated, invigorated, vibrant, alive.
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EDWARD BURNE-JONES
Cherish melancholy


			Every week, Madame Hadji would get one child to stand on the dais instead of her and deliver a lesson, on a subject of his or her choice. When it was Mona’s turn, she brought along the Georges Seurat poster—the one from her room, of a young woman seated on a stool, in profile, with left leg crossing right leg. She pinned it up on the board and launched into a description of the work: she said that it was painted in the Pointilliste style—so a combination of small, separate dabs of paint—which made the woman’s face almost disappear and the skin and background vibrate with an hypnotic shimmer. She put the painting into context, mentioning Turner and the dilution of his landscapes, Manet, Monet, and Cézanne, and the tendency of such painters to banish shadows and overly distinct forms in favor of pure color and suggestion.

			She hadn’t asked for any help, either from her parents or grandfather, to prepare this piece of work. She’d just wanted to convey—based on all she’d learnt at the Louvre and the Musée d’Orsay, and thanks to some info gleaned online—what, in her own words, she saw in Seurat.

			“It’s neo-Impressionism,” she said, “meaning the artist went even further than the Impressionists; he tried to paint in a way that made it really look like dust!”

			She explained all this with conviction, but also modesty. But as she kept talking, she got the feeling she was getting nowhere. Why? Because she was thinking of her Dadé. She was both on the dais judging her performance against her grandfather’s disquisitions, and at her desk with the class. Caught out by this deeply unpleasant dissociation, her mind locked onto three tragic words: “I am rubbish.” Her eyes began to well with tears.

			Having prepared conscientiously, she kept going with her presentation all the same, almost automatically. Georges Seurat, she said, died very young and painted few pictures; she also explained that the mixing of colors, instead of being done on the palette, was done by the eyes of the viewer, due to the proximity of the dabs of paint. Feeling feverish, convinced that no one understood a word she was saying and that she was confusing her sentences, she shriveled up, stumbled on a teary hiccup, thought she’d lost it, decided to battle on. She persisted, she made it. On the home straight of her lesson, she managed to say that Seurat dreamt that viewers of his work would feel “cleansed from within” (the expression made Diego snigger) by the shimmering beauty of his Pointillism. And finally, with great effort and simple words, she stressed that 19th century artists had to paint these kinds of works, experimenting with color, to compete with photography, then still only in black and white.

			There, it was over. She had resisted the urge to just stop, right in the middle of her lesson. But she was still thinking about her grandfather, convinced there was an unbridgeable gap between his knowledge and her own childish abilities. “I am rubbish; I am rubbish,” her mind kept whispering.

			At their desks, everyone was stunned. So, with well-meaning restraint, Madame Hadji insisted on a round of applause. Vigorous clapping erupted. With her adorable pure and humble little heart, Mona wasn’t sure whether all this cheering was consolation for or approval of her exceptional presentation: the presentation of an art historian.

			 

			 

			When she met up with her grandfather again to go to the Musée d’Orsay, Mona didn’t want to tell him about her success in front of the class. She couldn’t put the reason clearly into words, but it was obvious: her ability to think for herself in front of works of art, which would have made Henry pleased and proud, instead worried her. Imagining herself analyzing and enjoying a painting without her grandfather was tantamount to envisaging independence, growing up; and to envisage growing up was to envisage bidding farewell to the magic of childhood. If anyone had asked her, Mona would have sworn on the whole world, and what’s most beautiful on its surface, that never could she visit any museum ever without Dadé, her hero. And she would have meant it. Indeed, as she gripped his hand that day, she seemed to want to make that pledge. But her fingers loosened their grip when she finally saw, with an enthusiasm mixed with awe, The Wheel of Fortune, the dark masterpiece of Edward Burne-Jones.

			 

			It was an imaginary scene in dream-like tones, profoundly strange and painted with a smooth and flowing touch. A young woman in a blue-gray dress, in profile with eyes closed, head covered by a hat and feet bare, was turning a giant wooden wheel with one hand, her forearm propped on a spoke. Along the wheel’s rim there hung two muscular men clad only in modest veils (there was a third man right at the bottom, but the composition allowed only his shoulders and laurel-wreathed face to be seen). The overall composition was astonishing: although at a slight angle and turned to the right, the wheel—occupying a good third of the canvas—was foreshortened, so close up that its top and bottom weren’t entirely visible, having been cropped. The wheel was advancing towards the viewpoint, and could well have rolled right out of the frame to strike the viewer. It was clearly that classic form of torture in which individuals are crushed by the turning of the circular rack they are attached to, the victims usually being rigid and with backs arched. The male figures in the painting did have slightly arched backs, but they weren’t rigid at all. On the contrary, they exuded a kind of sensuality in the way they stood, with the weight on one leg, and in the suppleness of their limbs, while their expressions suggested they were half-asleep. The main male figure, in a central position on the rim, wore a golden crown and held a scepter. Finally, the curious proportions of the ensemble were noteworthy: the woman on the left was, without perspective, about twice as big as the men she was torturing. She seemed even more goddess-like because she was perched, in a contrapposto pose, on a stone support acting as a pedestal. Furthermore, the wheel itself was enormous in relation to the setting it seemed to be rolling through. That setting could only be glimpsed through tiny gaps in the composition: under a metallic sky lay a manifestly ancient city with barely any greenery.

			 

			Mona found the work astonishing. She appreciated how meticulously it was painted, the careful depiction of the skin on the bodies, and their anatomical perfection. The child’s eyes scanned the furrows and billows of folds and drapes the way one surveys a landscape from the sky. Her grandfather’s voice pulled her out of her reverie.

			“The subject is mysterious. That enigmatic giant woman is torturing three men—from the top down, a slave, a king, and a poet—on the breaking wheel. The composition is so tight that the worn stone of a temple or fortification, maybe a necropolis, is barely glimpsed. Everything is subtly gray-tinted, and this muting of the colors drains the scene of its blood, propels it into the murky, even impenetrable, world of dreams.”

			“So, it’ll be impossible to say what this picture’s about? Shame,” Mona said, feigning disappointment.

			“We’ll try to. Edward Burne-Jones, born in 1833, was self-taught and joined a very important brotherhood of English painters called the Pre-Raphaelites. I know: it’s a tricky term. Let’s just say that these artists sought to return to an ideal previous to Raphael.”

			“The painter of the young Virgin and little Jesus.”

			“And thus of modernity. Because, from the 16th century onwards, Raphael represented the pioneering faith in a knowledge of nature and in technique, he was revered by certain artists of ensuing eras. But others held much against him, too. According to the Pre-Raphaelites, he had corrupted creation. Because Raphael, brilliant as he was, had, in their eyes, snuffed out the sacred, mystical purpose ascribed to art in the Middle Ages. And they said they wanted to return to a spiritual and collective ideal.”

			“Right . . . ”

			“Burne-Jones is of a generation contemporaneous with Queen Victoria and the Industrial Revolution in Britain. An era full of confidence, obsessed with material success and pleasures, a generation that believes progress will be possible thanks to knowledge and rational thought. An era resolutely turned to the Future. But that Industrial Revolution also causes much damage, spreading disenchantment, poverty, selfishness. It sidelines poetry and fiction, deemed to be incompatible with the march of Progress. Burne-Jones, the English Pre-Raphaelites, and more generally, all those across Europe known as the Symbolists, don’t accept it.”

			While Mona was repeating, silently, the words “Pre-Raphaelites” and “Symbolists” to make them her own, Henry was thinking of all the artists, immersed in hybrid, intentionally immoral visions, belonging to that tendency dubbed “Decadent”: Gustave Moreau and Odilon Redon in France, James Ensor and Fernand Khnopff in Belgium, Max Klinger in Germany. And then, by some synesthetic magic, the raging alto of The Velvet Underground’s “Venus in Furs” boomed inside him—that fierce rock song of depths so unreal that human intelligence struggles to plumb them. He used to listen to it endlessly with Colette.

			“Remember, Mona, we’ve looked at many works that were turned to the outside world, featuring the ever-changing city, as with Monet, or modern leisure activities, as with Degas, or landscapes, as with Cézanne. Here, it’s the opposite. Burne-Jones is painting an internal emotion, and to do so he turns to allegory. Here, with his turning wheel, a wheel of Fortune, that’s to say destiny, Burne-Jones makes physical the ancestral notion that fate is capricious. Even when you think you’re the most powerful of princes or accomplished of poets, happiness and talent are subjected to the passage of time, because ‘all flees, all fades’ . . . ”

			“Panta rhei!” Mona exclaimed, remembering the expression learnt in the Musée d’Orsay storerooms.

			Henry continued.

			“Monet was suggesting the implacable flight of physical time and its perpetual transformations of both nature and society. Burne-Jones is addressing, with a more literary style of painting, the course of individual destinies, the slow and winding paths of life.”

			Mona, somewhat lost in these explanations, didn’t look entirely convinced, but was nodding sagely.

			“Oh! And here’s a conundrum you’re going to like. I told you that the Pre-Raphaelites were suspicious of the Renaissance and wanted to return to the ideals prior to that period. And yet . . . ”

			“And yet,” Mona cut in, as if stating the obvious almost prophetically, “those bodies on the wheel, they look like the body of the slave who was dying in the Louvre. Michelangelo’s slave.” 

			“Exactly,” Henry agreed, once again hiding his amazement at his granddaughter’s visual acuity and her memory. “Those three male figures are inspired by Michelangelo’s art, and convey both the image of suffering and that of grace, of beauty. They’re painted as if a silvery light were caressing their skin. In other words, Burne-Jones renders pleasing, attractive, seductive this allegory of the vagaries of fortune, when, in fact, it’s a tragic concept.”

			“Why?”

			“He’s evoking here a very particular feeling, which is barely known during childhood and intensifies with age. This painting, contrary to all the materialistic values of the Industrial Revolution, in which you must be active, pragmatic, efficient, is advocating for melancholy.”

			“You already said that word to me when we were in front of Michelangelo!”

			“You really do have a good memory. Melancholy is a sadness that has no precise reason and is hard to soothe; it’s a vaguer feeling and a more intense pain, sometimes bordering on madness, in which nothing has meaning anymore and everything planned for the future seems destined to disappear. Look at the wheel: it’s framed in such a way that it’s going to throw each of those humans right out of the confines of the picture—that’s to say, out of the world. Melancholy is when nothing happens other than what fades away.”

			Mona frowned. For the sensitive child that she was, the idea that sadness could be appealing was intriguing, if not pleasant. Henry sensed it.

			“Melancholy,” he explained, “depends on very little. Whereas sunlight prompts joy, moonlight prompts melancholy. And here, everything is bathed in a silvery light. While a face bravely held up inspires strength, a head slightly tilted inspires melancholy. And here, the woman with closed eyes is turning hers down towards the ground. Whereas a verdant garden or a new building expresses life, ancient architecture expresses melancholy. And here, the setting is of gray and cracked old stone. This nocturnal atmosphere, this profile of a down-turned face, and this mineral décor are all indescribably beautiful, but it’s a beauty tinged with sadness . . . Conversely, this tinge of sadness stirs emotions that enable us to penetrate the mysteries of existence a little. Mona, listen to me: it’s wonderful to enjoy a lovely life, but being happy makes the surface of things crackle; melancholy, because it’s a flaw within us, opens a breach through which to glimpse the meaning and meaninglessness of the universe; it allows us to contemplate the abyss, the depths. Artists knew this and cultivated it to create their works. What this painting is saying, my dear, is that one must know how to cherish melancholy.”

			“And is that why the lady is so pretty, too?”

			“Partly. Let’s say it was a stereotype of the time all poets bought into: the femme fatale. This caricature became all the more entrenched because those who maintained it reveled in their role of victim. So, yes, the goddess Fortuna is pretty, as you say, for better and for worse, and also because the worst, in Burne-Jones’s eyes, is what’s best.”

			Mona loved all the verbal twists and turns of such paradoxes. As for Henry, he was careful to avoid them becoming mere padding for thought. But in this particular case, he sincerely believed that Burne-Jones and his generation were great embracers of this stylistic device. This group felt a contradictory voluptuous delight that could only be described as masochist. Hey! Henry remembered that the word actually derived from a contemporary of the Pre-Raphaelites and Burne-Jones: the writer Leopold von Sacher-Masoch, author, in 1870, of a novella entitled Venus in Furs. Good grief! It was that very novel that had inspired The Velvet Underground song that, moments earlier, had come to his mind. Goodness! How could he have missed that connection for so long? And so he became aware that he was still learning plenty of things at his age and, after eighty summers, that was wonderful.
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VINCENT VAN GOGH
Pin down your dizziness


			Three weeks had passed by since Mona had filched the brown envelope containing an old press cutting about Colette. Without grasping much of what the article said, the little girl had felt sufficiently resentful after reading it not to want to get to the bottom of the story. She wanted to erase the impression the article had given her from her memory. But recollections of Mamie had been too poignantly awakened in her for her to decide to forget them. The mystery of her presence during the hypnosis sessions and the discovery—no less extraordinary—of items belonging to her at her father’s store had combined to fill her with a mournfulness that she could no longer control. Sometimes, alone in the store, she was tempted to slip back down into the cellar and take something else from the archives. But far more than a childish prank, with the thrill of rule-breaking, just the thought of it felt like she’d be seeking out pain. So she didn’t.

			One late Sunday afternoon, the sadness of not knowing more about this lost woman turned into another, far less fixable sadness: that of not having her right beside her, all of her. The lack of her voice, her eyes, her healing laughter, and her simplest gestures . . . how great that absence suddenly felt! As Mona was doing her homework, down on the floor in the back room, between the towers of boxes, she broke into tears. Great, she thought, now I’m going to get told off for crying. It’s astonishing how children can feel guilty for their most innocent sorrows. She wiped her cheeks as best she could with the crook of her elbow, soaking the cotton of her mauve blouse. She then felt the need to search every nook and cranny of the store to gather together any traces of her grandmother. She stood up and ventured into the darkness. When she reached the trapdoor, she bent down to open it. But instead of lifting the heavy flaps, she just remained kneeling there, and her feeling of grief led her to a new memory.

			Mona was three years old. Sitting on Colette’s lap, she was looking at boxes, and more boxes, small and sometimes precious ones, which she was opening, closing, exploring. What fun they were, all these containers and lids, revealing dozens of objects—yellowing scented sachets, photographs, jewelry, and bits and bobs! Until, out of one box, Mona plucked a gold-plated medal with a Virgin and Child engraved on it. Inscribed on its back was a name: Colette.

			“That, my darling, won’t mean a thing to me anymore,” the grandmother confided, before showing Mona the cornet seashell that hung from her neck, and adding: “This is what matters, and one day, it will be yours.”

			Mona could feel her grandmother’s hands on her shoulders once more, so caring, so gentle. With eyes closed, the little girl cried and cried, unable to leave this ghost back from the dead; she would stay right there, on her knees in front of that trapdoor, in the unreal embrace of that regained affection, forever. When she reopened her eyes, it wasn’t just hands but also arms that were around Mona, huge and loving ones.

			“Dry your tears, my little girl, I’m here,” her father whispered to her.

			 

			 

			As they were nearing the Musée d’Orsay, Mona still felt a bit melancholic. Because she daren’t speak of her grandmother to Henry, she asked him, as a way of avoiding the subject while still tackling it, whether he believed that you could ever get back something you’ve lost for good. And Henry, perplexed, mistakenly thought that she was evoking her fear of totally losing her sight. He stifled a pained expression.

			“Remember that painting by Philippe de Champaigne,” he said, to reassure her.

			Mona recalled that you must always believe in miracles, but it didn’t comfort her. That lesson from the Louvre, which had served her in the past, was of no help at this precise moment. She would have liked her grandfather himself to produce some marvel, right there, instantly, and prove that miracles really are possible. She knew this was unfair, because a miracle cannot be performed to order. She must spare him that inevitable failure, which would frustrate them both. But her heart, still that of child, partly naïve and partly a little self-centered, couldn’t resist imploring him:

			“Oh, Dadé, perform a miracle yourself!”

			Henry smiled, with a sigh.

			“Don’t even think about asking me do so every Wednesday, but just this once, okay . . . ”

			Mona stared, wide-eyed. And Henry, with an imperious flourish, pointed at the line outside the museum, about thirty meters away. She understood immediately. The young couple who had photographed them a few weeks ago were right there. She shrieked with amazement, let go of her grandfather’s hand, and rushed over to the lovers, in front of the clusters of visitors, desperately asking them if they’d erased the photo. No, they said (pleased themselves to come across the child again by chance), the picture was still in the cell phone: Mona and Henry radiantly hovering above the rest of the world. Breathlessly, the little girl spelt out an email address, to which the photo was instantly sent.

			“Dadé, Dadé, this is insane, this is insane!” she cried, delirious with joy.

			Insane? Well, fine, the old man thought to himself, let’s talk about insanity. 

			 

			The painting of the day, on a vertical canvas, centered on a countryside church on a spring-like patch of grass. This inverted pyramid-shaped lawn was bordered by two paths that were divided almost symmetrically and ultimately encircled the building. Some very clear brushstrokes defined the paths in yellow and brown, the warm tones of a beautiful day. The church, at a slight angle and very squat due to the foreshortening, was actually depicted from the back, that’s to say the chevet, with, from left to right of the composition, the exterior of a chapel, an apse leaning on a gable wall, and then an apsidiole, and across the first two there were three large and two smaller windows. The saddleback bell tower, that is, with a roof with two sloping sides, dominated the ensemble from the back. The sky against which this Gothic-Romanesque building was outlined was painted in various shades of blue, and although there were no clouds, the rounded, swirling brushstrokes gave the impression of moving air masses—possibly a storm, but more likely to be night falling, the two top angles of the painting being very dark. But most notable of all, in keeping with the eddies in the background, the architectural lines—comprising roofs, small corner columns and cornices—all seemed to be swaying slightly, if not reeling, as if the gaze falling on this spectacle were a drunken one. Finally, despite the obstruction of the church, signs of a village could be glimpsed on the horizon: trees, orange tiles. And then, in the foreground, there was that figure of a peasant woman in a dress and bonnet, seen from the back, walking along the left-hand path, and painted with thick outlines, which were there, incidentally, pretty much throughout the painting.

			 

			Mona was fascinated by the picture, which she studied for a good half-hour, to the point of intoxication.

			“You know, Dadé,” she finally murmured, “when Daddy used to drink lots of bottles of wine, I think he would see things a bit like that.” (With her hand, she mimed the unsteadiness, the swaying appearance of the church.)

			“Never forget that you have a wonderful daddy, my dear; he loves you and he’s extremely sensitive. People endowed with great sensitivity often succumb to drunkenness because it heightens that quality. Vincent Van Gogh, for example, used to drink a great deal of absinthe, a liquor nicknamed ‘the green fairy’ and now prohibited, but which cost less than a glass of wine in his day. It would stimulate both his genius and his madness. And you’re right, in this painting, the edges curve, waver slightly, some incongruous colors emerge, like that orangey tone on a side of the roof that should really be gray.”

			“Was he ill?”

			

			“Vincent was prey to numerous psychological disorders. Indeed, in this painting one could interpret the two symmetrical paths as being symbolic of his split mind, because he wasn’t quite himself anymore.”

			“So does that mean he was a bit . . . nasty?”

			“Quite the opposite, Mona. Madness has nothing to do with nastiness. Van Gogh could certainly be aggressive, but he was more what doctors today would call ‘hyperempathetic,’ describing someone who’s sensitivity is so heightened that he can feel what others are feeling. He develops great affection for anyone he meets; he identifies with them, wants to fraternize with them. Even that modest figure of a peasant woman on the left, you can be sure he put his heart and soul into painting her. Vincent said something very moving on that subject, in a letter to his brother Theo in 1888. He wrote that ‘there’s nothing more truly artistic than to love people.’”

			“Oh, Dadé! That’s really lovely! That can be our lesson of the day! Please!”

			“Not so fast! Tell me instead what you see in this painting that gives exaggerated form to that love.”

			Mona thought she could see a heart pictogram in the grass patch, between the two paths, on which the building stood. It was definitely a nice idea, but by now she had enough experience to know the difference between a flight of fancy and an actual symbol. This vision of a heart was definitely a fantasy. So, sounding doubtful, she suggested the church instead. It wasn’t that obvious in her eyes because her parents—especially her mother—would invariably snigger with obvious contempt whenever Christian values were discussed. But for her grandfather, faith and respect for the sacred were far too serious to be reduced to casual and predictable mockery.

			“Yes, for Van Gogh, this church represents Love. He was Protestant not Catholic, typical for someone from the Netherlands. He was a fervent believer; in his youth, he’d wanted to become a pastor, so as to live constantly among the humble folks. This humility can be seen in his approach to the church here: he doesn’t choose the side with the grand entrance, that’s to say, the face of the building, but rather its back, low and squat: its chevet.”

			Mona giggled, inappropriately, making a visitor beside her disapprove conspicuously. It was a young man with the pretentious look of a dandy, sporting a floppy necktie in ridiculous imitation of 19th-century style. The child made as if to apologize to him, with her fingers crossed behind her back. Then she asked her grandfather to bend down so she could whisper what she’d thought to him. Why that sudden amusement? Because she’d realized that Van Gogh was in fact painting the hindquarters of this venerable 7th-century building, as if he’d chosen to paint the rear of a supine creature rather than its head!

			“So, this is the church’s backside!”

			Holy smoke, Henry thought, this child really does have an overactive imagination. But the comment didn’t lack insight. This image of a rather bawdy Van Gogh pleased him. After all, isn’t madness a great bawdy carnival with oneself? All the same, he reintroduced a bit of seriousness to proceedings.

			“The painting is very colorful. But Van Gogh didn’t always paint with such a palette. When young, he stayed in some mining regions and his early paintings were very sooty. It’s only from around 1885, when he discovers first Rubens in Antwerp and then the Impressionists in Paris, and meets a certain Paul Gauguin, that his works become brighter. And in 1890, when he paints this picture in Auvers-sur-Oise, Van Gogh is at the peak of his quest for light.”

			“Does that mean he was happy then?”

			“Not really. (Henry hesitated for a moment.) Or rather, yes, you’re right: he was extremely happy to be painting. He just needed a paintbrush in his hand to be euphoric, galvanized. But you see, the great disparity between the blazing color of his paintings and the ordeals of his existence has become legendary. After his arrival in Paris, he went through successive periods of hope and disappointment. Being community-spirited, Vincent wanted to set up, with Gauguin, a colony of artists, for example. They go to Arles, in the South of France, and stay for a while. But it doesn’t go well: the arguments multiply, Gauguin, unable to tolerate his friend anymore, announces that he’s returning to Paris. Distraught, Van Gogh slices off part of his ear with a razor. He is confined to a hospital for the insane. He gets out a few months later, but his condition requires serious medical attention. He ends up in the village of Auvers-sur-Oise, probably because there’s a doctor named Gachet living there, a few meters from this church, who keeps an eye on him.”

			“Well, if I’d been that doctor, I’d have mostly congratulated him on all his shades of blue.”

			

			“He was very fond of them. Indeed, Van Gogh took care to paint his sky with deep blues, which are echoed in the pure-cobalt church windows. The stone of the building is covered in flashes of mauve. And then, gradually, as the eye travels down the painting, there’s a sharp contrast in the composition—”

			“It’s as if the sky was dark, especially in the top corners of the picture, and the church a bit lighter, but, well, a bit of both. And then, in contrast, the path through the grass is luminous, it’s clearly spring. Do you see, Dadé? It’s day and night all at once.”

			“Very true. Those two opposing natural forces exist together, simultaneously, thanks to Van Gogh’s careful painting, but that painting—”

			“That painting is hardly solid,” Mona interrupted him, with her prophetic tone. “Remember when you were telling me about Cézanne, and you said his style was ‘compact?’ Here, it’s very different, it’s like it could all just collapse—”

			“Because the brushstrokes disintegrate,” Henry interrupted her back. “The painting seems on the point of tearing apart, like the path in the foreground that splits into two opposite directions. It’s quite simply unstable. Believe it or not, there’s a poet whose journey is remarkably similar to Van Gogh’s. He’s called Arthur Rimbaud. Van Gogh was born in 1853 and died in 1890, Rimbaud was born and died exactly a year later. They both created for a very brief period, with a similar desire for expressive intensity, and to the relative indifference of their time—Van Gogh sold just one painting in his lifetime!—before becoming veritable legends. They both had relationships that were at once fertile and toxic: Rimbaud with fellow poet Verlaine, and Van Gogh with Gauguin. And then the end of their lives was awful and sudden. Particularly that of the artist. Not even two months after finishing the painting you see here, Vincent ended his life with a bullet in the chest . . . Rimbaud and Van Gogh never met. But in his most famous work, entitled A Season in Hell, the poet unwittingly gives us the lesson of this painting.”

			“What does Rimbaud say?”

			“He says, ‘Je fixais des vertiges,’ suggesting that he was trying to pin down dizziness.”

			“Oh yes, Dadé!” Mona said with a sigh, and a seriousness of unprecedented maturity. “That’s exactly this painting: it’s as if you feel a bit dizzy . . . and it will be forever!”

			

			As they were moving away from the work, almost tipsy, Mona came across the pretentious young fellow in the floppy necktie again, in one of the museum’s aisles. The boy tried to look important and directed a disdainful pout at her. This time, the child couldn’t help but, surreptitiously, poke her tongue out at him.
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CAMILLE CLAUDEL
Love is desire and desire is a lack of something


			Barely had Dr. Van Orst placed his three fingers on Mona’s forehead before she was confronted, like at the previous session, with her attack of blindness at the kitchen table, and the vortex forming on its surface. And this time, she felt as if she were drowning in it. In a strange and inexpressible way, such as only subconscious states can produce, the vortex consisted of both that awful sudden darkness and a kaleidoscope of deeply buried memories. Mona’s temporary loss of sight had opened the way, so to speak, to a tunnel through time, governed by laws of physics that were radically different to those of the real world. Centripetal and centrifugal forces were combined, through chasms of darkness, but there was still a flicker of light.

			Mona was perpetually dizzy; there were bursts of earthly memory. Here, through a half-opened door, she saw Mamie serenely say “no” with a shake of her head while Camille was imploring her, with clenched fists, in a mix of rage and sorrow; there, she vaguely saw a huge table and heard glasses being clinked in Colette’s honor; elsewhere, and as an echo, Mona heard her grandmother’s voice. “It will protect you from everything,” she was saying. Nothing visible was associated with these words. It was just a faceless recurring sound, accompanied by a tactile perception: that of fishing line, a hard spiraled shell, pointed at one end and hollow at the other. She sensed the pendant being slipped around her neck.

			The memory whirlwind sped up and Mona’s mind, which was both captain and passenger, couldn’t follow anymore. Without Dr. Van Orst bringing her around, Mona suddenly woke up and, rocked by a spasm, was violently sick. She was embarrassed. Van Orst had never witnessed a similar outcome. He was sorry, but intrigued. When Camille came back into the office and discovered the state of her daughter, she flew into a rage as the doctor stammered a few words of apology. As for Mona, she said that everything was fine, and didn’t tell her mother what this new experience had been like.

			In the metro, Camille tried to play down the episode:

			“And when I think that he told me it would be fifty-fifty! With you, it’s more like one hundred percent, hey!”

			But her words, spoken casually, terrified the child. Fifty-fifty? One hundred percent? She remembered that exchange between her mother and the doctor from a few months ago very clearly. Wasn’t that a reference to the risk of becoming totally blind? Camille stared at her wide-eyed and gave a half-smile.

			“Not at all, darling, that was the doctor’s reckoning on whether you’d be receptive to hypnosis!”

			This misunderstanding being cleared up was a great relief to the child, but she still felt nauseous. So, when they got back to Montreuil, she swapped that discomfort for the memory of a different kind of giddiness, up on her grandfather’s shoulders. She printed out the photo of them on the museum’s esplanade and stuck it on the wall in her room, right beside the Seurat poster.

			 

			 

			Inside the Musée d’Orsay, a dozen or so young people, undoubtedly students from the École des Beaux-Arts, were gathered around a sculpture. It was a huge block of marble, with a woman’s head in a bonnet emerging from the top. The young artists were copying the contours of Rodin’s Thought onto the pages of their sketchbooks. The sculpture gave the impression—open to interpretation, to say the least—of a person sprouting out of rough-hewn stone, but also, due to the absence of limbs, chest, or neck, of imprisonment in that stone. Among the silent group studying the work, pencil in hand, Mona noticed a girl chuckling while drawing. She went over and sneaked a peek at her sketch. She saw how well she’d copied Rodin’s work, especially the crinkled marble. But the student hadn’t been able to resist adding a speech balloon above the head . . . She’d written: “Anyone got some arms they could lend me?” Cheeky and a bit mean, the joke made Mona burst out laughing. The student, flattered by the child’s reaction, gave her the drawing with an added inscription and a wink. Henry was delighted for his granddaughter, but all the same, thought it was time to pay a slightly more serious tribute to this face floating on the surface of the marble: that of a certain Camille Claudel. They walked over to a huge bronze.

			 

			It was a sculpted group of three figures in which, from right to left, a young naked girl on her knees was desperately appealing to a man who was leaving her behind, while an old woman looking like a bad angel was accompanying him—encouraging him, perhaps—in his desertion. Also naked, though with a veil over his genitals, the man was turning away from the beseeching girl and walking forward with a gait at once resolute and resigned, his tense body forming a diagonal with the plinth, like a tree bowed by a storm. He wasn’t muscular, and the skin around his chest was flabby. His face was firm in its expression, but seemed emaciated. Despite that, an impression of strength emanated from him thanks to the sturdiness and movement of the legs supporting him. Thanks, also, to the breadth of his hands, particularly the one that, thrown back, was keeping the poor abandoned creature at bay. The female figure leading the man away was clearly elderly, with straggly hair and a hideously wizened face. Seen from the back of the sculpture, her posterior was rather grotesque, and she seemed partly clad in twisted drapery, like a windswept cape or some hideous wings. Her arms encircled the fleeing man, with her hands on his arms, pushing him on his way. She seemed to be hovering behind him but her face was almost stuck to his forehead. No doubt she was whispering to him not to look back. An irregular rocky surface with various horizontal levels served as a base for the two of them, while the imploring girl was lower down, humiliated in her rage and despair. The top of her inclined head, with its demure chignon, barely reached the height of the fugitive’s thighs. Only a few centimeters separated the departing man’s fingertips and those of the young girl on the ground; they were physically very close and yet so very far apart.

			 

			The old man’s face had made a strange impression on Mona, who noticed its profusion of ridges, like so many ravine-like wrinkles, almost scars. It wasn’t a face gashed with some wound, like her grandfather’s was, from cheekbone to right eyebrow . . . No: this was a face ravaged from inside, by time’s inexorable grind.

			“They’re scary, those two,” Mona said, indicating the figures leaving the pleading girl behind.

			“Not surprisingly. They symbolize old age and death. They are—”

			“Allegories!”

			“Brava. They’re allegories of what’s most tragic in life. The hideous, bony woman is a personification of the finite, leading a man, without resistance, towards maturity.”

			“Dadé . . . When is it that we’re old?”

			“Each person has their own answer, Mona. Objectively, I am. And yet I don’t feel old. At least, not when I’m with you. But let’s see if this sculpture can answer the question. Here, old age is clearly a degeneration, the drama of which Camille Claudel reveals by modeling, with her thumb, many rough edges. Get a bit closer to the head of that woman, as an example: her eyes are so sunken they could have been torn out . . . Here, old age is inextricably linked to physical decline. But the artist draws our attention to the subjective dimension of tipping into ‘maturity’: it’s when, of our own accord, we choose to abandon youth, turn our back on it.”

			These comments, like those made in front of A Burial at Ornans, seemed to relate to Mona’s own situation. She was proud to feel like the agent of her grandfather’s eternal youthfulness; she was also moved by it, almost troubled.

			“The work actually alludes to the personal fate of two artists: Camille Claudel and Auguste Rodin. They both loved each other deeply, but that love was thwarted by several obstacles. Rodin, master of the most prestigious sculpture studio in Paris, was Camille’s teacher. There was a big age gap between them. And Rodin had long shared his life with Rose, a woman much older than his young lover, a woman who wasn’t about to let Claudel take her man—which is understandable. Camille suffered greatly from this situation and, despite their passionate relationship, Rodin finally let her know that he would never leave Rose—indeed, he ends up marrying her a few months before dying. It’s the shock of this that inspired The Age of Maturity.”

			“So it’s Camille who’s on her knees and crying because Rodin is leaving with Rose, who’s pulling him by his arms, is that it?”

			“Yes, Mona, that’s it. But note that Camille Claudel didn’t embark on the creation of this sculpture purely for herself. She had received an official commission from the State, which promised her a form of recognition. And it’s for that commission that she worked on this sculpture inspired by her own life. In other words, she wanted her public recognition to coincide with the expression of her unhappiness—an unhappiness caused by Rodin.”

			“And that was weird because, with Rodin being her teacher, you’d think she’d say nice things about him!”

			“Yes. But to create a sculpture such as this is a very long, very complicated process. You don’t just jump in and carve, as with marble. First a plaster cast is made, which allows a mold to be produced, and then the operation of casting in bronze is carried out. It’s a succession of stages, each of which costs a lot of money. So, when Rodin learnt that Camille was busy depicting this poignant separation, which didn’t cast him in a good light, he maneuvered for the State to withdraw its commission. To avoid a scandal.”

			“Well, if his wife had seen what she looked like in the sculpture, she sure would’ve been angry.”

			“Absolutely! And so, there was Auguste Rodin, teacher of Camille Claudel, preventing her from rising above her status as pupil, right when she could have achieved that.”

			“But look: there’s a sculpture all the same, it’s in front of us!”

			Mona’s ingenuousness made Henry think of Friedrich Engels citing the old English proverb: “The proof of the pudding is in the eating.” He explained all the twists and turns in The Age of Maturity’s journey. While the State was cravenly withdrawing its commission, a Captain Tissier, dazzled by the sculpture, arranged for a bronze casting to be done just for him. This allowed the sculpture to be produced to a respectable scale: around half human-size.

			It occurred to Mona that the existence of a masterpiece sometimes depended on a few minor miracles, and tribute should always be paid to those pioneers who could recognize the genius of an artist before everyone else. She thought of Captain Tissier and, hand against temple, gave him a friendly and martial salute.

			Henry avoided going into Camille’s bouts of madness and her appalling fate. Having missed out on the glory that should have been hers during her lifetime, she ended up in a lunatic asylum in Vaucluse. Awaiting her there was the cold, hunger, a lack of care, inmates screaming from morning to night . . . And her own fits of delirium: in the 1930s, despite knowing that Rodin was dead, the poor dispossessed woman remained convinced that he had issued orders for her continued persecution. Abandoned by everyone, including her brother Paul, the renowned poet and ambassador, she was buried in a communal grave in the autumn of 1943. Oh, how sublimely this tear-drenched destiny seemed to be contained within that sculpted castaway, on her knees, silently screaming her hopeless prayer of love! Mona couldn’t stop looking at her curled fingers grasping at nothingness.

			“When looking at a work of art, Mona, you can be sure that the artists often pay great attention to their depiction of hands. Try to guess why.”

			“Well, that’s easy, they work with their hands themselves!”

			“Yes. The hand is their tool, and it’s from this tool that all the most moving expressions can emerge. Furthermore, the hands can be powerfully eloquent. Look at the sculpture. In the middle of the sweeping oblique line, there’s this caesura: the separation of the hands. The young woman’s palms are quite wide apart. The vice of the arms has opened up and she finds herself abandoned. As for the man, his rigid fingers have escaped her grip. Here they are, outstretched with a force intensified by the muscular, veinous wrist: they express the farewell, the rejection, but also the crushing.”

			“You know, Dadé, it’s as if what’s most important is what’s between the hands, that’s to say, in fact, where there’s nothing at all.”

			“That’s exactly right, what you’re saying. A sculpture might be solid, but it’s made up of bumps and hollows. In Camille Claudel’s sculpture, however monumental the bronze is, it’s very much the emptiness that’s its main subject. The entire paradox of The Age of Maturity resides there.”

			“Really?”

			“The emptiness is what hasn’t been fulfilled.”

			“Can you explain again?”

			“Well, you see Mona, nothing is more beautiful than loving, nothing stronger than attraction, the liking one has for someone. When these feelings are reciprocated, there’s the sense of a kind of absolute. But what Claudel’s sculpture is telling us, its big lesson, is that whatever happens, love is never totally fulfilled. And even if it were, during a short earthly existence, time and death, lying in wait, would finally separate the lovers.”

			“But that’s really sad.”

			

			“Yes, of course, it’s sad, it’s the worst injustice, even . . . But the thing is, this irreducible emptiness is precisely what keeps desire going; its thanks to it that we’re alive and feel the strongest emotions; thanks to it that we take action. This sculpture shows the tragic aspect of love, undeniably, but aren’t you struck by the attitude of the figures and the composition?”

			“Well, um . . . there is action, in fact!”

			“Yes, they are mobilized by a powerful energy. The composition gives the sculpture forward movement, not immobile gravity. It’s not at all Eros against Thanatos—the Greek names of Love and Death—, it’s Eros exploding out of frustration. And so the lesson of this Age of Maturity is given to us by Plato, the great philosopher of Ancient times: ‘Love is desire and desire is a lack of something.’”

			Mona shrugged her shoulders. For once, she hadn’t understood a single thing in her beloved grandfather’s summing up, but she concluded that it was stuff for grown-ups. In Montreuil, she was keen to pin up the funny drawing the Beaux-Arts student had given her, right beside the photo of her flying on Henry’s shoulders. And then, as she was drifting off, she tried to grasp at least some shreds of that day’s lesson. But it was all far too abstract for her young age. She sank into sleep.

			And thought of Guillaume.
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GUSTAV KLIMT
Let death wishes live


			After leaving the cafeteria, Mona climbed onto one of the rocking animals in the playground. It was a kitten, and since it was intended for the nursery-school children, she was now too big to rock comfortably on it. So she just sat still and watched the mayhem all around her. There was a lot of running and yelling in all directions, fired by end-of-year euphoria. She loved the whole spectacle, and even mischievously egged on her wildest classmates, who then hollered and charged about even more energetically.

			The shifting sun dazzled her. A strange feeling crept up on her. Beyond the horizon of all the July and August fun loomed the move to junior high, far from this school she’d been going to forever. A school that, after all that time spent between its walls, had become Mona’s very childhood.

			The sunlight was now so blinding that she turned her face to the right. And that’s when she saw Guillaume, big Guillaume, on the rocker beside hers. She remembered having dreamt about him the previous night, which made her quietly chuckle. She stared at him, silently. Now wearing round, tortoiseshell glasses, he seemed calmer, having dropped the mask of aggression that, a few months earlier, all the kids knew him for. He didn’t play football anymore. Formerly a dunce, he had become an excellent pupil. Straddling the rocker—his was a puppy dog—, Guillaume was reading a Harry Potter book. 

			Over many long weeks, Mona’s problems with him had faded thanks to a kindly amnesia. However, in this bizarre position, mounted side by side on rockers that were too small, and on which they seemed to be gently heading towards adolescence, she saw him in a new way. He looked up from his book and stared back at Mona. How long did they remain like this? The seconds turned into minutes, years, centuries as they went by, in the midst of all the racket and dust of the playground.

			He really was good-looking, she thought, and whenever he looked at her, she felt that confusing, vaguely loathsome, entirely lovely sense of being beautiful herself. They both longed to break free from the strait-jacket of childhood with a deafening howl, and to hug each other. She stayed silent; he said nothing. She was holding her breath; he didn’t move. Never would they admit how lovely it was to have met this way, in the morning of their lives.

			 

			 

			As July approached, Mona started fretting. Would the weekly visits with her grandfather have to stop? Eight months had passed since they had made their pact. But, logically, once the summer vacation started, medical appointments were no longer on the cards, so their little ruse risked coming to an end. And one of these days, her parents might ask her a few questions about those phantom consultations. What would she say then? To reassure her, Henry reminded her that Camille and Paul had sworn to him that they’d never intrude on those sessions with the shrink, that it was his responsibility and prerogative, and his alone. Mona nodded and threw herself against his cologne-infused jacket to squeeze his thin, prominent ribs. Formerly, whenever she felt these bursts of affection, Mona would hug her grandfather’s knees. Then it was his waist. Now, it was his chest, marking a new stage in her tactile development. Clinging to her grandfather, she asked, timidly:

			“Dadé, would you mind telling me what a psychiatrist is?”

			Henry smiled. It was time to pay a little visit to Vienna. Time to tackle the “painter of the subconscious.” Time to meet Gustav Klimt, then, and this was all the more pressing because the painting in question, owned by the Musée d’Orsay for decades, was shortly to be returned to the descendants of the family it had been stolen from before the war.

			 

			A square canvas, about one meter by one meter, was filled with a landscape painting of an orchard. It was so tightly framed that it seemed to be just one luxuriant mass saturated with small dabs of green, in which contours and perspective had been done away with. But there were plenty of other colors suggesting fruit and flowers: flashes of mauve, orange, yellow, and aureoles of a delicate pink known as “cuisse de nymphe,” or nymph’s thigh. From left to right, scanning the bottom third of the work, there were six separate tree trunks or bushes growing on a stretch of grass of a lighter green than all the clusters of foliage. First there was a tree that was slightly set back, then, at the base of the canvas, a squat rosebush, then a second that was taller, then another tree (two-thirds along in the composition), then a third tree (also slightly set back), and finally, a third rosebush aligned with the previous two. All these were so merged together and created such a chromatic dappling that elements would disappear and then reappear, demanding sustained attention. The wood of the trunks seemed rigid, fine, and fragile in proportion to the extraordinary profusion of dense foliage that burst out from them in the form of a bushy ball. It was particularly the tree two-thirds along the bottom of the painting that, with its spherical mass of leaves, occupied most of the space. But there still remained two gaps in the top corners of the painting, right and left, revealing in the former, different foliage that was bluish in tone and dotted with red, and in the latter, a cloudy sky above a distant field. 

			 

			The pulsating effect dazzled Mona, who thought again of the presentation on Seurat she’d given in front of her class. This garden also seemed to emit countless aromas, which mingled in the child’s mind with the sweet smell of her grandfather’s cologne.

			“Gustav Klimt,” Henry dived in, eagerly, “shook up all the conventions of his time. Oh, not at first, admittedly. He initially conformed to what was then common practice, painting in a style called ‘Historicist.’ This was a polished and spectacular genre precisely depicting some of humanity’s most legendary moments.”

			“Sorry, but this is more of a weird landscape, where everything’s got muddled up, where the trees have merged into each other . . . It even seems like we’re looking at a garden from above, when it’s actually foliage that we’re seeing from the side! And then the painting has no figures and tells no stories! But maybe you’re going to tell me that I’ve missed something . . . ”

			“You haven’t missed anything. This painting dates to 1905. By then, over eight years, Klimt had totally changed his way of doing things. In 1897, he presided over a movement called the ‘Vienna Secession.’ The word ‘secession’ signals a break with outdated traditions, and offers a far more contemporary vision. Klimt’s style became more incisive, more erotic, too. And provocative. He often includes gold in his paintings, combines the classical beauty of young girls with hideous images of death. In a frieze paying homage to Beethoven, he even depicts a giant monkey with mother-of-pearl eyes in the midst of naked women.”

			Discreetly, Mona mimicked a simian grunt, but Henry continued, unperturbed:

			“He regularly causes a scandal, sometimes attracts censure. And Klimt looks a bit crazy, loathes traveling, fathers about fifteen children from different clandestine affairs . . . He shuts himself away to work for hours on end, with a sign on his front door warning that he won’t open to anyone. But despite his nefarious reputation, he becomes a huge star in Vienna, adored by his patrons. He’s rich and influential, in a city that is itself a leading light in Europe.”

			“What was Vienna like?”

			“The capital of the all-powerful Austro-Hungarian empire, governed by a family that dominated part of Europe for centuries: the Habsburgs. In Klimt’s day, the city isn’t just endless balls and concerts, it also harbors some great artists, intellectuals, and personalities who will change the history of humanity. For the better, but also for the worse.”

			Mona didn’t understand the allusion. And Henry didn’t wish to enlighten her. He kept the name Adolf Hitler to himself. The man who, in 1907, the year Klimt was working on his amorous Kiss, applied to study at Vienna’s Academy of Fine Arts, and failed. Historians scorn so-called “uchronic” hypotheses, in which attempts are made to imagine the chain of consequences of a certain thing happening other than what actually did happen. But all the same, if the insignificant landscapes of this mediocre boy had received just a minimum of approval, what might the 20th century have looked like then? Vienna’s apocalyptic sin had been to reject a nonentity who would become a mass murderer, at the very time the city was promoting the atonal music of Schoenberg, the disruptive architecture of Adolf Loos, the critical journalism of Karl Kraus, and the pictorial folly of Schiele and Kokoschka.

			“If you consider all the visual arts,” Henry resumed, “of course you realize there isn’t only painting. All around you, forms have been designed and produced to make your daily life pleasant in practical ways, but also pleasing to the eye. The clarity of some lettering on a poster, the simplicity of a piece of furniture, the transparency of a window, the color of some flooring, of a road sign, or of a fabric: all those things are always being thought about by architects, designers . . . If you walk in some neglected setting, drab and low-ceilinged, for example, like the metro, you’re at great risk of suffocating. In the Vienna of the early 20th century, this issue was taken very seriously. Gustav Klimt is part of a generation that seeks to revolutionize the environment people live in, from the crockery they eat out of, to the roofs of buildings, to the works of art adorning their walls. And to achieve that, they rely, on the one hand, on simplifying forms, on their geometric purity, and on the other, on bringing all the arts and the craft associations together, on making no distinction between what is supposedly major or minor.”

			“Meaning, Dadé?”

			“That generation of ‘creators’ denied there was any difference in value between an artisan woodworker, a glassblower, a couturier, a sculptor, and an easel painter. They are all similarly important and legitimate. Look at the painting: it’s completely covered in dabs of color, and depicts an orchard with some rosebushes in a highly simplified, very flat way. There are three sources of inspiration behind this esthetic—”

			“I recognize Impressionism, that’s for sure!”

			“That’s a first one, brava. There’s also the ancient tradition of mosaic, which reappears at the beginning of the 20th century—the placing of tiny pieces of stone, enamel, glass, or gold side by side. There are none of those materials here, but this heightened pointillism is similar to the effect of those fragments known as tessellae. And finally, Klimt’s technique also evokes designs from wallpapers, tapestries, and textiles. The skills and esthetics of the decorative arts are thus thoroughly integrated into this painting.”

			“It’s as if it’s covered in the seeds and little pits you find in nature, and at the same time, the flowers, fruit, branches, and huge trees that grow thanks to those seeds and little pits!”

			“That’s it, Mona, it’s like we’re seeing before us that very blossoming in progress.”

			“Except it also looks like an explosion.”

			“You’re right. And I hadn’t thought of that.”

			He paused for a long while, taking the time to think along the lines suggested by Mona.

			“In the physical sense, what is an explosion?” he asked, thinking out loud. “It’s a massive release of energy, a propagation of the blast wave into space. That’s evoked here by the expansion of all the foliage, from those thin brown trunks up to the rounded treetops, and by the spattering of chromatic brush marks.”

			“Yes, but an explosion is more like a bomb going off . . . It’s death, when all that’s left is a hole, emptiness, nothing . . . ”

			“Whereas right here, there’s no doubt that the painting expresses an explosion of life.” He paused for another long while. “Although . . . You see, I think we should follow your intuition through! An explosion is dangerous, violent. It invades and consumes all around it, leaving just nothingness. Well, I think it’s perfectly justified to see that in this painting, too. It makes an enthusiastic dynamism and a destructive force coincide.”

			“But how’s that possible, having both at the same time?”

			“It’s you that pointed me in the direction of this paradox.” Mona, without being entirely taken in, did appreciate the compliment. “The exponential burgeoning of this Eden, it’s nature proliferating, a sign of boundless euphoria. At the same time, you sensed an explosion in all this vegetation bursting into countless colorful sprays, and you yourself saw something a touch lugubrious in it. Something calming, perhaps . . . And that’s the key to this painting, in which everything is an inextricable interlacing of concurrent forces and tensions: life instincts and death instincts look alike and combine.”

			Mona had a think. She was pleased to hear that day’s lesson, but found it obscure. She noticed that the terms were, in many ways, comparable to those used in front of Camille Claudel’s sculpture the previous week. More fundamentally, Mona knew that she’d expressed an entirely personal vision: onto the image of blossoming had been superimposed that of an explosion. And that had triggered Henry’s lesson on the painting. But what on earth might her grandfather have said if she’d seen something other than a bomb going off? What would he have said if she’d seen a big cake, some animals, or a map? Wasn’t it cheating with the work to derive a definitive message from a fleeting and subjective feeling? And above all, what had made her see that, anyway? 

			“Dadé,” she enquired, “why did I get the impression of an explosion when there were flowers all over the place?”

			“That’s your subconscious, Mona.”

			“My what?”

			“Your subconscious.”

			“And what on earth’s that?”

			“Well, you see, in Vienna, Gustav Klimt was neighbors with a professor, who lived at No. 19 on the Berggasse, a professor who, at the time of this painting, was starting to get himself talked about. The artist must have found what the prof was saying and writing very interesting because he was proposing that we all act under the influence of our unacknowledged thoughts. The subconscious is a buried part of our mind, which intrudes regularly while we’re awake, by, for example, strangely associating one image with another, like you did. But mainly, the subconscious expresses itself with total freedom while we’re dreaming. And it reveals to us, through messages that our intelligence can’t understand straight off, all sorts of things we might desire or fear, often without knowing it, without allowing ourselves to do so, or to express them. And this professor adds that it’s because we keep those things hidden within us and from ourselves that we’re so unhappy. And so he invented a profession—which he practiced himself—that consisted of making his patients express, without facing censure or judgement, their hopes, fears, loves and hates, enabling them to feel lighter, prouder, more serene.”

			“But if it was hidden inside their heads, how did he do that?”

			“He tried using his own techniques, a bit like hypnosis.”

			“And what was he called, this professor?”

			“Sigmund Freud.”

			“And what was his profession, then?”

			“He was a psychiatrist.”
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VILHELM HAMMERSHØI
Make your inner self talk


			Mona had never heard such a horrid ringing sound, shrill, jarring, and raucous all at once, coming from some bygone age. And as it resounded around the store, her father suddenly tensed up and clutched his hair, looking like a real lunatic. It was a telephone with a dial, right in front of him, making that racket. He picked up the receiver and asked, feverishly:

			“Is that you?”

			A voice answered:

			“Camille on the line!”

			Paul leapt out of his chair. He was jubilant.

			And then Mona understood that the 1950s Bakelite phone her father had been laboring over, to convert it into a cellular one, had finally worked, after an unbelievable amount of effort. With lips stuck to the receiver, he sent kisses to his wife and shouted his love for her. Then he rushed over to Mona. Taking her cheeks between his hands, he announced that, that summer, they would go to vintage markets and sell prototypes of his invention. He was jumping with joy. The child smiled at him and studied him. The dark circles had disappeared from under his eyes and his complexion was brighter. He looked younger, doubtless because he didn’t drink anymore.

			And it felt very strange to Mona, to feel a certain displeasure at this state of grace. Where did her uneasiness come from? Despite her young age, she sensed that it was connected to the fear that this state would end, which would in turn stir an insidious pain inside her. Because anxiously anticipating the return of a problem while all is going well, when happiness should reign unhindered, sometimes makes life as overwhelming as actually experiencing the problem. The human psyche tackles a current difficulty far more easily than its dreaded possibility. At all of ten years old, Mona was learning this.

			Suddenly, and instinctively, the child had a funny idea; she mimed holding up a glass to celebrate the news and proposed to her father that he clink glasses. Paul’s euphoria vanished instantly. He felt wounded and disappointed at what he saw as his daughter’s tactlessness. With vexed sarcasm, he reproached her for it:

			“So, that’s all you can think of doing? Thanks, Mona.”

			It was horrid and cruel, this icy squall . . . It turned Mona’s stomach because she so didn’t want to offend him. She’d simply sought to play out, in a silly way, the possibility of seeing her father drinking again, and, even better, to combine, fictitiously, this deadly prospect with a joyous moment. She sank into distraught silence, and Paul, focusing only on his hurt feelings, remained uptight. 

			Later, in their bed, Camille, surprised at her husband’s cold expression, asked him what was up. He mumbled about the incident with Mona in the store. She sat up and adopted her authoritative look, despite her bed-head hair:

			“But Paul, are you an idiot or what? Your daughter did that to overcome a fear! Surely you understand that? Don’t you?”

			Yes, he understood it now. And yes, he had indeed been an idiot. A total idiot. He rushed into Mona’s room. She wasn’t asleep; he smiled tenderly at her.

			“Sorry, my darling, I’ve come to clink glasses with you! To your good health.”

			His imaginary glass twinkled in the semi-darkness.

			 

			 

			Summer had barely begun, but it was already scorching. This was Mona’s chance to ask her grandfather for two chocolate-and-vanilla ice creams in quick succession; she polished them off as they crossed the Tuileries Garden. Along the park’s paths, the little girl was struck by the strobe effect caused by the rays of sunlight through the trees. She closed her eyes and delighted in the filaments and flashes of light dancing under her eyelids, as if she carried entire galaxies inside her. She was humming at the same time. Henry taught her the lovely word “phosphene” to refer to those light spots imprinted on the retina. He mentioned the artist Brion Gysin and technician Ian Sommerville who, in America in 1959, created “Dreamachines,” installations that multiplied these optical phenomena and induced a meditative state. This required a cylinder, with many slits in its side, surrounding a central lightbulb, which was placed onto a record turntable so that it kept spinning. You had to focus on the contraption but with eyes closed. Naturally, Mona wanted to try it.

			“It’s not something one can just get hold of!” her grandfather retorted.

			“Daddy will make me one!”

			In such stifling heat, this visit to the Musée d’Orsay was likely to be their most refreshing one, since that day’s painting was a cold interior realized by a great master of the North with a Viking name: Vilhelm Hammershøi.

			 

			A woman was sitting, her back turned to the viewer, facing a wall. She wore a thick black skirt topped with a lighter blouse, split down the middle by an opening at the back. The collar was round and from it emerged the top of the spine, followed by the nape of the neck and the head, with its mass of chestnut-brown hair gathered into a bun. She was positioned in the center of the painting. The symmetry was broken only by the slight downward slope of the shoulders, from left to right, and then a thrust-back arm. Apart from that, the composition was exquisitely balanced, its harmony almost sacred. Of the chair, seen from behind, neither legs nor seat could be seen, only the back rest, with its posts linked by a sturdy top rail, beneath which were two cross rails: the bottom one being very narrow, and the middle one wide and wavy, injecting some curviness to an ensemble dominated by a sense of the angular and the grid. The chair was made of plain wood, as was the sideboard to the right of the composition, which was cropped by the edge of the frame, and on which there rested a white dish, scalloped all around like a corolla. Above all, there was the wall, strictly parallel with the surface of the canvas. There was no indication of the slightest activity from this woman (whose hands were hidden from view), so that, sitting up close to that great opaque, drab wall, knees almost touching it, she seemed to be gazing at it. What could she see in it? It was barely punctuated by the skirting board, which rose to a quarter of the painting’s vertical axis. Although the wall was gray, it shimmered with a mysterious glow, as if intruding daylight were clinging to a somber and sober interior.

			 

			Mona realized, during the endless time she devoted to looking at the work, that she was facing the painting just as the woman was facing the painted wall. As for Henry, the succession of his granddaughter’s nape and that of the model reminded him of that Surrealist painting by René Magritte in which a man, seen from behind, who is looking at himself in a mirror, sees the reflection of his spine rather than of his face.

			“Oh, Dadé! The wisps of hair, and there, the little folds in her clothes and those in the dish shaped like a flower, there! It’s lovely, all that. You know, sometimes I wonder how long you have to spend at school to be able to paint such beautiful pictures . . . I mean the artists, when they’re children, do people already know that they’re going to become artists?”

			“There are legends surrounding many great painters about their precociousness. I can tell you two about Vilhelm Hammershøi. The first is that, at barely two years old, he had—so they say—been capable of distinguishing and picking a four-leaved clover out of the grass! Thereby showing an extraordinary visual discernment from the tenderest age . . . As for his artistic gifts, they say that at eight or nine, while his mother was reading him a story full of trolls and gnomes, he grabbed his pencils to draw the creatures. And so successful was he that the monsters he himself had drawn terrified him and made him run away to escape them!”

			“He was scared of his own drawings?”

			Mona looked incredulous.

			“Yes. They must have been really alarming. But Hammershøi didn’t continue along that fantastical path. He certainly could have done because he came from Denmark, a country in the North of Europe, a region rich in supernatural myths featuring witches casting their spells in the middle of forests, among trees that come alive at night . . . But no, he ended up doing something entirely different: as you can see, what interests him here is an interior at its most austerely ordinary.”

			“It’s a bit like Vermeer, though.”

			“Without doubt, but far sparer. It contains very few elements, apart from the chair in central position, a heavy sideboard, and that white dish you’ve already pointed out. Hammershøi appreciated old furniture, made of wood that had to be fine without being precious. He would say that an interior doesn’t need to be too laden, but the space does gain from being punctuated by a few simple and modest elements, as long as they are good quality.”

			“I bet he would have hated how we decorate today!”

			“Let’s say he rejected both the excessively ostentatious and the excessively vulgar. It’s lines and their purity that prompt the desire in him to paint. That’s one of the only things he said publicly about his way of working. The quality of a line, curved or straight, so enchanted him that he wanted to transcribe its beauty. In this painting, for example, he must have been excited by the skirting board, the frame of the chair, and even, on the left, by that band of shadow produced by a curtain or a turn in the wall beyond the frame. All that he called ‘the architectonic appearance.’”

			“Dadé, he should have been a decorator, your Hammershøi, rather than a painter!”

			“He didn’t have much of a choice.”

			“Really? Who was forcing him to paint?”

			“Hammershøi was a discreet man, nervous whenever he had to speak, quite melancholic, too. People who knew him said he spoke very little and, furthermore, couldn’t hear very well—he was deaf in his left ear. I already mentioned the name of the great poet Rainer Maria Rilke to you a few weeks ago. Well, it so happens that one day he visited Hammershøi in his fine, uncluttered apartment on the first floor at No. 30 Strangade, in Copenhagen—the one that’s the setting of this painting. Due to the natural reserve of the artist and the mutual language barrier, they exchanged barely a word, and Rilke left, observing: ‘We know that he dedicates himself only to painting, that he couldn’t, and wouldn’t want to, do anything other than paint.’ I believe that’s true. Hammershøi was haunted by his vocation. He didn’t even want to comment on or analyze his work, or discuss esthetics. He would paint, in silence, all the time, stubbornly. It was his sole form of expression, and, in a way, his only way of existing. Indeed, what did he paint? His existence in its most immediate form. Nothing more, nothing less. His home, his objects. And his wife Ida.”

			“It’s strange that he paints his wife from behind . . . You know, it’s like with Whistler’s mommy. It felt like he’d gone to the wrong side to paint her portrait . . . ”

			“I think it’s more that Hammershøi wanted to express his real fascination for a part of the body that’s seen too rarely in the history of painting, and of course never in classical portraiture.”

			“The nape,” Mona suggested, touching her own.

			“Excellent. The nape, supple like a shimmering wake left in water . . . As for the allusion to Whistler, you were spot on. He was an artist who admired Hammershøi, particularly for his use of color.”

			“But that’s just it, Dadé, here it seems like colors count for nothing. It’s all gray.”

			“He deliberately uses muted, subdued colors because to his mind, chromatically, he obtains the greatest effect by limiting the range of his palette. And the effect he seeks is that of silence and reverie. Generally speaking, the more brightly colored a painting is, the more it seems to channel physical energy; the more neutral and mineral the tonality becomes, the more meditative and unreal it seems.”

			Henry then attempted to explain a complex historical phenomenon to his granddaughter: the advent of the intimate. He described how homes, throughout the 18th and 19th centuries, had become segmented into different rooms in increasingly urban settings. And these enclosed spaces—bedrooms, bathrooms, boudoirs or water-closets—had favored closer personal attention, to one’s senses and individual needs, in the comfort of one’s own apartment. It was undoubtedly fascinating, but Mona felt slightly dazed, dizzy even. Must be the heat. Henry hurried his explanation.

			“Ida is deep in the heart of her home, and of her own self. And between the two there’s a link: the wall. Which the painter depicts shimmering in the light from a source beyond the frame, a window we can’t see, to the left of the composition. You see, Mona, the genius of this painting is that, because the model is sitting with her back to us, we can’t see her hands. There’s a slight movement of the shoulders and the right elbow, but nothing anywhere enables us to say whether she’s reading or sewing, for example. Nothing. And so we’re drawn to look at that wall, to absorb it fully, in silence.”

			“Is that Hammershøi’s lesson?”

			“That’s right: one must make one’s inner self talk.”

			Mona’s dizziness was increasing. But she still forced herself to look more closely at the pale glimmers of the wall, that surface painted with a milky brush, very slightly greenish, sometimes turning to blue. She became dreamy, and her reverie made her feel drowsy. The work was called Rest—she’d registered that—but her feeling of calm was followed by a distressing queasiness. Her mind became hazy, and soon so confused that she started searching Hammershøi’s painting for the trace of a four-leaf clover or a troll. Her grandfather, alerted by Mona’s incoherent speech and now pallid face, quickly made her sit down on a museum bench. Briefly, she felt as if she were suffocating, stifled by the heat. With an absurd reflex, she pulled off her pendant to get a bit of air, as she might have done a scarf or sweater. Her pulse quickened again. She lifted her head because she wanted to see that little bit of gray wall once more. It was black. Everything was black. She froze for several seconds, her eyes shuttered, as the nightmare of blindness returned.

			“Breathe, Mona, breathe,” Henry kept repeating, but without once losing his cool.

			“It’s fine, Dadé, it’s fine . . . ”

			No, it wasn’t fine, but Mona locked away her fear. With one hand she gripped her grandfather’s knee hard, and with the other she put her cornet seashell back around her neck so as not to lose it. She breathed in, breathed out, again and again, until her heartbeat returned to an acceptable rate. Bit by bit, the dark screen lifted. In front of her, Ida’s nape reappeared, the back of the chair, the white corolla of the dish on the right, and the shadow on the left, and finally the wall, Vilhelm Hammershøi’s small expanse of wall. She huddled up against Henry.

			“It’s fine, Dadé, it must be the ice creams. I ate them too quickly.”

			“My poor darling, you even thought you saw a troll.”

			“I did.”

			“Come now . . . ”

			“Right there, I’m telling you: in the folds of the sleeve, at the level of the elbow. There’s the face of a troll, with a groaning mouth, the big nose flattened, and the eye slanting downwards.”

			Henry looked closely at the details Mona was indicating. She was right.
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PIET MONDRIAN
Simplify


			Camille remained polite, but wanted to be firm: 	
“Doctor, summer vacation is coming soon, Mona’s well, and I’ll admit to having great reservations after the session three weeks ago. Maybe we could leave it at that?”

			The doctor seemed annoyed. He shrugged his shoulders, let out a long sigh, and made a doubtful grimace. But he didn’t want to force anyone. All the same, he recommended a full medical check-up. For the eyes, a retinal assessment was required, as well as an examination for ocular pressure and corneal density. After which they would make a final appointment for the end of summer. He looked at the little girl and, with real sadness, readied himself to say goodbye to her. But Mona, as she’d already done in the past, piped up:

			“Wait!” she said to her mother.

			She insisted on trying a final hypnosis session. Camille hesitated. But she recognized so much of her own character in her daughter’s resolute tone that she gave her consent and left the office.

			With eyelids flickering and body slumped, Mona sank into the somnolent state that was now familiar to her. And once again, the doctor encouraged her to relive her experience of blindness. Around thirty seconds went by without any response to his suggestions. Then something totally unexpected happened. First, Dr. Van Orst heard his young patient relating the initial traumatic episode, the sequence of which he knew almost by heart. But after that, Mona spoke of events she’d never yet admitted to: the attack at her father’s store of several months ago, and the recent one at the Musée d’Orsay, in front of Hammershøi’s painting. The doctor realized that the child had concealed these two temporary relapses from everyone around her. The trance she was in was pressing her to reveal them to him. He listened to these memories as attentively as he could. Mona, relaxed now under hypnosis, was describing them serenely. She made a gesture, a very small, repetitive gesture, that intrigued Van Orst. He brought her around and asked her mother to return to the office.

			Mona’s appearance had changed; she seemed to be buoyant and radiant the way someone is on the first day they feel better after a period of convalescence. Camille noticed her flushed cheeks and checked the doctor’s expression. Inscrutable. She asked him about it. He replied monotonously while writing his prescription.

			“Right, Mona must have her check-up, as agreed. If there’s the slightest anomaly, we’ll immediately reconsider. Otherwise, I’ll see her again in September. In the meantime, she must enjoy her vacation but continue to be seen by her psychiatrist. He’s doing some remarkable work with her, it seems to me. I’ll get in touch with him once summer’s over.”

			Mona was startled. Dr. Van Orst’s request meant she could keep going to the museum with her grandfather in July and August. Wonderful news! But what would she tell her parents and the doctor, now that he wanted to meet the non-existent psychiatrist? She mustered a faint but polite smile. Dadé will think of something, she reassured herself.

			The office door closed. Alone behind his paper-laden desk, Van Orst poured himself a black coffee. He was pondering. Finally, he whispered, like some kind of Sherlock Holmes:

			“It all hangs but by a thread.”

			 

			 

			When Henry realized that the summer wasn’t going to interrupt his Wednesday visits with his granddaughter, he was relieved. To Camille, he coolly maintained that the mystery child psychiatrist would be continuing his sessions at his office. She tried to find out more, but he insisted that she continue to trust him without asking any questions, as had originally been agreed. She gave in. Henry himself was already thinking about Beaubourg. Yes, Beaubourg, because just one visit to the Musée d’Orsay remained on his weekly schedule, so he’d soon be heading for the final third of the vast artistic panorama he’d prepared for his precious Mona. He alerted the child and told her what this next museum looked like—all giant external pipes, primary colors, and transparent escalators, to be found on the other side of the Seine, not far from the old Les Halles district. She wanted to see it right away. But first they had a final work to see at the Musée d’Orsay. A work that, in its own way, would bring together all they’d seen of 19th-century painting, and at the same time, herald the countless follies of modernity. Mona was raring to go, and this time, ate just one ice cream on the way. Henry led her to the very small painting, thirty-five centimeters by forty-five, of a Dutchman who would revolutionize the perception of the world.

			 

			It was a rural landscape dominated by a row of two large haystacks, close together, and a third, smaller one, to the right of the composition. They were painted from a slight three-quarter viewpoint, left of the painting. To be certain of what you were looking at, it was best to have read the title of the painting because, unlike the sky, across which a tissue of light clouds was thinly painted, its subject wasn’t immediately recognizable. The compressed stacks of dry grass, so common in the countryside, here looked more like crude, slightly rounded, rectangular parallelepipeds, soft around the edges and kind of chubby. And their outer surface was painted with a weave of vertical brushstrokes that were vigorous and prominent, varying mainly from dark magenta to wine-colored. To describe the stretch of land (occupying a third of the painting) on which the haystacks were standing was almost impossible. It was a mixture of green and blue bands that were sinuous enough to create the impression of ridges, even banks. There were also a few white flecks and some upright russet dashes, particularly on the right, which, in this setting, evoked the scattered plants—reeds, perhaps—that grow in damp places. From that one could deduce that the haystacks were standing in the peaty surrounds of a pond, a flooded meadow, an indistinct polder, all looking more like daubed chaos.

			 

			Mona noted, during the half-hour she spent in front of the painting, that, in front of it, the ballet of the tourists as they passed got livelier than it usually was. The gallery attendants were exasperated and made it known: “No flash please! No flash please!” Mona loved seeing adults telling off other adults. It gave her a slight sense of revenge . . . And then there was the signature on that day’s painting. Whenever a visitor discovered the identity of the artist, he or she would seem surprised, even disappointed, and then look at the work with a kind of bafflement that tainted the atmosphere. One smartly dressed gentleman thrust his glasses at the small monogram in the bottom-left corner three times. Seemingly livid, he hailed an attendant, convinced an attempt was being made to dupe him:

			“That, a Mondrian? Impossible!”

			The child gave her grandfather a questioning look.

			“Piet Mondrian is known across the planet for paintings qualified as ‘abstract,’ based on grid patterns and primary colors: blue, yellow and red. These paintings, produced after the First World War, had a seismic effect not only on painting, but also on design and architecture. Too often, the fact that his career as an artist began in the 1890s and his style was originally Realist, aiming to depict nature accurately, is obscured.”

			“But here, Dadé, would you say that’s the case?”

			“No, indeed, here it isn’t. These haystacks date from 1908, and have an evasive, uncertain feel to them.”

			“Yes, it’s like the landscape’s shaking a little, as if agitated.” 

			“We’re on the right track. Listen: Mondrian took a close interest in a doctrine that was all the rage in Europe at the time, one that claimed it could reveal a very ancient and universal truth. It was called theosophy.”

			“Is it a religion?”

			“In some ways. Naysayers will call it a sect, advocates will claim that it’s a form of wisdom. Let’s say that theosophy sought a general reconciliation between all the religions of the East and the West, and even all forms of knowledge, to create a climate of harmony on Earth in which each human being can find Illumination. It’s about purifying oneself as much as possible to reach what’s essential, a quest for asceticism and wisdom. Indeed, if we could have Mondrian’s entire oeuvre before our eyes, we’d see that between his early works and his mature ones, the artist proceeded in that way: he was increasingly stripping back. He went gradually from faithful depiction to forms reduced to their most elementary geometry. And these Haystacks are fascinating because they appear exactly halfway along his journey.”

			Henry tried to explain how this intervening period corresponded to what the history of art designates as “Expressionism,” a very important movement marked by an internalized conception of creation, in which lived sensation prevails over real perception, without the latter being excluded for all that. Van Gogh and Gauguin were the two great inspirations for this. As was the Norwegian artist Edvard Munch. The famous painter of The Scream came up with an eloquent definition of the approach: “Art is the form of the image conceived through a man’s nerves—his heart—his brain—his eye.” That was Expressionism: an approach to painting through a prism of all the constituent parts of an artist, from the retina to the layers of skin to the vital organs, from present emotions to past memories, and even to bodily fluids.

			To get to grips with these complex ideas, Mona tried to give concrete form to what her grandfather was saying. She imagined Mondrian strolling through the Dutch countryside, and started to mime him doing so.

			“Then it’s actually as if I were Mondrian . . . I’m there, walking calmly through the fields when, thanks to the hay in front of me . . . ” She opened her eyes wide. “ . . . I start to feel certain emotions,”—she did a little leap—“some joy, some sadness, other feelings, too; and then, afterwards, when I’m painting the hay, I paint all that I felt.” Her hands and fingers simulated boiling water. “And I don’t fret about adding a bit more brown or red where there should be green, because they’re the colors I have in my heart or my nerves.” She pounded her chest. “And so what if they’re different from those I actually had in front of my eyes?” She waited in suspense. “Is that it?”

			“That’s totally it, Mr. Mondrian. And I would add, dear master, that you were careful to choose a small canvas, since the more modest in size your painting, the more freely you inject into it what is intimate and personal to you.”

			Mona dropped her role-playing. She stared at the painting in silence for a long time. It was slowly starting to make sense.

			“You know, Dadé, when I look at all that, I know I should be thinking of Van Gogh, for sure, it’s really similar . . . And then also a little of Monet and Cézanne, before him. I totally get that. But—”

			“You’re right, yes! But what, then?”

			“It’s strange . . . I think mainly of someone else . . . To me, there’s definitely someone else there . . . You’re going to give me a zero, I can tell.”

			“Who, Mona? Go on, say who.”

			“Okay, remember in front of the Mona Lisa, Dadé, the lesson was that we must smile at life. I’m sure you remember . . . But to get there, we also said that Leonardo was showing that there was energy everywhere in the landscape; he showed that everywhere, there were . . . vibrations, you know?”

			“I do know, yes. And so?”

			“Well, here, Dadé, it’s like Leonardo. Mondrian wants us to really sense that it’s alive and quivering all over, so he uses really thick brushstrokes. And that’s why it seems like it’s living, like it’s breathing.”

			“Like it’s pulsing.”

			“Yes, that’s it! I remember, Dadé, you used that word in front of Goya’s bits of lamb; well here, it’s just the same. And look, Dadé (Mona chuckled), Mondrian’s haystacks even look like lumps of roast beef!”

			“You’re going a bit too far with your culinary analogies, but you’ve understood the sensations Mondrian is seeking to externalize. His painting expresses the intrinsic aura that surrounds these banal heaps of fodder, and he also uses the fluid white of the clouds to radiate light around the stacks of hay and give them a cosmic dimension. Mondrian wants us to feel, just as he does, the spirit that emanates from every component of the world. He appeals to us to look at each one in its most elementary state.”

			“And did you notice, Dadé, the brushstrokes on the haystacks look like stitches?”

			“Another good mark, Mona. As I said, Mondrian is going through a major transition when he’s painting this picture. He’s moving towards reducing his paintings to severely pared-back structures. In the 1910s, not long after this painting, he will start to organize the space on his canvas with a grid of vertical and horizontal lines.”

			“But why?”

			“He felt that the vertical lines, with their appearance of rising, had a spiritual value, and the horizontal lines, stretching out, a terrestrial value. He believed that, by turning his canvases into grids, with right angles all over the place, he was revealing the hidden harmony of the universe. This idea clearly didn’t come to him from nowhere: it was his initiation into theosophy that had dictated it to him.”

			Mona was getting a bit lost, but still recognized the many upward-rising brushstrokes that were perpendicular (though not always strictly so) to the long brushstrokes trailing across the width of the canvas, particularly those that defined the foreground. Oh, that foreground! It was what bothered her the most. To her, the artist really did seem to be taking great liberties with the usual aim of resemblance. Whatever Henry had told her about the polders in the Netherlands, she still thought it looked most like a dirty palette!

			“With your ‘theosophy,’ your ‘Expressionism,’ and your stuff about ‘abstraction,’ I already know that the lesson from Mondrian is going to be a complicated one.”

			“It could well be, that’s true. But it doesn’t have to be. The proof being that it can be summed up in a single word, just one, itself a perfectly simple instruction: simplify. Mondrian simplifies his pictorial approach, his process; he simplifies his colors, no longer concerned with whether or not they correspond to those of nature; he focuses on some hay, that’s to say, a very simple subject from everyday life. When we think of transformations, we presume they’re to move towards more complexity; we believe that transitions, metamorphoses, come about through addition, not subtraction. Mondrian teaches us the opposite. Simplify. Simplify, Mona. Do you see?”

			“Yes, Dadé, I think I see. I see . . . ”
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WASSILY KANDINSKY
Find the spiritual in each thing


			And so elementary school was ending. Soon, that chapter would conclude and it would be junior high. And yet Mona wasn’t conscious of it. Enjoying the end-of-year fete, she was breathless with laughter as she played the knock-down game with Lili and Jade. The three friends aimed again and again, and whenever the pyramid of tins collapsed with an almighty clatter, their cheers erupted, triumphant and strident.

			Dizzy with excitement, they headed for their classroom, where Madame Hadji would be presenting the models they’d been constructing throughout the year. The one of the moon revolving in its illuminated box, which Diego had made with the partial collaboration of Jade, was grabbing all the attention, sparking curiosity. The adults were flocking to it, elbowing and shouldering their way forward to get closer to the little diorama. And then, without anyone knowing why or how, a tragedy occurred. After a moment of confusion, the papier-mâché Moon was found crushed. The great silvery sphere was now flat as a pancake. An accident? The result of jostling? A spiteful act by someone jealous? No one had noticed a thing; it was like some cruel trick of the devil. The thing was ruined. Diego was told. He brooded on the news in silence for a few seconds, then disappeared. He wasn’t seen again.

			As for Mona’s and Lili’s model, which was supposed to be of the latter’s future bedroom, it now featured an adorable detail. The girls had slipped a figurine of a cat into the enormous basket. A Vertunni figurine, filched from the store. Mona had remembered that the dandy who collected the figures did so to reproduce memories. He animated the theater of his memory with them. She had reversed the process: this lead casting of a cat, curled up between the four miniature walls, was an appeal, a prayer to Lili’s father, who was as keen as all the parents to see his offspring’s creation. The message got through and the real cat would be making the journey. He promised.

			Lili didn’t stop while the going was this good: she was now begging her father to invite Mona and Jade to visit her as soon as they’d moved to Italy. Evasively, he just suggested that they meet up for the November break. Lili exploded:

			“November! But that’s so far away! That’s not fair! I’m fed up with you, fed up with everything, fed up, fed up!”

			Mona realized that her friend needed calming down. She began counting on her fingers: 

			“Lili, November is in four months’ time. But actually, when you think of it, that’s four months out of the twelve in a year, like a year divided into three . . . It’s only a third of a year away!”

			And this simplification into a fraction, proving that the school benches hadn’t yet been entirely abandoned, cheered Lili up. The mathematical trick had made the length of time seem more acceptable to her. Excitedly, the girls set off to wreak more havoc at the knock-down game.

			 

			 

			Mona had never seen the Centre Georges-Pompidou, which Henry, like everyone, called “Beaubourg.” This name favored the recollection of a medieval place over the invocation of a recent French president who was a fan of modern art. Mona was bowled over: all those bright colors and that giant network of tubes made it look like a giant toy to her, and she struggled to believe that a museum could have such a frivolous appearance. And the architecture imbued the July air with playfulness. Indeed, on the slightly sloping piazza facing the building, two young guys seemed to be having great fun: both exceptionally muscular, they were performing a crazy stunt. One did a handstand, legs in the air, straight as the letter “I,” while the second clambered up his body to adopt the same position by gripping the soles of his shoes with palms flat. Mona said it was a bit like Beaubourg’s architecture itself: topsy-turvy. Henry agreed: instead of hiding the stairs and elevators, the ventilation shafts, the water pipes and electricity conduits, all the workings, they had made everything visible. Mona was already imagining herself entering the giant tubes and going on a roller-coaster ride, but her grandfather swiftly put the brakes on her fairground fantasies. It was into an elegant gallery, which couldn’t have been more traditional, that he led her to view a small work on paper.

			 

			A rider in a red cape was astride a white horse that was charging into space, leaping, flying diagonally from left to right of the composition. The horse’s legs were extended horizontally, in front and behind, just like a caricature of a full galop or a jump over an obstacle. The work was a study, so something preparatory, condensed, and certainly unfinished. The drawing was greatly simplified, with a childlike clumsiness even, since the rider and horse were in fact but a few rough strokes of India ink, without any detail; they were reduced to silhouettes in profile. The background glowed in an orangey tone suggestive of dusk, or perhaps dawn, while various indistinct, hard to define motifs hovered all around. Four could be clearly distinguished, sprouting more or less from the corners of the vague rectangle the scene was painted on. Bottom left, there was a kind of skeletal black pine tree, sketched over a patch of green watercolor; there was a similar lighter-green patch in the corner above, but wider and partly contained within a black border that started jagged then became rounded. From the top-right corner, an elongated form extended towards the center of the page, diagonal like the horse and almost parallel to it—a kind of orange cloud that just touched a semi-circular sun, which itself seemed to lean on the rider’s cape. As for the bottom-right corner, it was pretty much nibbled off, cut away: a patch of wine-red and mauve gave rise to a black rootlike network that rose up into the sky. Scattered here and there, as if levitating, dark “holes” dotted the entire picture. Finally, it was noteworthy that this picture was set against a background daubed in dark blue paint—the same color used for the rider’s body.

			 

			Mona studied the drawing for twenty minutes, instantly convinced that behind its apparent simplicity, there lay great complexity. She also liked the name of the artist, written on the label, with its crystalline ring: Wassily Kandinsky. 

			“It’s a Russian name,” Henry specified. “He was born in Moscow in 1866. And the little drawing you see here dates from 1911. So we can say that the artist, at all of forty-five, was already a mature man when he produced it. In temperament, he was very level-headed and reasonable. Indeed, he should have become a university professor. When he took to his easel, he always ensured that he was elegantly dressed, not in a smock but in a suit.”

			“Oh really? He seems to draw more like a child.”

			“There’s a bit of that, perhaps, but do you remember Cézanne?”

			Mona did remember it, yes, but she asked that he refresh her memory. Henry explained again how certain painters sought to return to the elementary language of early childhood, by pushing that form of expression, seemingly unworthy of those with maturity, to its maximum potential.

			“Here, Mona, there are some recognizable motifs. Can you see which ones?”

			“I can see there’s a man riding a white horse; he’s dressed in blue and has a cape. They seem to be heading off into the sky. But around them, it’s harder to say. For example, there are some black things, like bits of coal, floating around, and you wonder what they might be.”

			“Yes, it’s impossible to put names to them. The space into which the rider is flying has features that are vaguely reminiscent of nature: a tree, a cloudy sky, a hillock perhaps, but they are actually free-form, all the more intriguing for not trying to look like anything we know. We could say that they are abstract. I’m going to tell you a story on that subject. One evening in 1908, Kandinsky returns to his studio in the German town of Murnau. And in the half-light of this familiar place, he suddenly discovers something totally unexpected: An enigmatic painting full of sumptuous colors, in which no subject reveals itself. This work is unknown to him and makes an intense impression on him.”

			“How could it have been in his studio? Someone must have wanted to play a prank on him.”

			“It’s fate that took care of the prank . . . Here’s the explanation: in the haziness of the fading evening light, he had actually failed to recognize one of his own paintings. It was in fact placed on one of its sides. And because it was turned around that way, he’d no longer been able to see that it was a landscape. All he could distinguish on it were explosions of color and lines following their own path.”

			“Aha, so it was the wrong way up. I get it: what counts is the beauty of the strokes and colors, in watercolor, in India ink. We already saw that a bit with Whistler, remember?”

			“Absolutely, Mona. And now look at the rider . . . ”

			“The rider,” Mona continued, her voice suddenly quivering with emotion, “the rider is forming an oblique line,” she used the expression with a certain pride. “And he’s leaping, but in such an exaggerated way that he seems like a rocket! And the yellow, oranges, purple, they all seem like an explosion in the middle of the blue that surrounds the image: it’s the flames of a lift-off.”

			Mona then mimed with her hand, parallel to Kandinsky’s horse and the vast diagonal cloud, a plane taking off. At the same time, she made the sound of a noisy motor with her mouth. This surprised Henry, and he caught hold of his granddaughter’s outstretched fingers and squeezed them tenderly. It suddenly dawned on him that the period in which this had been drawn did, in fact, coincide with the birth of aviation. So he told Mona about the exploits of Louis Blériot, crossing the Channel in his monoplane in 1909, and mentioned the early dreams of space exploration. And yet, he explained, with Kandinsky and numerous other artists of his generation, there was a conjunction between two seemingly opposing influences: on the one hand, they were drawn to the idea of a return to natural sources, popular cultures, primitive ones, sometimes coarse ones; on the other, they were fascinated by the effects of the new century’s discoveries and technical innovations.

			“It’s funny,” Mona added, “for a really long time there were millions and millions of people who wanted to go up into the sky, thinking they might find heaven there! And then here, Kandinsky is telling us that we’re finally going to be able to visit God and the angels even before dying, thanks to progress!”

			Henry was reassured: what his granddaughter had just said was certainly nicely put, but still retained enough freshness for him to know that she wasn’t about to tip over into adolescence. She still had a few subtleties to learn to grasp when symbolism is at play. Kandinsky wasn’t saying that people would actually be able to take a quick spin up in the beyond in some aircraft or another; if he was playing with the imaginary conquest of space, it was to urge the world to turn towards the spiritual.

			“I’ve got it,” Mona said, after some careful consideration. “A rider is free; he gallops wherever he wants to! He sets off on adventures! And here, he’s even blue, and that’s really important because it’s the color of the sky. You told me that in front of Raphael’s Beautiful Gardener. This blue rider is an allegory of our mind, which can go wherever it wants.”

			“And the blue rider, or Blaue Reiter in German, will actually serve as a rallying symbol for a whole group of artists. Moreover, this drawing was originally intended to illustrate the almanac of that group. In it, Kandinsky and his friends explain that they want to make space for all that’s poetic and dreamlike; they want the arts and the crafts to enter into dialogue, with no distinction or hierarchy; they want to rid themselves of the obligation to depict what simply lies before their eyes. And look, Mona: neither the trees, nor the rocks, nor any other part of this landscape really looks like what we might see outdoors. They look more like mental images, like those bright colors and wayward lines that we can picture internally, depending on the abstract flashes that pass through our consciousness.”

			“And our subconscious,” Mona chipped in, remembering Klimt and the reference to Freud.

			“Precisely. Kandinsky doesn’t want to speak only to the eyes or the consciousness of humanity, because that would merely be speaking to the surface of beings. He wants to speak to their soul.”

			Mona looked astonished and stayed silent for a good while. What on earth could “speaking to the soul” of someone mean? Henry saw she was perplexed. Suddenly, he started to hum. He had a deep voice that allowed him to make the sound resonate from the back of his palate. It was Wagner’s “Ride of the Valkyries,” and barely had he let out a few a cappella notes before Mona was swaying on her legs. He smiled.

			“You can feel, Mona, how the music has the power to speak directly to the most sensitive parts of your being: that’s your soul starting to resonate. Well Kandinsky, who was also a music aficionado, demanded that painting aim for that same level of intensity, and develop a new language capable of creating all-encompassing emotion. Kandinsky says it himself: he wants to teach us to ‘live the spiritual through material and abstract things.’ What Kandinsky’s saying is that everything, absolutely everything, can be sacred. By paying attention to the world around us, to its slightest forms, colors, contours, we must be able to glimpse the divine, including in the humblest object made within the confines of the Russian countryside, including in a ray of light or the simple song of a bird. From then on, there’s no longer any need to go to any kind of church for the fire within each of us to be awakened: the spark is everywhere.”

			Mona continued to gaze at Kandinsky’s drawing for several long minutes, but instead of focusing on the rider himself, she dived into the colors, particularly that vibrant mass of blue, and into those thick, black rhizome-like squiggles. Inside her head, “Ride of the Valkyries” was booming.
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MARCEL DUCHAMP
Stir everything up


			Paul had gone to the Évreux market, in Normandy, with Mona, and under the July sun, had hired and set up for Sunday a small outdoor stand, tucked between a second-hand clothes stall and a crêpe hut. He had put on display the half-dozen prototypes of the old dial phones he’d taken apart and converted to allow cellphone calls. The star model was made of wood with a metal bell, delightfully evocative of Proust’s era. Browsers passed by, then stopped, became interested, and finally, flocked there. Paul kept doing more and more demonstrations. Towards the end of the day, a small crowd was gathered around him. Since he only had prototypes, orders were placed for later receipt of a bespoke telephone; the customers were naturally frustrated, but all the more eager. The day’s final tally proved very encouraging. At around 7:30 P.M., Paul already had eleven orders at three hundred euros apiece. A reporter from the local paper, Paris-Normandie, turned up, promising to put him at least in News in Brief, and took a photo of him. Mona suggested that her father pose with a wooden phone in one hand and a touch-screen one in the other. As for the holders of the clothing stall and the crêpe hut, they were delighted: the crowd drawn to Paul’s stand increased their business. And for that, Mona would be given a chunky red beanie and a top-notch Livarot-cheese crêpe with salad.

			While packing up, Paul was accosted by a final customer.

			“I’ll give you six hundred euros for the Bakelite phone right now!”

			And the guy started handing him the cash in small bills. Paul couldn’t believe it, but turned the offer down, politely explaining that, for now, he was only accepting orders.

			On the journey back to Montreuil, Mona kept peering at her father. Despite the day’s success, he remained true to himself, modest and kind. She felt happy for him. And asked him how much he would have let the phone go for. Paul replied that he’d never part with that particular one because it was the first he’d managed to get working.

			“Not even for ten thousand euros?” Mona persisted.

			And Paul, beaming, begged her not to tell her mother: not even for fifty thousand euros!

			The child felt like throwing her arms around her father’s neck, so pleased was she to hear his reverence for the small object. But he was focused on his steering wheel. This was no time to have an accident! So, instead, she gripped the little cornet seashell hanging on its fishing line, and felt its immeasurable emotional essence and mystical value.

			 

			 

			To get to Beaubourg, Henry and Mona walked along the Rue de Rivoli, that lengthy and beautiful Haussmann thoroughfare on which could be found, at No. 52, the Bazar de l’Hôtel de Ville, known as the BHV. In one of the generous windows of this department store there was a gleaming, fully equipped bathroom with a multijet shower stall. Mona wondered what would happen if someone popped inside to have a wash, stark naked, before the eyes of the passers-by. Henry took her remark literally and explained to the child that, from the 20th century onwards, such a provocative act could very well have been the work of an artist. And then it would have been dubbed “performance art.” 

			“During the First World War,” he said, “there was a movement called ‘Dada’ that invented a new kind of cabaret that was completely crazy, in which everything and anything went on: screaming, jumping, contorting, declaiming. The anarchy offered up to the audience was considered a creation in itself, and was supposed to express the absurdity of those times. But this taste for performance developed mainly after the Second World War; actions began to be designated works of art, even when they couldn’t be less esthetically pleasing or in poorer taste. A man who gets himself shot in the arm, a couple who scream at each other to the point of exhaustion, a young boy who has himself deliberately locked inside a sealed stone structure and remains there, totally immobile, for a week . . . These trivial, stupid, violent, absurd actions could all lay claim to the status of works of art.”

			Henry, sensing that his granddaughter was disconcerted by what he was saying, cheerily drove the point home:

			

			“And believe it or not, that whole crazy adventure began here, at the BHV! Would you like us to step inside and see?”

			Mona agreed, enthusiastically. And yet, instead of pushing open the double doors of the store, Henry took her by the hand and led her to Beaubourg. This time, she was completely baffled.

			 

			It was a hanging object: a bottle-drying rack made of galvanized iron, commonly known as a “hedgehog,” composed of a base and then five circular tiers, the first two of diminishing diameter, the top three having the same diameter. From each of these five tiers protruded, at regular intervals, short branches that formed an obtuse angle of about a hundred and ten degrees. None was being used to dry a single glass bottle. You could count them: thirteen on the first tier, ten on the second, and nine on each of the following three tiers. The framework was reinforced by four vertical struts, and some rivets could be seen holding it all together. A wire suspended the rack in the air, as if it were levitating, and thanks to the way it was lit, its shadow could be seen. Finally, handwritten in black on the circle that served as the base, it said: “Marcel Duchamp 1964 / Exempl. / Rrose.”

			 

			Perturbed, Mona couldn’t manage the lengthy observation time required by her grandfather. And for a good reason: this object, a drying rack for bottles, reignited an old phobia. We’ll recall how much she dreaded the one in her father’s store. And right now, her discomfort was intensified by the incongruity of another one of its kind dangling in a prestigious museum. It really didn’t seem serious to her. And it was then that Henry tried to explain that it was serious because it wasn’t. 

			“Yes, it is just a bottle rack, a banal and vulgar bottle rack such as one finds everywhere, and which the artist had himself bought at the BHV—”

			“Aha! So that’s why you made me believe we were going to enter the store and ended up bringing me here instead. What a practical joker you are, Dadé!”

			“The practical joker, in this instant, is more the man behind this ‘work’: Marcel Duchamp. Be sure to remember his name because few artists had as much influence as he did during the 20th century.”

			Mona wondered: was her grandfather pulling her leg? Yet he seemed to be sincere. Then she remembered the monumental work in marble by Michelangelo and that in bronze planned by Camille Claudel, and asked whether this, too, was supposed to be a sculpture.

			“In one sense,” Henry replied, this piece can indeed be considered a sculpture, since it’s a volume in three dimensions, as opposed to a painting, which is only two. But those are just the kind of traditional categories that Duchamp seeks to break down. This bottle rack wasn’t made by Duchamp, wasn’t even transformed, repainted, or whatever, by him. Duchamp was happy just to select it, and even then, to select it because it had absolutely no particular characteristic. It wasn’t beautiful in any way, or ugly, either, it just was what it was. It was already there, already made, and that’s why the artist used the expression ‘ready-made’ to refer to the object.”

			“But Dadé, is it a work of art?”

			“Ah, that’s the big question! Marcel Duchamp would have answered that it’s a work, but a work ‘that’s not of art!’ I don’t know if it’s a work of art. But I do know that, here, right now, it becomes one in our eyes.”

			Mona screwed up her own eyes. She went quiet for a while and started to look at the bottle rack more carefully, as she should have done from the start. One, two, five minutes . . . was the object becoming a work of art before her eyes, as her grandfather had said it would? Henry broke the silence with a well-known saying of Duchamp, slowly stressing each syllable in the hope that it would resonate deep inside Mona:

			“‘It’s the viewers who make the paintings.’”

			The child smiled. She loved the statement, thinking that she herself, a mere little girl, was playing a crucial role every time she went to a museum; thanks to her, the paintings, sculptures, photographs, drawings kept inside the museums lit up, came to life. They became what they were, and even more. What Henry wanted her to grasp intuitively was that Marcel Duchamp, with his bottle rack, and later with other ready-mades, challenges the viewers: from what point or what threshold does an object become a work of art? Duchamp doesn’t offer the answer, but does ask the question (or rather, makes it felt) by means of a minimal gesture, devoid of any esthetic or moral intent.

			“Marcel Duchamp provoked. For example, in 1917, he produced, anonymously, a work entitled Fountain, which was a simple urinal turned on its side, and then he wanted it to be displayed amid sculptures and paintings. The committee behind the exhibition didn’t want it, despite having undertaken not to refuse anyone’s work. Through his hoax, Duchamp was making the jury face an eternal question: at what point does an object becomes a work of art? Must it imitate something in nature? Or on the contrary, differentiate itself from nature? Is a mere signature enough? Or that it be placed in a gallery? Does work need to have gone into it? And in that case, who evaluates it? According to which criteria? Even if the bottle rack or urinal are neither beautiful nor interesting in an immediate way, they serve Duchamp as proof through their absurdity.”

			“Yes, but personally, Dadé, I think one must be moved in front of a work of art!”

			“Certainly. But some artists will tell you that that’s not their problem, and their view would be equally legitimate. Furthermore, Mona, incomprehension, doubt, discomfort, anger, and even laughter—because you mustn’t forget the humor underlying all this—they are all emotions, too.”

			Mona was thinking to herself: it’s true that this work annoys me, but it’s also true that it’s funny, that bit of iron dangling in the middle of a museum. 

			“In the end,” she said out loud, “I rather like Duchamp’s thingamajig, and it looks nice floating in the air like that. It’s like Kandinsky’s blue rider: a real rocket!”

			“On the subject of rockets, Duchamp recounts that one day he went to an aeronautical show with his friends Fernand Léger and Constantin Brâncuși, both artists themselves. During his visit, he comes across a splendid airplane propeller. He declares to his friends that no human hand will ever make anything better. He concludes from this that, from now on, painting is dead.”

			“I’m sure he was saying that because he was hopeless with a paintbrush in his hand.”

			“Not in the least. Marcel Duchamp was perfectly at ease in front of an easel. Although from the early 1910s, he has the feeling that painting is an outmoded technique and he wants to blow apart the classical image of art. It’s not by chance that this bottle rack dates from 1914, just a few months after that visit to the aeronautical show at which he felt certain that painting was dead.”

			

			“Seems more like 1964 to me! That’s what’s written on the metal, look!”

			“You don’t miss a thing. Marcel Duchamp bought his bottle rack in 1914. So the original bottle rack dates from that year. But, believe it or not, one day, Marcel’s sister mistakenly throws the object away, not imagining that it could be a work of her brother’s! That’s why Duchamp purchased more bottle racks like the first one and signed them, with a view to giving them to museums. In one way, they are thus replicas of the original one. In another, it’s absurd to talk of replicas and originals since, from 1914 onwards, the bottle rack in question was similar to any other one that could have been bought at the BHV.”

			“He’s giving me a headache, this Duchamp!”

			“He wants to break conventions. Always. By shaking up what governs our daily existence, he draws our attention to society’s ways, to what it decides is normal. He takes apart mechanisms and, in that way, shows that what seems indisputable isn’t.”

			“Right.”

			“Look at what’s written on the bottle rack: ‘Rrose.’ That’s an allusion to ‘Rrose Sélavy.’”

			“And who’s she?”

			“It’s the name of a fictional person whose identity Duchamp would sometimes adopt, dressing up as a woman. So, whereas we believe that there are necessarily men on one side and women on the other, Duchamp gave the impression that those categories were interchangeable.”

			“Your Duchamp really did shake everything up!”

			“Oh yes. The lesson from Marcel Duchamp is, indeed, that one must shake everything up. And his entire life and work were dedicated to doing so, including in the most serious places, starting with museums.”

			As they were leaving the gallery, Mona was wondering where her father’s “hedgehog” rack—a sordid symbol of his alcoholism—could have gotten to. She remembered that day when, in the gloom of the store, she’d decorated it with heart-shaped keyrings to tell him she loved him. So, she concluded, that day I created a sculpture. And then she was thinking how Marcel Duchamp was, in his own way, a magician, because he offered the extraordinary possibility of transforming everything into a work of art. The confusion he conjured up between art and life thrilled her. It was almost too good to be true. 
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KAZIMIR MALEVICH
Make yourself autonomous


			Camille’s expression was tense, her jaw tight. She was with her daughter at the ophthalmology center, where the little girl had to undergo the series of precautionary tests prescribed by Dr. Van Orst just before the vacation. Among all these was the measuring of ocular pressure, which involved a small air pulse being directed at the cornea; Mona found the sensation really unpleasant. As Camille watched her daughter, she wanted to scream with rage, so sickening did she find the threat of blindness hovering over the child. But she, too, held it together.

			In the room where she was waiting for her results, along with a few other quietly seated people, Mona set herself a challenge: if she managed to count to thirty in her head in less than twenty seconds, the results would be good. She leant over her watch, held her breath, raced through the numbers, met her challenge. But it was too easy. A real challenge would be to “clown around,” as her father called it, instead. She decided that if she managed to make her mother laugh in less than ten minutes, the news would be positive. It was 3:11 P.M.; by 3:13 P.M., she was pulling increasingly silly faces, so exasperating Camille that she told her to stop. At 3:15 P.M., she tried a silly riddle on her, without the hoped-for effect. At 3:18 P.M., she tried yet another grimace. Time was running out. And so the child, convinced that her life depended on Camille’s laughter, thought she’d stir things up in the oppressively silent waiting room. At 3:19 P.M., she stood up and proposed a charade to the patients present. Camille was appalled but Mona didn’t sit back down: she stuck her incisors out like a rodent, put her hands behind her forward-tipped head, then held them straight up, just above the back of her head and flapped them together.

			“Do you know what that is?” she asked her audience.

			Rather annoyed by this impromptu performance, they all grumbled.

			“A rabbit riding a motorbike without his helmet!” Mona exclaimed, triumphantly.

			She turned around and shrugged her shoulders with a despairing expression. Her mother rolled her eyes and couldn’t help but let out a charming little laugh. It was 3:20 P.M. 

			 

			 

			Henry learnt from Camille that not only had Mona’s tests detected no anomalies, they had even shown her to possess extraordinary vision, far exceeding what would be considered an excellent level. Modestly, Mona had never told her grandfather that Dr. Van Orst had told her one day that she had 18/10 vision—that of a sharpshooter or a fighter pilot. Henry was delighted with the news but, being cautious, didn’t let his joy show. “Absolute vision” . . . Yes, maybe she was endowed with such a thing . . . As well as a golden heart, Mona no doubt had eyes of gold. She would be able to grasp, behind his seeming austerity, the huge impact of the obscure Kazimir Malevich.

			 

			It was a simple black cross on a white background. A Greek cross, the kind in which the horizontal and vertical arms are of equal length, and intersect at their respective centers. These two arms were thick. They both seemed to occupy around a third of the surface they were on, bearing in mind that the painting measured eighty centimeters squared. In reality, nothing was as structured or geometrical. The symmetry was unsteady. The sides of the horizontal rectangle were sufficiently oblique to be almost trapezoid, and the top of the cross slanted imperceptibly to the left of the composition. The edges didn’t give the impression of neat regularity or entirely precise proportions. As for the black and the white, they had a texture that produced many subtly different tones and rough patches. Although there was clearly a dryness to the work’s sobriety and minimalism, it was no less stirring, if not sensual, for all that.

			 

			Mona was in a mischievous mood that day. Aha! Her grandfather, having taken her to stand in front of a bottle rack the previous week, was now making her stand in front of a black cross on a white background, with no fruit or flowers, no face or landscape, no battle or other event, without even a touch of red or hint of yellow. Since he seemed to want to challenge her to spend a very long time in front of almost nothing, well fine, she’d rise to it. After around forty minutes, it was Henry who broke the silence.

			“Kazimir Malevich was born in 1879, in what today is Ukraine, but back then was part of the Russian Empire. At that time, it was the largest nation in the world, dominated by an omnipotent tsar. By 1935, the year the artist died, Russia had become the USSR, a territory even more vast, massive, under the control of a totalitarian dictatorship.”

			“Why did that happen?”

			“First, it was striking and furious women workers who roused the people, triggering the tsar’s capitulation in 1917. Malevich supported this revolution, even participated in it—like many artists of his generation. He had a revolutionary temperament.”

			“Hey, that reminds me of David! But all the same, it’s hard to believe that you could spark a revolution with a painting like that.”

			And yet, her grandfather mused, there are thousands of ways of rising up, rebelling, calling out injustice, rousing the crowds against the powers that be. What matters is finding the form of expression that suits the context of the time. David had found it, undeniably. But what Henry needed to make Mona understand was that this cross, this simple cross, reduced to nothing but itself, on its white background, this “zero of form,” as Malevich put it, also carried, in 1915, an explosive charge. 

			“In fact,” Henry resumed, “when Malevich exhibits this painting, he’s still part of a very important movement in Europe: Futurism. It’s a movement that advocates constant change, the metamorphosis of everything, all of the time, often with violence. Well Malevich, with his severely pared-down abstractions, pushes this rationale to its craziest limits: he makes it clear that we must start again from elementary things, residing deep inside us, to effect changes on the world. We can start from the colors that inhabit our soul, from a simple line, a circle, a cross, a square, an oblique line, from what’s plainest and purest within us, to set in motion massive upheavals.”

			

			“It’s funny,” Mona whispered, “at first you think this cross is just a cross, a dead simple cross. But in fact, the lines slope a little. There are things that move; the cross is alive. It’s alive because it . . . it . . . ”

			“Because it quivers,” Henry said, to help her out. “What Malevich is expressing is that the slightest, most subtle shifts and rhythms dictate the workings of the entire universe: direction, the effects of gravity and weightlessness, fluidity, movement through space, the rotation of atoms and planets. From a minimal action, a seed, the first quiver, all possibilities exist and unfold. It’s a call for total freedom.”

			“But the cross, it also has to do with Jesus, Dadé! Did Malevich know that he was painting a religious symbol?”

			“Of course. He has that in mind when he paints it. Malevich is a very spiritual person, like Kandinsky. In that sense, his abstraction is a revolutionary lever because it shows his rejection of materialism.”

			“His rejection of what?”

			“Materialism, which is basically a vision of the world that maintains that the universe is composed only of matter, and it’s pointless or illusory to concern oneself with the divine, the ‘transcendental,’ as the learned say.” Mona silently repeated the word. “But Malevich remains very attached to what is invisible, intangible. This cross isn’t a Christian cross such as you see in churches, but it still bears a sacred aura.”

			“But did the people who saw this cross see all that you’re telling me?”

			“Some saw it as a stupid provocation; others acknowledged that it was revolutionary. In the context of 1915, people sensed that Malevich wanted to free art of all that was conventional and give it a new impetus. But what’s most astonishing is that Malevich’s paintings, which, being so pared down, one might think inoffensive, ended up causing some very serious problems. I’ll explain this to you.”

			Mona adopted an exaggeratedly serious expression.

			“In 1922, the Soviet Union is born, and Malevich is pretty much in favor of this sweeping political and social change, which leaves behind it a regime of privilege, that of the tsar, for a system called Communism. But very soon, many Communists became suspicious of art, pictures, painting.”

			“Why?”

			“Well, among the Communists there were many who opposed all that’s too intellectual, too individualistic in art. In their eyes, such striving for the avant-garde ran counter to an egalitarian society; it turned culture into an aristocratic exception, reserved for an elite. What’s more, they soon wanted art to serve, strictly and uniquely, the revolutionary cause of the Soviet Union.”

			“So, Malevich must have seemed silly, with his crosses and squares.”

			“More than anything, he seemed crazy and a bit dangerous. People looked unfavorably on someone who painted such simple forms and proclaimed that everything was possible, that each person could rely on his or her inner self, on what they saw within themself, on their subjectivity. And so, believe it or not, Malevich was prohibited from producing those crosses, those monochromes, those paintings reduced to textures and pure geometry. He was closely watched, humiliated, and he died pretty swiftly, in the mid-1930s, of cancer. What Malevich wants to demonstrate is that a painting is an autonomous space. The word ‘autonomous’ comes from the Greek nomos, meaning ‘the law,’ and auto, meaning ‘to oneself.’ So, something autonomous is a law unto itself. With his elementary geometry, Malevich’s art derives from rules that are his alone. It’s an art that is completely detached from the nature surrounding us. To imitate that nature would mean being subservient to it, relinquishing oneself to it, being its prisoner.”

			“That’s funny, because Daddy sometimes tells me that one day, when I’m grown up, I’ll be autonomous, too. I understand better what he means now.”

			“Malevich would exhort each individual to navigate through ‘the white free abyss,’ and through the infinite, just as they pleased. A misinterpretation of this cross, and of his Black Square, would be to see them as bringing the history of art to a close, like a mourning veil signifying that painting is dead.”

			“Painting is dead . . . you told me that Marcel Duchamp thought that.”

			“Except that Malevich doesn’t believe it at all; he thinks, on the contrary, that it’s reborn thanks to its abstraction, which he calls ‘suprematist.’ It’s reborn because it’s returning to an elementary and embryonic stage that’s infinitely rich. Indeed, without you realizing it, there is much in all that surrounds you, particularly in design and architecture, that is inspired by this kind of early 20th-century abstraction”

			

			It took a museum attendant to drag Mona and her grandfather away from their cogitations.

			“Are you two plotting some awful attack?”

			“An awful attack?” Henry queried, in surprise. “What makes you ask that?”

			“You’ve been looking at that cross for an hour now! No one ever looks at that cross for more than ten seconds.”

			“Come, come, my friend: an old man and a little girl! What kind of awful attack are you talking about? Just a moment more, and we won’t bother you again until next week.”

			“Five more minutes . . . Not one more.”

			The attendant returned to his seat without taking his eyes off the pair. Mona burst out laughing.

			“Right, that’s enough, time you left that painting for other folks!”
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GEORGIA O’KEEFFE
The world is one flesh


			The summer vacation went by slowly. During the week, Mona spent most of her time at the outdoor recreation center in Montreuil, but struggled to find any new friends. It wasn’t that she kept miserably to herself, not talking to anyone—far from it. Simply that she missed Jade and Lili. Phones weren’t allowed at the center, but there was a well-stocked library at the children’s disposal. Mona went over there and asked the municipal official in charge:

			“Can I write in here?”

			It was an incongruous question, to say the least, and certainly a novel one, but nothing prevented a young girl taking up her pen to tell her own stories instead of reading other people’s. Mona sat in a shady corner and took a large red notebook, a pencil, and an eraser out of her bag. It was about time she kept her own journal, to set down her impressions, ramble on about her feelings, and shout about her hopes. 

			She wanted to begin by talking about the day she was living right then, but realized that, before describing the present, she’d need to go through, in her head, the weeks leading up to it, punctuated by her visits to the Louvre, Orsay, and Beaubourg with Henry. Would she ask her grandfather to help her if she had any doubts? She decided to find the answers herself, within her. So she closed her eyes. She saw once again the damaged fresco by Botticelli: Venus, the Three Graces, Cupid, and the young girl receiving her gift. She grabbed her pencil and, in neat handwriting, wrote these words: “Dadé first taught me to receive.”

			 

			 

			In July’s blistering heat, the plane trees of Paris had yellowed. As she walked alongside her grandfather, Mona noticed the change. It set her thinking.

			“Where does the green of the trees go, once it has disappeared?”

			Henry stopped walking. The question made no sense scientifically, sure. But it was still a profound mystery on a metaphysical level. He scanned the horizon in silence and, finally, in a calm, deep voice, came up with a suggestion:

			“That’s quite right, Mona, where does the white of the snow escape to when it melts, the red of a volcano when it’s extinct, the purple of the amaranth when it wilts, the brown of hair when it turns gray, the blue of the sky when daylight fades? Maybe there’s a heaven just for colors? I’m sure they all sing there, all roar and explode, jostle and mingle there. And then fly away. And then return, ad infinitum.”

			Mona gazed up at a huge horse-chestnut tree, like some giant.

			“Well, you see, Dadé, soon, when autumn arrives, the yellow of the leaves will become orange; and if I look at that yellow for a very long time, maybe it’ll seep into my mind. And maybe, even, the heaven of colors is my mind!” she exclaimed.

			She was smiling, enchanted by her stroke of inspiration, with its irresistible poetic charm. But suddenly, her bright and cheery face fell.

			“If I do become blind, I hope the heaven of colors will be inside my head.”

			Henry could find nothing to say. Nothing. He took her hand and led her to the museum, his eyes dark with sadness. Perhaps Georgia O’Keeffe’s painting would be able to console them.

			 

			It was a mass of flowing, sinuous colors painted with an extremely precise brush. There were some clearly defined and easily recognizable waves or tongues of red, yellow, and orange, which could have seemed like lava-colored pure abstraction. The composition’s dynamic, cadenced by a succession of layers of sorts, tilted slightly because the strata’s lines, far from being rigid and strictly horizontal, in fact undulated and inclined from left down to right. No stiffness, no angles, just a swirling, a luminous swell. But when looked at more carefully, something like a landscape emerged. The upper section, dominated by pink, yellow, and white clouds, evoked a sky set aglow by dusk or dawn; below, a narrower, rounded layer, shaded from black to gray, resembled a rocky massif; and that massif itself bordered the bottom half of the painting, in which vibrant, warm-colored layers swelled and rippled, fading into shades of pale pink down below. And these layers recalled the clouds higher up, echoed them, doubtless being the vague, slightly distorted reflection of them on a stretch of water. And thus the latent subject matter emerged: it seemed to be a molten lake at the foot of a dark mountain under a convulsive and luscious sky.

			 

			The previous week, Mona had studied Malevich’s cross for ages to test her grandfather’s patience. But that interminable period of observation had actually toughened her up. Without forcing herself, or any sense of testing herself, she now managed, once again, to scrutinize the painting without stopping or flagging.

			“Georgia O’Keeffe was born in the United States in 1887. At the time, it was a very new country. More than anything, it was a very large country, one that was undergoing extensive economic and cultural expansion. O’Keeffe’s mother’s family was Hungarian, and her father’s was Irish. In New York, her teacher was William Merritt Chase, the most eminent painter of the time, a veritable star, but who remained totally steeped in the esthetic approaches of the old continent, particularly Impressionism.”

			“And teachers, you can really like them on the one hand,” Mona whispered. “On the other, you have to stop being a pupil at some point. I bet that’s what Georgia O’Keeffe thought, too.”

			“Yes, she deliberately rid herself of all that she’d learnt so as to start from scratch. And, by doing so, she belongs to those few artists who revealed and developed the American spirit. Would you be able to say what that is, Mona?”

			“For me, Dadé, everything in America is huge: there are landscapes with deserts, lakes, and mountain ranges, and then there are the giant skyscrapers of New York. Yes, everything’s huge in America!”

			“Georgia O’Keeffe did, indeed, paint both the massive, towering cities and the plentiful, generous land that stretches as far as the eye can see. She’s as much an artist of urban America as of rural America, and offers, in her paintings, just the right amount of all that excess.”

			“But here it’s the countryside rather than the town.”

			“It’s Lake George, an extraordinary site at the foot of the Adirondack Mountains. It had already been painted numerous times by 19th-century American artists, landscape painters who were, in their own way, explorers, adventurers. They would neaten up wild terrains to pay homage to them in large paintings and show the United States as a new Eden. And you see, what Georgia O’Keeffe is doing is part of that tradition: Lake George, the gray-black massif sinking into it, and the sky above it, are no longer immediately recognizable because they’ve been turned into a vivid abstraction. They are now layers. But these layers, through an interplay of undulating forms, through the colors and their shading, look more like soft and protective brocades, warm waves.”

			“Like nature is turned into caresses.”

			After murmuring these words, Mona took Henry’s hand and dug her fingernails into it. It hurt and seemed to cut into his soul. The link between nature and caresses sent him back to his first childhood sensations, that first delight in a warm breeze or the scent of spring. Henry never returned to such ancient memories without feeling a touch melancholic. How strange it was for him to admit that he had once been Mona’s age! How dizzying to think that, one day, Mona would be his age! How did he express himself at ten? How would she express herself at eight times that? Georgia O’Keeffe’s lines suddenly started to crackle, like a blaze. Nature had become a caress, and that caress a fire.

			

			“Georgia O’Keeffe,” he resumed, “became known mainly for her paintings of flowers in tight close-up. And a bit like this lake landscape making you think of caresses, the corolla of the petals, the pistil, the stalk, as she painted them, make some people think of the human anatomy, of one particular part of the body. This is known as ‘biomorphism.’”

			“It’s true! Look, Dadé, all that’s red and pink! Down below, you think you’re looking at tongues or lips. Personally, I can see three mouths, and up above, in the clouds, it looks like someone lying down whose legs and butt can be seen at the same time! That’s really funny, Dadé, because when I look up at the sky, I often see things, like animals, but there, for sure, there are three butts floating above the mountain! This biomorphism is great.”

			Mona laughed. Henry merely frowned in false dismay, but Mona’s comments, childish as they might be, were perspicacious once again. And that saved the old man from having to explain that Georgia O’Keeffe’s visions were well known for evoking female genitals . . . If he’d wanted to, he could have taken the chance to explain that the artist was asserting her own identity by sexualizing flowers and landscapes. But this perspective seemed too narrow to him. He opted for a less erotic, more philosophical interpretation.

			“When we think of our own body, Mona, we generally have the impression that on the one hand there’s space, and on the other, within that space, there’s our bodily presence, which is separate from it: a unit within an environment. But Georgia O’Keeffe’s painting urges us to feel things differently. With her, the elements of the world melt into anatomical elements, the anatomical elements into abstract elements, the abstract elements into elements of the world, and so on. It’s as if everything were caught on a loop, an indissociable intermingling. Can you identify the dominant form in this painting?”

			“I’m undecided: the straight line or the curve,” Mona said with a hint of sarcasm, considering the question too easy. “But I think I’m going to pick the curve.”

			“Yes, there are curves all over, some going in one direction, others in the opposite direction—counter curves. This formal interplay between curves and counter curves is a perfect materialization of fluidity. We could interpret that literally, and consider it the most extreme expression of water’s liquidity, or of the variations in the air of the sky and the vapor masses that float in it, stretch in it and break away in it, then recombine in it. Georgia O’Keeffe paid close attention to such atmospheric phenomena. But I believe we need to go further: this fluidity, in her eyes, is that of the very nature of the cosmos, the flux that unites all the bodies of the universe. It’s not about the biological bodies of humans on one side, and on the other, the mineral bodies of a mountain and a lake: they’re caught in one and the same circuit. From that point on, it’s normal that we see mucous membranes and limbs and epidermal sensations diluted into this landscape.”

			“Yes, and in that case, Dadé, we could even say that there are wounds. Once you get that this landscape is also a kind of skin, you can really imagine that it’s bleeding.” She paused. “I might have it wrong.” 

			“Personally, I don’t think so. Not at all. O’Keeffe tells us that the world is one flesh.”

			Without saying more, because he didn’t want to confuse Mona, Henry thought of Merleau-Ponty, the philosopher of phenomenology. It was he who spoke of “the flesh of the world,” and even “the universal flesh of the world.” He explained that not only does human perception sense the sky, the mountain and the lake, but, even better, the sky, the mountain, and the lake—because they are flesh—in turn sense the human whose perception is penetrating them. 

			Suddenly, Mona threw up her arms. A rush of blood had flushed her little cheeks and her hair seemed to stand on end, electrified by some revelation. She had just spotted a tiny, almost imperceptible, touch of green among all the warm colors of the painting, which reminded her of the trees she’d been looking at two hours earlier. Where do the colors of life go, once they’ve disappeared? She now had the answer to this mystery.

			“Dadé! The heaven of colors is right here! I’ve found it! It’s in the painting.”
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RENÉ MAGRITTE
Listen to your subconscious


			On that day in August, Mona turned eleven. And for every single birthday, it was the same ritual: at teatime, her father would decorate the Montreuil store, set up a large table, and bake chocolate cookies, into which he would then stick the candles.

			There were four surprises, Mona’s parents announced. She started searching the premises while scoffing the cookies. Within minutes, the child had tracked down three of them—three little packages: a pretty box with a pack of fifty-two playing cards inside; another containing a pair of earrings; and an envelope with sixty euros inside. Mona was skipping with joy, but after hunting high and low for some time, she abandoned her quest for the fourth gift. Camille, with a quick jerk of her chin, indicated that she should go and look in the back room. Mona rushed over there, but suddenly froze, thinking of her grandmother. Strangely, her mind had made the link again between her memory of Mamie and that of the Vertunni figurines, every last one of which Paul had now sold. Mental images of Colette Vuillemin and those little lead figures combined inside her head. Fortunately, Mona barely had time to feel down because a sudden noise made her jump, sweeping away her fleeting sadness.

			“Daddy, Mommy, I heard something weird!”

			And the “something weird” rang out again, more clearly. And again. Mona’s heart started to pound. She approached, one step at a time. It was just as she’d thought. In a corner, lying on its side, an adorable little spaniel was yapping; she held out her hand, which the puppy bit. Stroking its coat took her breath away, so moved was she by the feeling of softness quivering beneath her palm.

			Mona looked deeply into the puppy’s eyes; the puppy looked deeply into Mona’s eyes. It licked its chops and sat up on its tiny front legs. The gift was, of course, this fragile creature. But it was also something else, she realized, something hard to define. It was, through this instant elective affinity between animal and child, an awareness. Of the membrane of the world. The world as shared, woven of the living.

			

			“Your name is Cosmos,” Mona told the puppy, with tears streaming down her face, breathless with happiness.

			And Cosmos barked twice.

			 

			 

			Henry wouldn’t allow his granddaughter to visit the museum with her puppy in a bag. Mona accepted this and set herself a challenge. When she got home, she’d repeat that day’s lesson to Cosmos. Henry found the idea so preposterous that he went along with it. So, with a touch of irony, he suggested to Mona that she take, or find, a photo of the work each time to show to the dog.

			“Yes, that seems logical to me,” she said, looking very serious.

			She announced that she’d stick the photos onto the lovely laminated playing cards she’d received for her birthday. Like that they’d be reinforced.

			“Cosmos will be pleased!” she concluded.

			Secretly amazed, Henry recalled the poet and visual artist Marcel Broodthaers, who, in 1970, had recorded a conversation with a cat on contemporary art . . . Broodthaers was Belgian, like the brilliant Surrealist painter René Magritte. It was time to discover him.

			 

			A pair of ankle boots, placed almost parallel to each other, dominated the space. They were depicted from above and in three-quarter view, with heels to the right of the composition and toes to the left. The actual toes, yes, not the tips of the boots, because these gradually turned into feet. More precisely, the dark-brown leather, finely and precisely painted, gradually mutated, at around navicular-bone level, into white and pinkish skin traced with a network of quite prominent veins. Thanks to skillful shading, the transition from the state of object to that of human foot seemed perfectly natural and convincing. One could even focus on details that made both boot and body part believable: the straight-bar laces that rose through four eyelets and then hung, untied, from the top of the boot; rather long toenails, nacreous from too much keratin and slightly grubby at their tips. The appearance of the skin evoked a human presence, but a fragmented and spectral one. The overall image was tightly framed and pretty dreary, dominated by sooty and muted tones. In the bottom third of the vertical painting, the ground was soil-brown and stony. The middle and top third featured four horizontal planks of beige-wood fencing, marked with a few scattered knots.

			 

			Mona spent just over forty minutes in front of the work before the conversation started.

			“You see,” Henry began, “with Magritte we are, apparently, returning to something a little more classical than at our recent visits. It’s a figurative oil painting on canvas.”

			“Classical, Dadé? It’s weird that you think that. To me, the painting’s really scary. You know, some of my classmates, and even Lili, really love zombie movies, the jump-scare ones. Well, Dadé, I hate them. And your painting today, with those cut-off feet that look like boots, and those dull colors, it reminds me of those films that just make me cover my eyes—sorry to tell you that, Dadé.”

			“Stop apologizing when you think your feelings don’t conform to what’s expected of you. You’re free to feel whatever you like. And I’ll go one better: your uneasiness in front of this painting in which Magritte evokes an unsettling, lugubrious atmosphere is proof that you know how to look at this painting, that you find in it what the artist put in it.”

			“Do you mean that Magritte wants to scare us?”

			“And why not? Remember something really fundamental. When one approaches art history naively, one believes that creating is merely about producing beautiful things. But that’s wrong: painting, sculpture, photography, literature, music, and theater, too, stir up the most deeply buried layers of who we are and intensify them, including our anxieties. You spoke of movies. The artists in the movement to which René Magritte belongs, called Surrealism, were born at the same time as the first movies. And those early movies are quite often fantastical in style. Indeed, the Surrealists were forever lurking in those darkened theaters; it was almost a drug for them. Well, one of their favorite feature films was the story of a demonic vampire inspired by Dracula: Friedrich Murnau’s Nosferatu, released in 1922.”

			“It’s ghosts I think of here.”

			“Explain that to me.”

			“First, there’s that half-foot, half-boot bit of body. Then there’s the title: the painting’s called The Red Model . . . Well, that’s different to what we’re seeing. Red’s totally absent, there are only cold colors! And then why the word ‘model?’ The boots that turn into human flesh are empty. But once we’ve got the title in our head, it’s like we have to make out that there’s actually something there—I get the feeling there’s a ghost hovering over all that.”

			Henry slipped his hands through Mona’s thick hair and ruffled it up vigorously.

			“I’m going to do the same to you,” the now tousle-haired child threatened.

			The old man crouched down and let her mess his hair up. He looked really funny, with a tuft suddenly sticking up above his forehead, and Mona couldn’t help laughing behind her hands.

			“You see, it’s with laughter that we chase away ghosts,” her grandfather whispered to her.

			This curious strategy, so unlike Henry’s sometimes imposing and serious approach, had come to him from a Japanese animated movie, My neighbor Totoro, one of Hayao Miyazaki’s marvels. At the beginning of the story, in a long-uninhabited house, a father teaches his daughters to banish the proliferating ghosts by laughing out loud, even if nothing’s funny. And it works: the specters disappear.

			“There are phantoms everywhere during childhood,” Henry declared. “They can lurk in the corner of a cellar, in the shrubbery of an ill-lit path, and even in something as banal as a bedcover or a hat, or the pattern on some wallpaper, or the plughole of a bathtub. The word ‘phantom’ has the same etymological root as ‘phantasy,’ now a less common spelling of ‘fantasy,’ and as the adult imagination develops, the second term gradually takes over from the first.”

			Henry knew very well that this shift came as a relief and allowed people to be autonomous—even if only to sleep alone at home, for example. But he also knew that it heralded a certain disillusionment, because the dread and terror before the supernatural are extraordinarily strong emotions.

			“This painting,” he resumed, “isn’t a total nightmare; it’s more a bad dream that disturbs. What would you say about the ground and the fence in the background?”

			“I’d say that the little stones on the ground are a bit like pustules covering skin.” She pouted with disgust. “And then, in the planks of wood, the knots are a bit like eyes . . . Oh, Dadé!” she swooned, holding her hand to her forehead, “it reminds me of when I thought I saw a big slimy eye in some meat! It was at the Louvre, in front of Goya!”

			“I remember it very well. Indeed, Goya had an enormous influence on the Surrealist painters. And they—like their venerable elder—were superb technicians. They painted with oils in the manner of the old masters. Look carefully at this work: the anatomical proportions are perfect; the veins swell and throb down to the toes. And it’s this that makes the disturbing strangeness possible. There’s enough authenticity and verisimilitude for one odd detail to contaminate the rest. Now, even the pimply floor and knotty planks end up stirring our imagination, or, more precisely, unsettling our subconscious.”

			“Aha, it’s back!”

			“The Surrealists consider the subconscious to be ‘the actual functioning of thought.’ Conversely, all that is rational and reasonable, all that is respectable and moral, in other words, all that derives from the conscious level, doesn’t interest them. For the Surrealists, the layer of the mind we use daily needs to be covered with a deeper layer.”

			“The one we visit in our dreams,” Mona interrupted him, remembering the lesson from Klimt’s Rosebushes under the Trees.

			“The image is so incongruous that it also has its share of irony. Indeed, Magritte, when commenting on this painting, said that it was hinting at how leather boots are made: with tanned skin . . . There’s a macabre nod to that practice here. This Red Model is full of black humor.”

			“When I dream, everything is pretty clear-cut and the images I see are powerful, but at the same time, it’s as if they escape from me because they’re, like, half-finished. I guess Magritte sees dreams clearly, too. Just like reality.”

			“The movie-maker Alfred Hitchcock didn’t disagree. He thought it ridiculous to film dream sequences through a blurred, shaky lens. For his thriller, Spellbound, he got Salvador Dalí to design sets that were ‘clear-cut,’ as you put it. This confusion with reality was the Surrealists’ ultimate ambition. They would have liked for you and me, while talking, walking, eating and breathing, while doing the most humdrum things, to find ourselves endlessly confronted with the surprises and originality of dreams. They would have liked the bubbling up and eruptions of the subconscious to be forever spilling over from the conscious. Through such spilling over, they would have invented a totally new world, one permanently in thrall to poetic hallucination. We would be walking in life the way we wend our way in dreams.”

			Without attempting to further articulate her thoughts, Mona merely pointed at a double detail: on the surface of each boot there were those few centimeters of transition between the brown of the leather and the pink of the skin, between the inert and the living. It seemed like night tipping into day, or, if looked at from the foot up, day into night. The phenomenal force of the painting was concentrated right there and, instinctively, she had sensed it. Magritte had painted the area where tops of feet join bottoms of legs as a merging of darkness and light. This zone also evoked, metaphorically, the back and forth between two opposite but continuous states of the brain: dreamy and alert, alert and dreamy.

			“Listen to your subconscious,” Henry said, “listen to your subconscious.”

			It was time to go home. Mona was thinking about her puppy. So, she would have to tell him about Surrealism, hallucination, and oil paint on canvas. What a syllabus! As soon as she was back, she called Cosmos into her room. The spaniel sat in front of her, looking sheepish. She showed him the painting, did her best to explain it to him, learnedly, for a few minutes. The dog remained well-behaved. All the same, there was just one thought in his head: giving his new teeth a go on a pair of boots. 
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CONSTANTIN BRÂNCUȘI
Look up


			After Mona’s original attack had plunged her into darkness, she’d been stuck inside a tube to have an MRI scan of her brain. And now, today, she had to have another one to check the state of her cerebral tissue. Once she was lying in the horrid two-meter-long tunnel, it dawned on Mona that they were going to look right inside her head. This nightmarish prospect made her let out a small, stifled cry, which alerted her mother. Camille’s voice was calm:

			“I’m here, Mona; the tube is protecting you, don’t worry. It won’t take long.”

			These soothing words had an instant effect. The table she was lying on turned into a soft bed and she let the word “protecting” lull her into a dreamy state. She kept repeating it to herself until she’d drowned out any thoughts and, after a few minutes, could feel herself letting go, just like at Dr. Van Orst’s. One of the memories that had come to her under hypnosis now returned, but much more distinctly. 

			“It will protect you from everything.” Those were the words of Mona’s grandmother when she had removed the cornet-seashell pendant from her neck to put it around her granddaughter’s, instead. Colette looked proud, resolute, and a little sad. And Mona hallucinated that she was right there, in front of her, on the edge of a mattress, in her room; she even felt the kiss she planted on her forehead. Finally, there was this instruction: “Keep the light forever inside you, my darling.” This message, incomprehensible to the three-year-old Mona was when she’d heard it, now suddenly meant something to the young girl she was becoming.

			“When will we see each other again, Mamie?” the child murmured, in her drowsy state deep in the tunnel. 

			There was no reply. There never would be.

			After the scan, Mona and Camille looked at the black-and gray-images of the brain with a radiologist, who seemed almost euphoric to be able to tell them that the scan revealed nothing suspect. Camille clasped her daughter, who was herself clasping her pendant. Caught up in this spiral of joy, the radiologist commented light-heartedly:

			“It’s not a medical opinion, but I find this brain magnificent. Radiant! Usually, they look like a great big walnut; but this one’s more of giant precious stone.”

			Mona shrugged, shyly.

			“It must be your subconscious bringing images like that to mind, Madame . . . ”

			Camille smiled and found nothing to add, but thought again that the mysterious psychiatrist Mona’s grandfather was taking her to every Wednesday was clearly top-notch. 

			 

			 

			Standing beside one of the giant funnels opposite Beaubourg, at the edge of the piazza, was a bird charmer. Hundreds of pigeons were swirling around her, settling beside her feet, on her wrists, flapping their wings just centimeters from her face. Henry, nearly always averse to street entertainment, felt a particular discomfort and disgust on this occasion. He decided he’d try to elevate the scene, which he found pitiful, by explaining to Mona that there had been some great bird-lovers in history: in the 13th century, Saint Francis would even deliver sermons to them, calling them “my brothers!” But Mona, entranced by this aerial ballet, couldn’t take her eyes off it.

			“Look, Dadé: she’s the opposite of a scarecrow!”

			Since his granddaughter wanted to gaze at birds, Henry thought, might as well show her the quintessence of one: Constantin Brâncuși’s bird.

			

			It was a sculpture, the pure, slender form of which swelled slightly as it ascended, before culminating in a sharp point. At once delicate and sure of its strength, it stood almost two meters tall. It was made of perfectly polished bronze that reflected the light, and was set on a cylindrical pedestal some fifteen centimeters high. To be more precise, this form rose up in two stages from this base. First there was a very fine conical foot that was subtly twisted backwards and constituted not even a fifth of the whole piece. Then, from the top of this part, the form gradually widened. This convexity gave the impression, ultimately, of a bow, or then of a flame. And, why not, of a feather. Indeed, the work’s title was Bird in Space.

			 

			It wasn’t actually in the museum that Mona and Henry looked at this sculpture, but in a small adjoining building that was a reconstruction of Brâncuși’s studio. The atmosphere there was very different because, apart from a collection of superb works that seemed to have grown one from the other, there were tools scattered everywhere: mallets, scissors, gouges, rifflers, chisels . . . The profusion of objects was reminiscent of Mona’s father’s store. She was flabbergasted by it all.

			“Brâncuși,” she finally said, “is a name I’ve already heard, Dadé . . . One day he was with Duchamp, and together they saw a propellor that really impressed them . . . After that, Duchamp stopped painting and shook everything up.”

			“That’s quite right, Mona. You’re going to see evidence that Duchamp did indeed continue to shake things up, in the sculpture that’s before your very eyes. I’ll explain it all to you. But first you must know that, throughout his life, Brâncuși sought lightness, ‘the essence of flight’: it was his obsession.”

			“Like Kandinsky and his Blue Rider, like Malevich . . . They also liked to give the feeling of something suspended in the air.”

			“Right again. To tell you the truth, it seems to me that running through the history of abstraction in general is the desire to snatch humanity from gravity. And that same desire prompted some ancient myths. One might think of the Greek legends of Icarus and the messenger god Hermes . . . That’s what abstraction is: something that propels us into the ethereal, beyond our weighty terrestrial condition as mortals.”

			“I’d like to fly off with you, Dadé, and I’d like you to be my teacher forever . . . ”

			“Let me tell you what Brâncuși said on that subject. He came from a very poor family in Romania, peasants living in a humble shack. When he was twenty-five, he set off for Paris to pursue his career there. And he traveled the entire distance on foot: some two-thousand five-hundred kilometers, taking just a knapsack and a flute with him. Once in France, his skill was soon recognized by Auguste Rodin.”

			“Ah yes, the older man Camille Claudel was in love with.”

			“Yes, and like her, Brâncuși soon grasped that if he remained the assistant of such a master for too long, he wouldn’t be able to flourish himself, create his own original work. After a month, he told himself: ‘Nothing grows in the shade of large trees.’ So he left Rodin to find his own path. But let’s get back to our Bird in Space. There are numerous versions in existence, created from 1923 onwards, in marble, plaster, and bronze. This sculpture, dating to 1941, is one of the latest and most majestic.”

			“It’s incredibly beautiful, especially when you walk around it and, with all the reflections, it’s as if the sculpture were alive. But tell me the story about Duchamp!”

			“In 1926, a bronze version of Bird in Space, very similar to this, was sent from Europe to the United States for an exhibition. Normally, at customs at the port of New York, artistic creations weren’t taxed upon entering the territory; whereas there was a 40% tariff on the value of manufactured items and other implements. It was a measure for protection and commercial regulation. Theoretically, when examining Bird in Space, the customs officer should have decided that there was nothing to pay because it was a sculpture. But he refused to believe that it was one, and thus imposed the forty per cent tax. This customs decision rested on the same question we already grappled with in front of Marcel Duchamp’s bottle rack.”

			“I know! The question of knowing when a work becomes a work of art,” Mona jumped in.

			“Exactly. And that’s why Marcel Duchamp crops up again in this story. It’s he who pushes Brâncuși to register a complaint against the American government, so that there would be a trial and a court would have to decide whether or not it was a work of art.”

			“And what did they decide?”

			“Patience! First, you, Mona, are going to try to tell me how you would have defended Brâncuși, and I’m going to argue the government’s case.”

			Excited by this prospect, the child already felt as if she were standing in court.

			“Well,” Henry began, in an authoritative voice. “This object doesn’t look like what its title says it is. It’s just a long, tapered form without the slightest detail resembling . . . a bird, that? Where on earth are the feathers, the beak, the wings, and the feet? There’s no trace there of any work by a sculptor!”

			“Of course there is, the work’s right there!” Mona exclaimed, well into her role. “Oh, of course, it’s very different to what one normally sees when looking at a bird. But an artist, a true artist, seeks to surprise, to do something new. And it requires a great deal of work to do something new because you have to think differently to everyone else. The resemblance to a bird is almost pointless, as long as it’s beautiful!”

			“‘Beautiful?’ Well, that’s a strange word!” Henry fired back. “How could anyone find that beautiful? What a nerve! If that were true, the simplest brass object made by a workman could lay claim to be beautiful!”

			“That’s true,” Mona conceded, cunningly. “There can certainly be industrial objects that are very beautiful. The propellor of a plane, for example! But here, I love the harmony of this bird, and all its golden reflections.”

			“Fine, but why call it Bird in Space? It could just as well have been a fish, a tiger, or an elephant . . . ”

			“Because the artist is creating the impression of something taking flight, thanks to this vertical shaft and its pointed tip. And particularly because the lower part is very slender and then, the higher you go, the more you see the energy expanding.”

			“In that case,” Henry added, in an exaggeratedly despairing voice, “I fear that we can say that traditional art is lost.”

			“It has every right to continue to exist, of course! But for some time now, there’s been abstraction, there’s Malevich, there’s Georgia O’Keeffe . . . And sculpture is becoming abstract, too. Art changes!”

			Henry said nothing this time. And Mona looked sheepish. Her incorrigible humility made her mistrust herself, and she awaited the verdict with apprehension.

			“So, Dadé, who’s won?”

			

			“You. Or rather, Brâncuși has. In 1928, the judge gives his verdict. He declares that there’s no case for disputing that Bird in Space is a work of art. So the United States lost. He particularly dismisses the reasoning that says there necessarily has to be a resemblance between what the work depicts and the stated subject of the work. During the hearings, the witnesses that testified in Brâncuși’s favor provided very similar points of view to your arguments. You would have made a great attorney.”

			“You know, Dadé, if Brâncuși wanted to grow like a big tree and convey what flight is, it’s because he always wanted to look up, I think . . . Look up, Dadé, look up!”

			There. She’d done it. Mona had just drawn a lesson from what she’d heard, on her own, spontaneously, and then, in all innocence, had exhorted her grandfather to act according to that lesson. Henry recognized this extraordinary evolution underway. It made him quite dizzy.

			“Look up!” his granddaughter repeated, with infectious enthusiasm.

			He certainly was going to look up, in order to see the future. So he crouched down, grabbed Mona by the waist, stood up and lifted her, with arms stretched and all his strength, right above his shoulders. She was hovering in space like a bird. And it was to her, up there, that Henry Vuillemin raised his eyes.
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HANNAH HÖCH
Compose your being


			At the rec center, Mona spent many of her days alone, wrapped up in her daydreams, and while not being bad company, she often seemed rather detached. One lunchtime, after eating, she sat outside, leaning against the trunk of a horse chestnut. She opened her big red notebook and reread her notes on Rembrandt’s Self-Portrait, with its exhortation to know oneself. It made her cry. She kept thinking of her grandmother. And, as kids can be cruel in ways that leave adult cruelty in the dust, a group of three adolescent girls, slumped on a bench five or six meters away, grabbed their chance to let rip at her, insulting and teasing this little girl in tears. Until then, Mona had never even noticed them. At first, she tried to ignore them. Because she was scared of them, no doubt. But also because she was lost in her memories and busy storing up all that was most beautiful in the world.

			However, after a few minutes, the teasing started to really annoy her and, mainly, her tears had stopped. So she looked up and stared at the trio.

			“Look down!” the most imposing girl, taken by surprise, lashed out.

			Mona didn’t.

			“Down!” the teenager repeated, her face contorted with aggression.

			Mona still didn’t comply. This made her predator crazy with hatred, so crazy that she was now spitting out her order again and again. To no effect. Mona’s assailant’s rage was now turning into a meltdown and, with unbelievable irony, she burst into tears of exasperation. Her stooges started to jeer at their defeated leader. A case of the biter being bit, now she was the laughingstock. Mona shrugged.

			“Hey, it’s okay, that’s enough, let’s forget it,” she said, with her disarming kindness.

			And it was forgotten.

			 

			 

			Before going to Beaubourg, Henry wanted to check that Mona really was repeating the lessons she’d learnt to her dog, as promised. The child swore that she was, and asked for a favor in return:

			“Dadé, you know how I love seeing animals in works of art at museums. I think that maybe animals, if given the chance to visit Beaubourg, would love to see humans there. And I really like seeing weird animals, so probably they’d like to see weird humans! Can we?”

			Weird humans it is then, Henry thought, heading off to Hannah Höch’s Mother . . . 

			

			 

			It was a portrait of a woman made to look very strange by the use of collage, the glueing together of disparate elements. The face in particular combined fragmented human features with the image of a tribal mask. This mask had a prominent nose that formed part of the line of a central ridge dividing the forehead part in half. There was no hair, but some small ovoid motifs painted around what anatomists call the coronal suture. The right eye, correctly positioned, was that of a woman. Taken from a magazine illustration in black and white, it was clearly defined, regular, neat, and framed by a fine, arched eyebrow. The left eye, however, was carved into the mask. It was far more basic and its pupil seemed to have a divergent squint. Just below, and above the cheek, the artist had cut out a narrow opening, irregularly trapezoid in shape, that gave the impression of a rudimentary eye socket. This opening revealed the background of the work, composed of a succession of vertical stripes painted in watercolors ranging from orangey to pinkish to gray. In the lower part of this large, hybrid, and asymmetrical head there was another photographic element: a closed human mouth, proportionally too small for the rest of the face, and overhanging a minuscule rounded chin. This part was a monochrome yellow, just as the upper body was, clad in a modest sweater. The shoulders were narrow and the breasts sagged over another cut-out section, again revealing the abstract, multicolored background. There, with a convex bulge at stomach level, the artist had clearly wanted to indicate pregnancy. The arms ended below the biceps, before the elbows. The entire image was surrounded by a wide, white margin.

			 

			During the ritual assessment, Mona could really feel the distress afflicting this weird, disjointed effigy. Something seemed to be weighing it down with weariness and boredom, emphasized by the small, pinched mouth and the interplay of colors: the watercolor wash of the background clashed with the grayness of the face.

			“Come on, Mona, tell me what you see,” Henry finally asked, in a gentle, warm voice.

			“Mainly, I see that mask. It could be placed over the head, except that the left eye and chin are pieces of cut-out magazine, and they seem to be covering the mask. What’s on top, what’s underneath? It’s impossible to say really. We’re a bit lost, in fact.”

			

			“It’s clearly a very important element, that mask. And it’s a historic aspect I haven’t mentioned. Hannah Höch is German. Born in 1889, she is among those artists who, from the early 20th century onwards, have a growing fascination for cultures from elsewhere: those, for example, of the countries of Africa and Oceania. Hannah Höch loved to visit ethnographical museums, where many objects were displayed. Even better: she would cut out pictures of some of these items and juxtapose them with images of female bodies. That’s the case here: she combines the portrait of a pregnant woman, whose pregnancy appears as a hollow under the breasts, with a North American Indian Kwakiutl mask . . . At Hannah Höch’s time, a few people with enquiring minds had begun to look anew at these long-disdained objects. The poet Guillaume Apollinaire, for example, and especially Pablo Picasso, whom I’ll soon be telling you about, kept reiterating how much they rated such fetishes, jewelry, furnishings, which were then designated as belonging to the ‘primitive arts.’ But what Hannah Höch, Apollinaire, and Picasso wanted to demonstrate was that such a distinction between ‘savage’ and ‘civilized’ is stupid. Hannah Höch was living in Berlin during the First World War and was aware of the disaster caused by technical progress. Which, unfortunately, didn’t prevent the conflict from happening again twenty years later. The 1914-18 war wouldn’t be the last war.”

			“I remember learning that during that war, there were many soldiers whose faces were so damaged by explosions that they were known as ‘les gueules cassées’—‘the smashed-up faces.’”

			“That’s true; and this portrait has something of that, too: a ‘smashed-up face,’ because the different parts are glued on and look like a botched repair.”

			Mona’s love for her grandfather meant that she no longer even noticed that he, too, was facially scarred and blind in one eye. But now she was forced to think about it. She didn’t know the exact circumstances of his injury—the old man was hardly forthcoming on the subject—but to her, her Dadé’s face was no less handsome, heroic and noble, despite the purplish slash across it.

			“Hannah Höch was revolted by the war; it was a horror that, she said, made her feel ‘squeezed into a corset,’ asphyxiated her, and made her desperate for freedom. In Germany, the impact of the conflict was appalling, and a great many wounded men returned with limbs missing. The spectacle of these permanently scarred survivors shocked people. It was a spectacle both horrendous and, it’s terrible, but also vaguely absurd and comical.”

			“Comical? Can people really laugh at others who’ve suffered?”

			“It’s shameful, Mona, you’re right. But then, art sometimes stirs up what’s most deeply buried inside each of us, including feelings that aren’t admirable, but are nonetheless part of human nature. Hannah Höch was linked to the Dada movement, which I briefly told you about outside the BHV, in particular the outrageous cabarets they would organize. Within that movement, several artists wanted to show a society traumatized by the convulsions of that war, and a disfigured humanity. But they always did so with a streak of insolent irony . . . That was the case of a certain Raoul Hausmann, a man with whom Hannah Höch endured a painful relationship because he tyrannized her.”

			“Go on, explain.”

			“As you can see, this work is called Mother and depicts a pregnant woman. But Hannah Höch had two abortions when young, in 1916 and 1918. And as I said, Raoul Hausmann was a frequently cruel partner. On the one hand, he wanted to do away with family traditions, inviting her to be a free, emancipated woman. On the other, he wanted to live egotistically and possess her; she ended up fearing him so much that she only painted in secret, and stopped as soon as she heard him coming up the stairs.” 

			“It’s scary, this story you’re telling, Dadé. I hope she left.”

			“Yes, she left in 1922, and then lived with a woman. When she produces this Mother, she’s had nothing more to do with Raoul Hausmann for a good while. But they continued to hold each other in esteem, because their intense mutual emulation enabled them to invent a new artistic technique.”

			“Wait, Dadé, I know what you’re going to say! They invented collage!”

			“Almost, Mona. When it comes to ‘collage,’ as you say, one has to go back to Picasso, who, in 1912, had glued a piece of waxed cloth onto a painting on an oval-shaped canvas that he’d ‘framed’ with real rope. But in 1918, Hannah Höch, along with Raoul Hausmann, do invent what’s called ‘photomontage’ (Mona repeated the word carefully), and she gives this process a highly political connotation. By cutting out and combining popular images from magazines, scholarly ones, and those from her personal archives, she’s not after mere innovation; she wants to destabilize our usual points of reference, shatter our way of seeing things, and their supposed unity.”

			“Well, in any case, the impression given here is that being pregnant is something dreadful, Dadé . . . It’s like there’s a weight on the shoulders.”

			“I totally understand your interpretation, Mona. Hannah Höch’s work does express all that, for sure, but I don’t think it’s solely about disfiguring and distorting. It’s far more positive than it seems. Because it also shows a reconfiguring and a recomposing, a reinvention of the standards of beauty. And that also symbolizes maternity: the birth of new possibilities and unexpected identities. It’s important to appreciate, Mona, that at the start of the 20th century, the belief is still widespread that each person must remain in their allotted role, particularly women. This work by Hannah Höch teaches us that, actually, nothing is predetermined to that extent. And so what if the proportions are skewed: if we were all identical and similarly proportioned, physically or mentally, how dreary it would be! Hannah Höch tells us: some disproportion is needed, because that, too, is being oneself, in all one’s singularity.”

			“Is that the lesson?”

			“The lesson is that one must ceaselessly, time and again, compose one’s being.”

			“But actually, Dadé, what kind of ‘disproportions’ do I have? Eyes that are too big, like I was told at breaktime? A tiny chin, like Daddy says?”

			“I’d say that, above all, Mona, it’s your heart that’s too big.”
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FRIDA KAHLO
What doesn’t kill you makes you stronger


			

			Paul had an important meeting to go to. The management of a company made up of enthusiastic young people wanted to talk to him about developing his concept of adapting old dial telephones so they could communicate with cell phones. He’d dressed with care, shaved his beard, doused himself with cologne. Before leaving, he asked Mona to wish him good luck.

			While he was away, the child had to stay alone in the locked store. There was an article from the Paris-Normandie newspaper pinned on one wall that made her feel proud because it was about her father and his success at the Evreux market, but also about her being with him. And in the brief sentence mentioning her, she wasn’t described as “a little girl,” but rather as a “young girl.” Was this the first time she’d been called this? In any case, her pleasure at this subtle difference was intensified by the honor of seeing the term printed in a newspaper. It made a kind of vague but potent desire rise up in her: that of developing her life, developing herself.

			So, summoning up her courage and determination, she tucked Cosmos under her arm, crossed the back room, reached the trapdoor, opened it and climbed down into the cellar, where there was virtually no light. Cosmos was trembling and squealing. In the musty darkness, Mona groped inside the box where she’d found old papers about Colette, back in May. This time she pulled out three brown envelopes, which she hurriedly took back up the ladder.

			“It’ll be our secret, Cosmos.”

			She examined her haul. It consisted of some old press cuttings dating back to 1966, 1969, and 1970, respectively. She laid them carefully before her, on the floor, knelt down, and concentrated hard, trying to glean something from them about this mysterious grandmother, whom she thought about so often. “Colette Vuillemin: Death Without Fear” was the headline, in big letters, of one newspaper; “Colette Vuillemin—her fight for a dignified last breath” wrote another; while the third cutting asked a question: “Does she want the suicide of all of us?” In each cutting she was described as “a woman with fighting spirit.” Mona liked this expression. She might still be a mere “young girl,” but she’d become a “woman with fighting spirit,” like Colette, she promised herself.

			Those weren’t, however, the only words to be repeated. A term she didn’t know, and that was tricky to read, kept showing up in the articles. It was a gentle, lilting, soothing word, but that in itself made it strangely disturbing. The term was “euthanasia.”

			 

			 

			It was dry in Paris, but lightning was streaking the sky in the distance. Mona seemed despondent. She kept clutching at her pendant. Tugging on it distractedly as if it were some mechanism that would release something. In front of Beaubourg, Henry suddenly stopped. All was surprisingly calm in the storm-threatened piazza. He crouched down, took his granddaughter’s hands, and, looking her straight in the eye, said:

			“Mona, speak. It’ll do you good. Speak. I swear it’ll make you feel better.”

			Mona almost mustered a sad smile. She didn’t want to look straight at her grandfather anymore, so she buried herself in his arms and put her mouth to his ear. Sounding slightly ashamed, she asked:

			“Dadé, when do we know that we’re going to die?”

			There was a long silence. Henry hugged his granddaughter tight, and didn’t stop. Mona could feel him endlessly swallowing: his Adam’s apple kept moving up and down his long neck, like some crazy piston trying to control a torrent of emotions. There were no words. Not one. His silence rumbled like the thunder that was creeping towards the capital. Perhaps Frida Kahlo would be able to help him come up with an answer.

			 

			It was a portrait of a woman, aged around thirty, against a uniform blue background. Her stern face, dominated by a monobrow that looked like the wings of a large bird—a hirsute feature echoed by a finely traced down above the lips—was turned, in three-quarter view, to the left. Hanging at her nape was a bow of green ribbon that tied, and was plaited into, her dark hair, which was topped by a radiant crown of sunflowers. The face was lacking in contours, painted in a naturalistic style but without enhancement, starkly and almost naively, giving it the look of a timeless icon. Nevertheless, the flushed skin tones and blood-red closed mouth were signs of an ardent and resolute life. In particular, the eyes, strongly framed by the eyebrows, conveyed an impressive inner determination. The body extended into a long neck that emerged from a green blouse with a flecked yellow border. This woman was herself framed by a variety of simplified and brightly colored motifs that were symmetrically arranged, but clumsily so: three pink and red flowers on either side; on top, an almost abstract design, evoking both the vault of a chapel and the curtains of a theater. And then, facing each other at the bottom of the work, there were two simplified birds in profile, both boasting a fine crest. Their beaks, wings and tails were yellow, their heads and crops a reddish pink. As was the case with parts of the flowers and folds of the curtains, the heads of the birds, level with the model’s shoulders, allowed some edges of the portrait to show through them. It then became clear that the framing motifs had been painted on the back of the plate of glass that covered the portrait, and were thus superimposed on it.

			 

			Never had Mona seen her grandfather so perturbed in front of a painting. Usually so upright in posture, Henry was stooped, as if that Wednesday’s picture had worn him down. His shoulders were drooping floor-wards, like some dying tree.

			“Are you okay, Dadé?” Mona enquired, timidly.

			“Yes, very well.” He smiled and passed a warm hand through his granddaughter’s hair. “But I feel a certain sorrow whenever I see this painting. It’s a rare work, you know: in European museums, there’s just a single painting by Frida Kahlo, and this is it. The Louvre purchased it from her in 1939, on the recommendation of the Surrealist writer André Breton, who had discovered the artist in Mexico.”

			“The Louvre! Oh, the Louvre,” Mona exclaimed with real enthusiasm. “But then we should have seen Frida Kahlo over there! We could take her down and hang her opposite the Mona Lisa instead. Come on, let’s do it . . . The two canvases will be facing each other, it’ll be so cool.”

			“That would be a splendid idea, Mona, and if one day you became the curator of a museum, you’d be bold enough to do it, of that I’m absolutely certain. In the meantime, you’re talking nonsense.”

			“I know what you think: we’ll get told off by security again.”

			“No,” Henry teased her, “you’re talking nonsense because the Mona Lisa isn’t a canvas; Leonardo painted it on a fine panel of poplar. And this painting isn’t a canvas either: the self-portrait is painted on a sheet of aluminum, and combined with what’s known as a fixé sous verre, or ‘reverse painting on glass.’ Because the work is, in fact, composed of two separate parts: first, the aluminum with the portrait and blue background on it; and over that, a sheet of glass that is itself painted on the back.”

			“That’s where the flowers, birds, and the canopy above the head are painted. It’s the whole garland surrounding the portrait, I bet. It’s pretty obvious in some places that it’s been superimposed, particularly where the pigeons’ heads are.”

			“Well observed. So, what did Frida Kahlo actually do? She combined a painting done by her, and of her, with a folkloric object from a small Mexican village.”

			“Then the ‘reverse painting on glass,’ as you call it, was done by someone other than her?”

			“Precisely. An artisan would have done it, doubtless to slip a devotional image behind it. Frida found it and decided to integrate it into her own work. For her, it’s a way of placing her singular, individual voice as an artist on a par with the anonymous voice of popular tradition.”

			In tackling these technical and political issues, Henry had got his zest back, and Mona was glad about that. She understood again with Frida Kahlo, just as she had with Hannah Höch, Brâncuși, Duchamp and Kandinsky, how important it was for creators to highlight skills other than their own.

			“Frida Kahlo had a difficult life,” Henry continued. “When she was very young, she caught an infectious viral disease, poliomyelitis: she was left with one leg shorter than the other, making her walk with a limp. A very good student, both energetic and creative, she hoped to study medicine, and at fifteen, secured a place at the best school in Mexico, attended by just thirty-five girls out of two thousand pupils. But then, at eighteen, in 1925, she was involved in a horrendous accident, while on a bus. Her foot was crushed, her shoulder dislocated, her spine and pelvis shattered in several places. She remained unconscious for many long weeks, but then, when barely out of her coma, and despite being paralyzed, she requested art materials so that she could paint.”

			“But how did she manage to, being paralyzed?”

			“She had a device made so that she could paint lying down, with the canvas or paper above her head, along with a mirror so that she could see her face. But you must picture Frida Kahlo as an upright woman, forever upright, despite all the operations and the pain. Can you sense that extraordinary uprightness? The nape is strong, the forehead broad and bare, the gaze stern without being austere. These are the distinguishing marks of her rectitude. She was regularly obliged to wear plaster or iron corsets to prevent her body from collapsing. Painting allowed her to temper the moral and physical suffering. Her flesh never stopped hurting her, and art kept her alive, against the temptation of death.”

			“You mean . . . you mean she wanted to commit suicide, Dadé?”

			Henry lowered his head and his jaw tightened. Was it really reasonable to talk to Mona about all this? Yes, Frida Kahlo wanted to commit suicide; and yes, she doubtless actually did in 1954. It was said that pneumonia killed her, but after having her right leg amputated due to gangrene, everything suggests that she decided when to die herself because it was just too much: “I hope the exit is joyful, and I hope never to return,” she wrote in her journal. This unambiguous statement reminded Henry of the last words of Cesare Pavese in 1950: “Not words. An act. I will write no more.” And the Italian writer poisoned himself with medication. But telling that to Mona, no, that was impossible. Because if ever she were to find herself disabled—struck with blindness—he should never, absolutely never, make her question the desire to live. It would be doing a disservice both to his granddaughter and to the memory of Frida Kahlo to interpret her work only in terms of a battle between life and death. He straightened up and held the child by the shoulder.

			“That’s not what’s important, Mona. What’s important is what we have before our eyes. And what have we forgotten?”

			“The two birds?”

			“Precisely. Frida Kahlo, like Rosa Bonheur before her, adored animals. Among her fifty-odd self-portraits, there are many in which she depicts herself surrounded by monkeys, dogs, or cats. She also owned some parrots. Here, she’s flanked by two crested birds, maybe pigeons, or doves.”

			“Personally, Dadé, I think they’re two protectors, two guardians for Frida Kahlo. And also, they symbolize flight, like Brâncuși’s sculpture.”

			“Quite so, Mona. And since you mention symbols, I think that for her, they also represented her love story with another Mexican painter, who was also extremely important: Diego Rivera. With him, she had a somewhat similar relationship to the one Hannah Höch experienced with Raoul Hausmann. A passionate relationship, with a backdrop of great artistic rivalry, but appalling on a personal level. Frida Kahlo particularly suffered from being unable to have children, due to her accident. Perhaps you can see, Mona, fate spared her nothing.”

			“It’s like she was forever close to death, and she wanted us to know it.”

			“True. But I think that Frida Kahlo, by offering such a proud image of herself, by depicting herself in the manner of a Madonna, above all the martyrs, is giving a far more profound lesson, a lesson that thwarts fatality.”

			“Which is?”

			“What doesn’t kill you makes you stronger.”

			These words—which Henry avoided attributing to Friedrich Nietzsche—made such an intense impression on Mona that she didn’t need to say them out loud to absorb them; they lodged naturally into her psyche.

			Outside, the storm had passed over Paris. The sidewalks were wet. Mona cried out to her grandfather: a giant rainbow, so clearly defined that it seemed like hallucinatory architecture, was straddling the capital. Without even being conscious of it, they each gripped the pendant hanging from their neck.
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PABLO PICASSO
Everything must be broken


			Back at the Hôtel-Dieu hospital after two months away, and stationed behind his desk, Dr. Van Orst seemed to have gotten younger. All of Mona’s optical test results were reassuring. Putting aside the episodes of temporary blindness and the risks implied, her sight was exceptionally sharp—each test proved that. Resuming his routine, Van Orst asked Camille to leave the office and settled the child in the big leather armchair. He then looked at her with a very serious expression.

			“Do you feel ready to face an experience that may be painful?”

			“Is there a risk of dying?”

			“Of course not, Mona! But to check my hypothesis, I can’t tell you in advance what the aim of the session is.”

			Mona hesitated for a second, then nodded her head vigorously. The doctor, instead of plunging her into an hypnotic trance, invited her to relax but remain fully conscious, to feel calm without lessening her attention to the world around her. Once he sensed that Mona was totally at ease, he asked her to keep her eyes wide open, and avoid blinking.

			He then suggested that she gently remove the chain her shell hung from. The child pinched the fishing line between her fingers and, very slowly, lifted it over her head. And the world darkened. The white hospital interior became drowned in shadow, first the walls, then the floor, the ceiling, the furnishings, and, phenomenally quickly, Mona couldn’t see her own limbs anymore, they’d just melted away. It was terrifying. Her eyes were wide open, pupils dilated, but all clarity had gone. The nightmare already experienced in the kitchen with her mother, in the store with her father, at the Musée d’Orsay with her grandfather, the total nightmare of blindness was starting again, along with feeling unbearably cold . . . The doctor’s voice urged her to breathe. A wave of warmth revived her body: she was able to move once more. She hung the pendant back around her neck. The cornet seashell nestled on her chest. And the universe reappeared, as if the dawn had swallowed up the dark in an instant.

			Mona got her breath back and, in a shaky, tiny voice, barely there, described what she’d experienced to the doctor:

			“The light went out again.”

			He dropped the enthralled expression on his face, let a little time pass, then, with a furtive smile, said:

			“I saw, Mona. You were strong.”

			Then, when Camille returned to the office to collect her daughter, he explained to her, in a tone at once firm and cautious:

			“Mona mustn’t stop wearing the pendant that’s around her neck. We’re not far off.”

			 

			

			 

			Henry had brought along a gift for his granddaughter, a wide-brimmed straw hat with a cream band. Mona looked adorable in it.

			“The last time it was worn was by your grandmother,” Henry murmured.

			The child immediately gauged the gift’s importance and felt tears coming. She rubbed her eyes to stop them. In doing so, she inadvertently lost an eyelash, which got stuck between eyelid and cornea. She took on the tiny parasite. Just like a splinter in the foot, the slightest particle sliding into the eye reveals all the invasive power of the infinitely small. An eyelash, all it takes is an eyelash for a machine to shudder to a halt. When Mona had finally gotten the better of the intruder, her whole body felt a relief that was as major as the discomfort was minor. How grim, Henry thought, to see his darling Mona struggling with her eyes . . . And today, those eyes would have to struggle some more, maybe more than ever, because the greatest visual disruptor in the history of art awaited them inside Beaubourg.

			 

			There were two women: one horizontal, lying naked on a bed, central within the composition, and the other sitting on a chair to the viewer’s right, in the foreground, holding a mandolin by the neck but not playing it. To the left, an empty wooden frame was placed on the floor. All of this could be discerned, certainly, but only with a certain effort because nothing in the picture was painted in a fluid or realistic way. Everything was depicted with facets and breaks in a severely angular style (heads, chins, knees and elbows were pointed, not rounded), and the general atmosphere was somber. The background, consisting merely of an unadorned structure drawn with aberrant perspective, was painted in tones of dark brown, gray, black, and reddish brown. The recumbent model’s flesh was turning a sickly beige, and the mandolin player had blue skin and a green chignon. The bed and chair showed no sign of being comfortable. But, more than anything, the human bodies were profoundly strange. Instead of the usual position of physical features, these were combined with no respect for symmetry or anatomy as we know them. The eyes were at the top of the forehead and not level with each other; the mouth was but a line, with no lips. And certain permutations disturbed the viewer’s reading of the image: for example, the recumbent woman seemed to be turning towards the viewer, so that her pubes could be seen, but at the same time, her side was topped with the two curves of her buttocks, as if painted foreshortened, viewed from the feet or head. Similarly, in both models, shoulder and breast seemed to merge together. The notions of frontal, profile, three-quarter view, of contoured and flat, of depth and surface, were all there, and all shattered, as if this were the reflection in a broken mirror.

			 

			Mona was blown away by Pablo Picasso’s Aubade, remaining enraptured for ages. She immediately understood that these two women, in a traditional or academic version, would have been the props for a certain beauty, a gentle, unctuous lasciviousness. But here, the excitement they inspired came from their crazy, almost monstrous, appearance, and from the expressiveness of the paint marks themselves, of which each line, each thickness, each color grabbed the attention.

			Mona, sitting cross-legged in front of the work, remained open-mouthed, and Henry could hear her rapid breathing, that of someone who’s waiting.

			“In 1940,” Henry dived in, “France lost the war against the Nazis, and Paris was occupied. There was a strange and suffocating atmosphere across the city because an enemy power, one that was violent, racist, anti-Semitic, was silencing the voices of freedom. And Picasso’s voice was among them. Spanish, born in Malaga in 1881, the son of an artist, he had first been an exceptional technician, gifted with a highly precocious pictorial mastery. ‘When I was a child,’ he would say, ‘I drew like Raphael, but it took me an entire lifetime to learn to draw like a child.’”

			“Reminds me of Cézanne.”

			“Yes, and Cézanne was actually a major influence on Picasso. Look at this Aubade: everything in it is fragmented, as if one could see the front, the profile, and the back of the two models at the same time. It’s a style that was called ‘Cubist’ at the time, a style profoundly inspired by Cézanne, and which really began to make its mark from around 1910. Picasso and his friend Georges Braque were its great practitioners. They sought to break up reality, deconstruct it, in order to put it back together in their own way, showing the right side and the wrong side of the world. Picasso had many different styles throughout his life, but he frequently returned to this ‘Cubist’ approach, which is what he does here, in 1942, with this Aubade.”

			“It’s a bit like the world was in pieces?”

			“Yes, in pieces. Picasso painted some pictures that were fervently against war, notably a huge, very famous painting called Guernica, denouncing the massacre of ordinary people, civilians, at a market in Spain in 1937. But with Picasso, it’s the most banal subjects that, by the way he divides them up, are capable of conveying the implosion of all points of reference.”

			“In this painting, it’s a bit like there’s a little of all those well-known paintings. I remember the naked women and music in Titian’s Pastoral Concert. But here, Picasso makes the scene sadder, darker, because it’s indoors, and everything’s distorted, and the colors are muted.”

			Amazed, Henry wanted to congratulate his granddaughter. But he thought better of it. Now, in front of Picasso, they were talking almost as equals.

			Mona continued: “I bet that people thought Picasso wanted to do harm to painting. But he loved it more than anything.”

			“Yes, Picasso was remarkably familiar with the work of the old masters. And this Aubade owes a lot to Titian’s compositions, as you noticed. Picasso also adored Goya, Courbet, Manet . . . It’s as if he seized them and reinvented them in his own way, not to mock them, but to prolong their genius. This Aubade, in which everything seems dislocated and the games played with perspective become maze-like, is, fundamentally, highly classical.”

			Mona considered for some time. Classical, classicism . . . These were words her grandfather had used in front of Poussin, in front of David, in front of works that were governed by stability, by order. Mona also remembered all the times when the terms modern and modernity had cropped up, particularly in front of Monet. Could it be that Picasso was where these two concepts miraculously met? Henry began to speak again.

			“There are many indicators of tragic times: the deconstruction of the faces and the rigid bodies, the angular forms of the ceiling, the subdued colors and the shadows, and then there’s like a void.”

			“I know what you’re about to say, Dadé: that frame, on the left. Normally, it should be around a painting or something like that. But here, it’s all alone . . . A symbol of the artist who stops painting.”

			“It’s the artist who shuts up. Picasso was a voice for freedom and he was reduced to silence, much as the woman on the right holds her mandolin without playing it. That’s what the little frame is saying. You need to know that the Nazis detested Picasso’s art; they called it ‘degenerate.’ The Nazis thought that art had to depict human bodies with all their power and appeal; when Picasso paints a green and blue head with a pointed skull, or an armpit where a breast should be, they see it as an insult to the human race, contributing to its decline, its decadence, its deterioration.”

			“And look there: in the middle, those nine stripes on the mattress are kind of broken. And because they’re right in the middle, they make us think of prison bars, or ropes tying someone to a bed. And look, Dadé: there are also nine black lines for the hair of that woman lying down, and it looks heavy as metal.”

			At these words, Henry got closer to the painting to count the strands, separated by fine gray lines. Nine, there really were nine of them. Once again, Mona had gauged that with just a glance, a single glance. In some ways, this reminded him of the extraordinary visual perception of Picasso, whose genius was, in fact, doubled. He was obviously an extraordinary inventor of forms, apt to use any means available; the best example being a sculpture, also made in 1942, of a bull’s head, which he constructed out of the leather saddle and handlebars of a bicycle gleaned from a pile of junk. But above all, he was the most accomplished of observers. Picasso would study all that surrounded him with the piercing vision of night birds, creatures that totally fascinated him and in whom he recognized himself.

			“So, what is Picasso actually doing? He’s dislocating reality, turning it inside out. Reality, instead of being smooth and flat, suddenly appears full of bulges and sharp edges, breaks and jutting parts. In fact, Mona, it strikes me that Picasso would have wanted his paintings to have something like the effect of that lash caught in your eye earlier; he’d have liked them to plunge viewers into visual discomfort. His great friend and rival, Henri Matisse, described painting as ‘rather like a comfortable armchair that relieves one of physical fatigue.’ Which is the complete opposite of this Aubade: the painting confronts us with the world’s hardness. Here, as you saw, the mattress itself resembles a prison.”

			“Everything must be broken. That’s the lesson of this Aubade painted during the war. Chains must be broken, prison bars must be broken . . . ”

			

			“All that surrounds us must be broken up to understand how it functions. With his painting, Picasso is both very clever and very childlike. Very clever because he positions himself within the lineage of the masters and wants to penetrate the secrets of the universe; very childlike because, to do so, he behaves exactly like a kid. He takes apart or breaks toys and objects to discover how they work.”

			“And he puts them back together again in his own way,” Mona said, with a shrug.

			 

			She traveled back to Montreuil wearing her grandmother’s straw hat. She was very proud of it. When she got home, Cosmos jumped on her and seemed to want to get hold of the hat. Mona put it on his head and burst out laughing because the creature, still small, was entirely covered by the hat. In the end, Mona retrieved her gift, removed its cream band, and tied it around Cosmos’s neck.

			“I must talk to you about Picasso’s Aubade,” she told the puppy.

			But on the point of launching into her lesson, one of those gaps in a child’s knowledge stalled her. An “aubade,” what exactly is that?
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JACKSON POLLOCK
Go into a trance


			How the summer had sped by . . . On that Monday in September, when Mona opened her eyes, she was dripping with sweat. She’d slept badly; she was about to start at junior high and had had nightmares all night. On the way to her new school, feeling nauseous with anxiety, she dug her fingernails into her mother’s hand. She was hiding her fear, but an ominous feeling nagged at her.

			Hundreds of bobbing heads were surging into the building, some nervous, others arrogant and cocky. Lots of chirping, lots of shouting. Camille let go of her daughter’s hand. She also felt queasy and her “see you later” smile quivered.

			The 6th-grade corridor seemed endless to Mona, and echoed in an eerie way. The classroom that she and her thirty-odd unknown classmates had to pile into smelt of some old country manor. No one was even whispering anymore. Her desk was at the back of the room; she had no neighbor. Finally, a young man entered. Dressed in a three-piece suit and floppy necktie, he had a haughty look about him and instantly seemed cross to be there. He’d barely finished announcing that he would be teaching them French when Mona shuddered. She recognized this character: at the Musée d’Orsay, in front of the Van Gogh, it was with him that she’d had a spat! She had given the impression of apologizing after giggling in front of the painting, then, coming across him later in an aisle, she’d been conspicuously rude by sticking her tongue out at him. Her sinister premonition of last night wasn’t unfounded. She shriveled up inside. The world was proving impenetrable, indecipherable. Reality had frozen. How could she get a hold on it? Maybe by cracking it. The teacher began to take attendance. The voices responding to the names were barely audible and such timorousness delighted the man in charge. When it was Mona’s turn, she accidently and nervously pulled open a snap fastener on her pencil case: it flipped over and all the pens and pencils cascaded onto the floor with an unexpected clatter.

			“Present!” she shouted at the same time.

			The teacher frowned, looked at her for a long time, a very long time . . . Who on earth was this impertinent child? In the end, giving her the benefit of the doubt, he put the incident down to unintentional clumsiness. The whole class had turned around to look at Mona. Everyone could see her face and she could see theirs.

			 

			 

			On Wednesday afternoon, walking towards Beaubourg in her wide straw hat, Mona was, of course, quick to tell Henry about the unbelievable misfortune that had befallen her:

			“Can you believe it, Dadé? My French teacher—and what’s more, my home room teacher—is the very man I poked fun at when we were at the Musée d’Orsay at the same time!”

			The coincidence was indeed extraordinary, and might have merited an exposition on the chance events of fate, contingency and necessity, predetermination. But within his granddaughter’s tale there was a detail so astounding that it was all he could think of. Mona had said: “And what’s more” . . . “And what’s more!” It was an adult expression, a symbolic marker of maturing. At what age, Henry wondered, did I myself use that expression for the first time? Ah, if only we could rewind our life and listen again to the entire audio track: the first word, the first sentence, the first utterances of “death,” and “beautiful,” and “I love you,” and “what’s more!” And when did I use my first interrogative, Henry wondered with irritation, noting again that, in life, the exclamative form of the language inevitably preceded the affirmative one. Everything starts with cries bursting out of inarticulate babblings. His own mind was bursting, and if his brain could have been mapped at that precise moment, it would have looked something like the painting that Mona had stopped in front of, at her own request, while walking through the national museum of modern art.

			 

			It was an abstract work that resembled a chaos of matter, in which trails and drips of color, sometimes very fine like a drawn line, sometimes thick like a blot, crisscrossed, became entangled, were superimposed; they were sometimes straight (but never rigidly so), sometimes curved, and even zigzagged. So, the surface was entirely saturated with a crazy network of striations, streaks, and flecks from which no recognizable motif emerged. The only comparison with something real might have been with a cut-out piece of stained carpet—more precisely, of carpet used to protect the floor of an artist’s studio, on which residual drips of diluted pigments have, inadvertently and randomly, accumulated. Except that the surface, while being covered in an eruptive and thickly layered mess, was actually quite structured. Not organized or composed—indeed, there was neither an identifiable center nor periphery—, but structured by rhythms and an overall coherence. Some broader black patches were thus scattered around like a dozen or so archipelagos battling with streams of white. In lesser quantity, but dotted pretty much all over, there were splashes of yellow and red, and spread over them, in abundance, were interlacing swirls of silvery gray, with many more loops than the adjacent colors. It was noteworthy that the paint of all these colors was sufficiently thick to be superimposed without them running into or mixing with each other, and, in particular, that the work seemed to be the isolated fragment of a limitless whole.

			 

			Henry was pleased that Mona had chosen to spend thirty minutes in front of this modestly sized Jackson Pollock—sixty centimeters by eighty-one—rather than the neighboring work by him, which was much bigger. He felt the American artist’s esthetic was actually easier to grasp the smaller the work’s scale. And yet he knew full well that any art historian would have declared that an aberration. Because the Abstract Expressionist movement, born in the immediate post-war period with Mark Rothko, Franz Kline, Willem de Kooning and Robert Motherwell, is characterized by an explosion of abstract forms on imposingly large, even overpowering, surfaces. But Henry also knew that, to penetrate the secret of genius, one mustn’t always follow the conventional path of specialists. 

			Once Mona had gotten rid of a fly that seemed determined to sit on her nose, she finally began to speak.

			“Dadé, up until now, we’ve seen artists who knew what they were doing, it almost felt like they had a plan, even when the work was abstract, like with Malevich and Brâncuși. And here, for the first time, it’s very different. It’s done on the spur of the moment, all that . . . But I already know what you’re going to say to me.”

			“Really, Mona? Well then say it yourself!”

			“You’re going to say that it’s more complicated than that.”

			“That’s true! But what else?”

			“You’re going to say that we think it’s done on the spur of the moment because there are splashes of paint all over the place, going in all directions, so the painting looks like a disgustingly dirty tablecloth, but in fact, well, it’s something totally different. You’ll say it’s harmonious, and it’s what the artist meant to paint.”

			Henry’s smile was as resigned as it was pleased. That was, indeed, pretty much what he was intending to say. But first he tried to put Pollock back into a historical context. He explained to Mona that Pollock wasn’t satisfied with the old European tradition that required a painting to be true to life, to stick to subjects that could be defined with words. Hostile to the illusion of depth through the mastery of perspective, he wanted to produce paintings that incorporated a far more fundamental energy, that of the body, of movement, of speed, of accidents and chance events. So his work was described as ‘action painting’; the canvas turned into an arena, it was said, because the painting contained no anecdote or symbol, told no story. It merely captured and recorded the furia, or impetuousness, of the artist in front of it. It didn’t represent violence, it was violence.

			“This canvas wasn’t painted on at an easel,” Henry added. “It was thrown onto the floor. Pollock stood over it and, instead of adding successive layers with a paintbrush, he would fling his paint at it using sticks that he’d plunge into pots of the stuff. He would also use dry brushes, or then squeezers that enabled him to produce spurts and fine swirls. Look at the patches of black: there he has poured a little paint directly from the pot. So, with rudimentary methods and only a few colors, on a small canvas that’s not even a square half-meter, he produces a painting as rich as an organism covered in tissue, as the veining of a stone, or as thousands of constellations in the sky.”

			“I really love it, Dadé, but I bet people said that it was all just scribbles, and that a child could do the same thing.”

			“People still say that! And what a shame it is, incidentally, that children don’t actually do the same thing!”

			“Would you like me to try?”

			

			“Not right now, Mona,” Henry said, with a smile. “Anyway, Pollock didn’t only have detractors. Not only did influential critics adore him, saying that he represented the culmination of art history, but he also had support among collectors and men in power.”

			“In what way?”

			“In the United States, after the war, much store is set on what today is known as ‘soft power,’ that’s to say, the power of culture, of symbols, of values. For many Americans at that time, abstract painting such as this could initially seem stupid, even offensive, particularly since Pollock had a volatile temperament, drank a lot, and leaned politically to the left, when the US had a right-wing government. But you see, rather than humiliate and ostracize Pollock, that government realized that it would be in its interest to promote him as the embodiment of the freedom and daring of the new continent: a kind of James Dean of art. It was an ideal way to differentiate itself from the old Europe and give the Soviets a good lesson.”

			“Oh yes! I remember that it was them who forbade Malevich from painting abstracts . . . It must have seemed strange to them, all these explosions of color! But what did Pollack have to say about all that?”

			“He didn’t express himself much, you know, and was doubtless never aware of, or really concerned about, the issues surrounding him. He died young, drunk at the wheel in a car accident, in 1956. His United States was that of the Native Americans. Look: he has a rhythm, a beat, he’s almost dancing. Alcohol enabled him to come out of himself, to experience trance-like states. His way of painting has a shamanistic dimension to it. According to him, the mind must travel, discover other approaches, other spheres, blend with nature, with animals, with matter. If his art is typically American, as was so keenly hammered home, its source and expression are to be found among those native to his country.”

			At this precise moment, that bothersome fly returned to torment the tip of Mona’s nose. She angrily brushed it away with the back of her hand. The insect, panicked, flew a few loops in the air, looked for somewhere to land, and, finally, found refuge on Pollock’s painting, on the left edge, level with an almost central white splotch. Its five eyes were turned to the right, looking widthwise. And Mona suddenly had a dizzying thought. 

			“Dadé, I’d love to see Pollock’s painting the way that fly sees it!”

			

			“That’s exactly how Pollock would have wanted you to think. And that’s exactly what a shamanistic experience is. Close your eyes and imagine that you’re that fly.” Mona did as Henry asked, concentrating hard. “Now you’re a hundred times smaller than you actually are. Meaning that there, on Pollock’s painting, it all looks a hundred times bigger to you.”

			“It’s beautiful,” Mona said, screwing up her eyes tight. “The drips are turning into streams of color! It’s beautiful, really beautiful!”

			“You could even be an aphid, Mona, a minuscule aphid, and then everything would appear a thousand times bigger to you.”

			Mona, with eyes closed, had plunged inside herself and was seeing the painting beneath her feet. She was seeing it flat, just as the fly stuck on it was. The painting’s eight-decimeter width extended to one of eighty meters, and then of eight hundred meters. She had shrunk to the size of an aphid. And now the surface was continually expanding, endlessly increasing in the child’s head. Now there were kilometers of Pollock’s swirls on the horizon!

			“I can feel myself getting smaller, Dadé,” Mona confided, ecstatically.

			“You could even project yourself into a fraction of an atom: a quark. And then this half-meter-square painting would become a massive universe to you, like some unknown planet.”

			Mona attempted to do this, unsure whether she was suddenly becoming a minute particle or Pollock’s painting was expanding like the cosmos. Before her, potentially eight gigameters of paint stretched out, or eight billion kilometers—an entire solar system! Her legs were giving way; her grandfather caught her by the shoulders as she was about to faint.

			“Dadé, I think Pollock’s lesson is that we must go into a trance.”

			“Exactly, but we must also come out of it, otherwise we end up falling over.”

			“And falling over like a fly, what’s more!”

			“‘What’s more,’ as you say.”
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NIKI DE SAINT PHALLE
The future of man is woman


			Paul’s business was starting to go well: not the vintage store, to which he was no longer paying enough attention, but his venture making old rotary phones compatible with cellular ones. The young entrepreneurs he had met were offering him increasingly promising contracts. With Camille’s encouragement, Paul was starting to wonder: was it time to give up the store and really commit to this adventure? Mona, without daring to say anything, was disturbed by this.

			Stretched out on the floor of the store with Cosmos by her side, and holding a pencil, she was trying to bring her personal journal up to date. She had started writing it in late July, and recorded her life as it had unfolded, ever since her attack of blindness in the autumn of last year. Now she was close to reaching the present, since she was writing about the events of mid-August: between her discovery of Magritte and Brâncuși, she was describing the MRI scan she’d had to go through, and what that experience had triggered in her. As the visions flooded back, she just let her thoughts sweep her along. She remembered that, in that tube, a past had come back to her, with shores that, being a child, seemed extraordinarily distant to her. By scratching away in her journal, she had access to the Mona of August, already a different person, and by scratching some more, she found a path towards a lost and vague continent: those very earliest years. Her eleven-year-old self regressed to her once three-year-old self, producing a kind of explosion of meaning, of truth. She relived that moment when Colette Vuillemin, her adored grandmother, had given her the pendant she wore around her neck, at their final encounter, and had told her: “Keep the light forever inside you, my darling.” The little Mona was expecting to see her again and never did—she’d seemed so vibrant, so happy, so loving.

			Mona hadn’t understood this absence at the time; it must have seemed like an unfathomable mystery because no one had been able to explain to her what ceasing to exist meant, when she was barely beginning her own existence. Moving forward in life means making the grueling effort to bring out into the light the wounds that we hadn’t seen coming, and that, by their very surreptitiousness, traumatize us to the depths of our being. In her journal, Mona wrote in small, tight and shaky handwriting: “What did Mamie die of?” The dog, curled up at her feet, yawned with contentment.

			 

			 

			Right beside Beaubourg, on its south side, there was a large basin, some six-hundred-meters square, featuring sixteen differently kinetic sculptures positioned on the water. As Mona moved closer to it, she noticed, on the vast façade of a neighboring building close to Saint-Merri Church, a large mural by a street artist. It depicted, in monumental form, the side view of a face with a finger on its lips, as if the whole street were being asked to be silent. Was it there to encourage the crowds to contemplate the famous fountain? Maybe. Or to listen to it? Why not. Because although silent, the fountain was subtly musical. Henry explained that the whole thing had been created by an artist couple. The black pieces, that looked like absurd, ramshackle machines, were by the Swiss artist Jean Tinguely; the colorful ones, notably the bizarre conductor whose golden crown spouted sprays of water—a Firebird—were by his wife: Niki de Saint Phalle.

			“Those two,” Henry said, “dubbed themselves ‘the Bonnie and Clyde of art,’ and were true enfants terribles, each stimulating the other’s flights of fancy.”

			Mona definitely felt a clear preference for “Bonnie” and was gazing, mesmerized, at her mermaid with the giant breasts, and, especially, her ever-spiraling upright serpent.

			“Could be a corkscrew,” she murmured, while twiddling her hair.

			Henry knew that the naivety of this comment would have greatly pleased the sculptress, and rightly so. He suggested they go and see another of her works, displayed within Beaubourg’s walls.

			“Agreed!” Mona cried, enthusiastically.

			 

			It was a gigantic bride dressed in white. And, what’s more, it was an entirely white bride, or rather grayish-white like clay, from the bottom of her enormous full-skirted dress up to the tow-like mass of her long, stiffened hair, and including the bouquet she was clutching to her chest. It was all so plastery that the supposed purity attached to nuptials verged here on the grotesque. This woman looked just like a ghost, and that impression was reinforced by her aberrant proportions. While her waist was around a third wider than is standard, her head escaped from such monumentality. It was far too small compared with all the rest, as if it had popped out from a massive, weighty body. When looked at straight on, the head tipped slightly to the right, and the face was barely suggested, like some crude mask. But there was at least an opening to represent the mouth—she seemed to be letting out a long groan. But where the effigy was terrifying was around the bust. The bridal bouquet she clutched to it was made of ossified flowers. She was holding it with her right hand, while her left hand, colossal in size, a kind of degenerate nod to Rodin, was resting on the stomach. The bust and the arms looked like some vast, crawling matter or, why not, like decomposing flesh. In fact, at that level, the sculpture was an aggregate of countless objects, some of which could be made out clearly, while others were subsumed. They were mainly toys, and in particular, lots of baby dolls. Also discernible was a model plane, some cyclists, coaches, little ducks, serpents, birds, and a pair of child’s shoes.

			 

			As Mona contemplated the work, she kept shuddering. She sensed that it was charged with some dark experience. This was true: Niki de Saint Phalle had a traumatic youth, so traumatic that Henry avoided going into the lugubrious details. He merely explained to the child that she had been through some ordeals. He spared her the most tragic facts: the sexual abuse by her father that Niki suffered; the death of her grandmother in a fire at her chateau while it was occupied by the Nazis; the suicide of her sister . . . Henry didn’t want to share all that familial violence, if only to avoid too great a shadow from this unhappy life being cast on the artist’s works, and imposing an exclusively morbid symbolism on them.

			“You know, Dadé, when I look at this I think of Goya and those monsters . . . And of Hammershøi and the troll stories in the Norse legends, and that face I thought I saw in the sleeve of his portrait of his wife from behind. This bride is like a ghost, as if she’d dried up in some cupboard. And now that I see her, I suppose those sculptures moving on the water earlier also looked a bit like monsters.”

			“Monsters fascinated her. She said it herself. And that she’d watched many movies that were full of them.” Henry quoted from memory: “‘I myself have made an unbelievable number of them; it’s a theme that endlessly inspires me.’ But I’m sure you noticed all the toys embedded in the plaster.”

			“Yes. Of course. I spotted the little plastic baby doll under her chin immediately, and then there are other dolls everywhere, and even a model plane near her shoulder, and a bird just above it! If all this was supposed to cheer things up, it failed.”

			“Let me reassure you: the artist knew perfectly well that attaching all those things to her wouldn’t make her bride more cheerful. She actually collected toys, accumulating unreasonable quantities of them, not only dolls, but also prehistoric creatures, like those you find in kids’ toy boxes, which inevitably end up in the attic one day because kids grow up.”

			“She’s kind of doing what Marcel Duchamp did, taking things that already exist and turning them into works of art.”

			“Yes, there is that. In fact, she was part of a broader tendency in art in the 1960s that consisted of appropriating objects, of simply selecting them and then combining them. In France it was called ‘New Realism’ and among its artists there’s Niki de Saint Phalle, of course, but also Arman, for example, who had filled an entire gallery with trash!”

			“Well here, it’s a trash can of toys!”

			“Too true, my dear. It’s as if the universe of childhood were assailing and oppressing this woman. The Bride dates to 1963. Its rigid, deathly pale appearance is quite the opposite of the traditional image we have of joyful weddings. But this sculpture, with the subject’s face seemingly torn open with a cry, is also an expression of revolt. The Sixties was a decade of many struggles worldwide for more freedom and tolerance, for equality, and against wars and imperialism. Niki de Saint Phalle, with this Bride who seems close to death, is letting out a howl.”

			

			“And what’s it saying, that howl?”

			“That women mustn’t be stuck in the role of the good wife. Women must be able to stand by their desires and make their own choices, whatever they may be, even those that are least conventional.”

			“And what kind of choices did Niki de Saint Phalle make?”

			“Well,” Henry started, then let a long time pass. “Well, for example, she accepted, at one stage in her life, that she wouldn’t be a perfect mother. Niki de Saint Phalle dedicated herself to her art, that’s to say to herself, rather than to her children.”

			“She was angry,” Mona whispered, screwing up her eyes.

			“Yes. She actually made some works she called ‘Tableaux-Tirs,’ or ‘Shooting Paintings.’ She would take a rifle and shoot at the canvas. The impact of the bullets on the bags full of paint would produce bursts of color. But to get to grips with this artist, remember that for her, the image of women is all about dualism. It’s an image with two sides. Her Bride isn’t merely an expression of death, it’s also a call for a female renaissance in a guise other than that of devoted wife.”

			“What ‘guise?’”

			“That of the colorful mermaid you saw earlier at the fountain, for example, and particularly in the guise of her famous ‘Nanas,’ sculptures of women leaping, dancing, jumping. They may be curvaceous, with huge hips and a tiny head, but they are full of life, liberated from society’s diktats. They embody a radiant future, quite the opposite of The Bride, which is a symbol of an alienating past in which desires are scorned.”

			“I understand this business of a double image . . . But what’s the lesson from it?”

			“In 1963, the same year this Bride was created, a poet who was deeply committed politically, in the Resistance, and a well-known Communist, writes a line that corresponds exactly to the lesson Niki de Saint Phalle is giving us.”

			“Who is it? What did he say?”

			“He’s called Louis Aragon. And he writes this: ‘The future of man is woman.’”

			“Yes, sure, but Niki would’ve said: ‘The future of man is the Nana.’”

			“Absolutely. But allow me to stick to Aragon’s slightly more austere line.”

			The child clutched the pendant she must no longer take off. She considered how willingly she would have put it around the Bride’s neck to help her conquer her distress.

			“She was ‘a young woman with fighting spirit,’” Mona finally said, in a clear voice.

			Henry looked at her, stunned. The phrase disturbed him. It was the one he used to hear so often about Colette. And, by the way his granddaughter had said it while clutching her cornet seashell, the old man imagined that she may have been alluding to that. They remained for a long while without adding a word, until Henry broke the silence.

			“Yes, Niki de Saint Phalle did have fighting spirit, Mona. And your grandmother did, too, you can be sure of that. To the very end.”

			“I know, Dadé.”
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HANS HARTUNG
Go like lightning


			Camille was tapping nervously on her cell phone while waiting to see Dr. Van Orst. He was very late and, as the seconds passed, she ruminated on the way the last appointment had ended. On that occasion, Camille had let herself be dictated to, docilely, without questioning a thing: her febrile respect for medical authority, no doubt. But this business about her child having to keep that pendant around her neck bothered her. What was all that twaddle about? So, when Camille, face blazing, charged into the office gripping Mona’s hand, she didn’t hold back as usual.

			“Where are we heading, Doctor? Mona’s been coming to see you for a year. She’s done everything, all the possible tests, on the brain, the eyes, and hypnosis. And then you tell us that she mustn’t stop wearing her pendant?”

			Mona was terrified. Not only by the tone and virulence of her mother, but also by the idea of her beloved cornet seashell being a cause of dispute.

			“Madame,” Dr. Van Orst replied, “my job is to treat people. I hear your anger, which is perfectly justifiable. But what I know is that the psyche is a phenomenally complex mechanism and none of its potential workings must be overlooked.”

			“And so?”

			“And so, after extensive investigations with Mona, I’m certain I’ve found the source of her blindness: it’s not of a functional nature, but actually of a psychotraumatic one. Hypnosis allowed me to reach this conclusion. Or, rather, it was possible thanks to the path Mona took with me, to what she retrieved of herself and her distant past.”

			“Distant? But Mona’s a child!”

			“Mona is a young girl. And for her, eight years ago represents an abyss far deeper and harder to reach than three decades for adults like us.”

			“Fine, and so what’s there, in this past?”

			Van Orst opened a drawer and, with great care, took out a small, black binder with a red, card-stock cover on which, written in thick marker and underlined twice, where the words, “Mona’s Eyes.” The doctor had gone to the trouble of writing a detailed report.

			“It’s all in here. The title is only vaguely medical, I admit, but I’ve collated all the data, along with my conclusion.”

			“Well then, doctor, what is your conclusion?”

			This question, full of impatience, prompted Mona to make a gesture that halted the exchange. Because she sensed what that conclusion was; she knew what it was; it was within her, everywhere, it ran right through her. That conclusion belonged to her. It wasn’t that she feared hearing it from the doctor’s mouth; but she did fear not expressing it herself, with her own words and impressions. She embodied the future, and to do it justice, to seize it, she had to accept responsibility, had to speak rather than leave it to some other authority, however benevolent and competent Dr. Van Orst’s authority might be.

			“Mommy, what I discovered, what I understood, I’d like to be the one who tells you, both Daddy and you, but when the time’s right.”

			“The light is within her,” the doctor said, approvingly, as he handed the file to the young girl, rather than to her mother.

			 

			 

			Henry Vuillemin found his granddaughter changed, yet again, that Wednesday, and increasingly willowy. He told her so.

			“It’s amazing, Mona, how fast you’re growing; you’ll soon be taller than your mother and father, you’ll see! And I don’t think you’ll entirely resemble either one of them; and fortunately, you won’t have my looks, either!”

			But the remark perturbed the child, who suddenly looked downcast.

			“Well, that makes me sad,” she said, “I’d like to resemble you, Dadé. I’d like to resemble someone. Most often you, but otherwise Mommy, or Daddy would be fine, too.”

			And Mona, trembling with emotion, threw herself at her grandfather, almost crushing him in her hug. Henry took her straw hat off and tenderly stroked her hair, taken aback by such a reaction.

			“It’s too sad,” she continued. “I’m just how I am.”

			

			It broke the old man’s heart. On the one hand, nothing’s finer than to be just what one is if one is Mona, but that, Mona didn’t yet grasp. On the other, it was clear that Mona did look like someone. It was blatantly obvious that strength, grace, and goodness flowed in her veins. She just didn’t know the source, that was all. But Henry could see it.

			“Of course you resemble someone, Mona. And you’re right, it’s not your father or mother, and not really me, either . . . ”

			“Well, who then, Dadé?”

			“Your grandmother, Mona. You’re so like your grandmother.”

			The child opened her eyes wide and they were lit from within. Not blue anymore, but golden with the revelation. Transfigured.

			“In that case, Dadé, I beg you, let’s go and see Mamie’s favorite painting today!”

			 

			It was an abstract work measuring seventy-nine centimeters by one hundred and eleven, composed essentially of a central large dark mass. It wasn’t an entirely solid, flat black surface, but rather a vibrant expanse that one could sense had been created by paint being sprayed. Indeed, it had lower and upper borders that wavered slightly, and their blurred edges were created by something being lightly blown across them, atomized, giving an impression of mist dispersing. Towards the bottom of the black expanse there was a lemon-yellow base, which occupied the lower part of the painting, rising to just under twenty per cent of its total height. This zone was very lightly ridged, vertically, and these countless striations gave the painting an intense dynamism. In the zone that overhung the black expanse was a band of deep blue (also ridged) that was really narrow, almost crushed against the top of the frame, the way slivers of sky can seem to peep through the turbulence of a storm. Finally, within the broad black mass there rose three luminous lines of dazzling clarity, like three fine blades of grass, or three long, solitary hairs, lightly curved, attractively flowing, but suspended by some powerful aerial energy. The middle one was the tallest, extending from almost the bottom to the top of the entire black expanse. To its left, a second line, finer and more curved, had the flow of a tangent, and, to its right, a third, even more discreet, line followed a similar course, but with neither one touching the central line. Together, they might suggest, in highly simplified form, the rise of a tall, slender tree trunk. And plenty of other things, too.

			 

			And so Mona was contemplating her grandmother’s favorite work of art. Without realizing, she was smiling for the entire twenty-four minutes she spent, sitting cross-legged, studying this very simple composition; she sensed, more than ever, the power of painting to switch on a light within oneself.

			“I totally understand Mamie,” she finally said to her grandfather, “and I’m sure she could spend hours in front of this painting.”

			“She did spend entire hours in front of it, yes,” Henry confirmed, sounding nostalgic but happy. “She knew the work by heart and could outline all of its constituent parts with her eyes closed.”

			“Well, personally,” Mona said, pointing her finger, “I can see nine things. Three areas, first: a yellow one down below, a black one in the middle, and a blue one on top. And then I see the two slightly blurred edges between the yellow and the black, and between the black and the blue. And, of course, I also see the three lines. And, finally, the signature in the bottom right-hand corner: ‘Hartung 64.’”

			“Your totting up is spot on because the number nine was Hartung’s lucky number. And his wife’s, too. But then they did meet on May 9, 1929, when they were, respectively, twenty-four and twenty years old.”

			Henry looked a little dreamy as he mentioned these ages.

			“What Mamie must have liked so much about this work,” Mona chirped up again, “is that it’s full of contrasts, and contrasts give the impression of a battle.”

			Mona had said that with such delightful innocence that Henry got a lump in his throat. He gazed at the central line in Hartung’s painting and, mimetically, felt the scar on his face throb. He felt the blade of the knife that, decades ago, had cost him the use of his eye. The wound was reawakened, as if the skin was opening up again. And, inexplicably, his dead eye welled up and shed a tear, a fine tear of emotion, so discreet and unexpected that Mona didn’t see it.

			“Yes, Mona, that’s exactly it,” he finally replied. “Hartung adored Rembrandt and Goya, you know.”

			“Aha!” Mona interrupted him, “so that’s it! I knew it reminded me of the paintings in the Louvre! I bet he liked chiaroscuro and, by painting an abstract work with some yellow that looks like it’s escaping from a dark fog, he’s doing the same as those artists from the past.”

			“Not entirely, though. His technique is very different. Here, he isn’t using a paintbrush or oil paint. Hartung achieves the floaty layers by spraying acrylic paint onto the canvas using a spray-gun usually used on the bodywork of cars. That’s what gives the different zones of color such a vibrant, powdery, evanescent texture.”

			“They look like clouds, or a sea of fog . . . ”

			“Hence Hartung often being dubbed a ‘Nuagiste’ for his cloud-like esthetic. His blurred contours absorb the eye, envelop it, make it plunge into the very heart of the painting. In that, he’s very similar to one of his friends: the American artist Mark Rothko, with whom he often discussed these effects.”

			Mona remained silent for a long time, thinking of her grandmother. She was pondering. How did an artist manage, one day, to become who he was, do what he did? How did a young boy named Hans become a genius named Hartung? And, most importantly, how did he end up arousing the admiration of Colette Vuillemin?

			“What was he up to, Hartung, when he was my age?”

			“The First World War had just started. And at first, he wanted to be a preacher. He had a very religious temperament. He then abandoned that vocation to dedicate himself to gazing at the stars, because he wanted to study astronomy. And it’s interesting to remember that, when looking at this painting, because it’s not only the expression of his inner self, of the chiaroscuro within each human being, but also, simultaneously, it’s like a vision of the mysteries of the cosmos, of nature, of the movements of matter. You noticed the number beside the signature: the work dates to 1969, the very year the term ‘black hole’ was first used. Of course, one shouldn’t think that Hartung paints astrophysical phenomena in a literal, mimetic way, but rather that he translates them into his own language.”

			“And what did he do next, Dadé?”

			“Hartung was a tenacious and very courageous man. He was German but, just before the Second World War began, he decided to fight against his own country, because he despised the Nazis. He lived clandestinely in the South-West of France, escaped towards Spain, and was locked away in prisons and camps. When he rejoined the fight in 1944, he was horribly wounded. His leg was seriously injured and had to be amputated, without Hartung being fully anesthetized, so you can imagine how he suffered. When peace was restored in Europe, and he could return to painting, he no longer had quite the same mobility, which is a real problem when your art relies on gesture more than anything . . . And that, too, is important when we look at this work: he reinvented his process by using, or adapting, all kinds of tools—notably the bodywork spray-guns I mentioned earlier—so that he could continue to paint.”

			“He sounds like someone who’d want to draw the most beautiful line possible, and here he’s drawn perfection, with those three lines in the middle.”

			“Except they’re not really ‘drawn’ lines, but actually scratched. Hartung took advantage of the acrylic paint not being quite dry to remove a thin layer with a blade or spatula, and extraordinary skill. And the light would appear as he cut into the black mass.”

			“Like a flash of lightning in the middle of the clouds!”

			“Yes. In fact, when Hans Hartung was your age, he was scared of thunder storms. But he told himself that if he managed to draw the zigzags of lightning very fast, nothing could possibly happen to him. Basically, the lesson from his painting is: ‘Go like lightning!’”

			“Well now I know why Mamie liked it more than anything else,” Mona concluded. “Because I remember what she said to me before disappearing: ‘Forget the negative; keep the light forever inside you.’”

			At these words, Henry found himself reeling. He who was always in control of his emotions had to sit down, and for a moment, feared he would faint. Mona planted a kiss on his cheek. He smiled. What on earth had happened to him? Was it hearing once more, like a voice from beyond the grave, the words the wife he loved so passionately said to his adored granddaughter? Yes, that was it. But not only . . . It was also the secret of Mona’s language. That singularity of her words, her phrasing, her expression, that curious quality that he was absolutely certain existed, without ever really capturing it, that strange and charming musicality, to which he’d been searching for the key for so long, well he thought he’d unearthed the nature and cause of it. Had he finally found its secret? There was only one way to know: he must listen to Mona again and again to check his hypothesis . . . I must be patient, he told himself. His pulse had returned to a normal rhythm. Almost normal.
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ANNA-EVA BERGMAN
Keep starting from scratch again


			Mona seriously disliked that French teacher. Whenever she had class with him, her stomach would be in knots and she’d start willing him to be absent, sick, or even worse. She’d feel nauseous at the thought that she might have messed up her vocabulary or spelling exercise, even though she was excellent at both subjects. But with him, that wasn’t enough. A cruel man, he was forever quick with a cutting word or swift punishment for the slightest thing.

			Now, Mona wasn’t as much learning her lessons as brooding over them. She so feared a reprimand that she worked to avoid retribution rather than to acquire knowledge. That particular day, she had to recite a poem of her choice; she’d picked one of the very hardest, but which she found especially beautiful. However, try as she might, she just couldn’t, categorically couldn’t, get beyond the tenth of the sonnet’s fourteen lines. The eleventh line was the stumbling block.

			When, a few minutes after the bell, she rejoined her already seated classmates, there was a deathly silence, imposed by the teacher with the absurd necktie. 

			“Well, well, Mona,” he said, in a humiliating tone. “Here you are at last . . . No, don’t sit down. Since you’re beside the door, recite your poem to us! If it goes well, you can take your seat. If not, you’ll be off to the principal with a detention. We’re listening, Mona.”

			“‘To a Woman Passing By’ by Charles Baudelaire,” the young girl said in a quavery voice, and began:

			 

			“‘Around me roared the nearly deafening street.

			Tall, slim, in mourning, in majestic grief,

			A woman passed by me, with a splendid hand

			

			Lifting and swinging her festoon and hem;

			Nimble and stately, statuesque of leg.

			I, shaking like an addict, from her eye, 

			Black sky, spawner of hurricanes, drank in

			Sweetness that fascinates, pleasure that kills.

			One lightning flash . . . then night! Sweet fugitive,

			Whose glance has made me suddenly reborn . . . ’”1

			 

			“Well, Mona, we’re waiting for the rest: it’s more night than lightning right now!”

			The rest. The rest of the poem . . . It was so lovely . . . Oh, but yes! That was it! By some kind of tiny miracle, of which memory holds the strange secret, she sensed that those last four lines could come back to her. The stumbling block had gone. What a relief!

			Except that . . . Mona simply had no desire anymore to give Baudelaire’s words to this teacher who didn’t deserve them. And so she did something extraordinary. She repeated, with confidence: “One lightning flash . . . then night! Sweet fugitive, / Whose glance has made me suddenly reborn . . . ” And without another word, she left the classroom of her own accord, bold and brave, swiftly, almost flying. She zigzagged like lightning to the principal’s office to receive her detention. She was brazen and radiant and, most importantly, scared of nothing anymore.

			 

			 

			In front of Beaubourg, a boy had laid out a huge piece of hessian, around six meters square, and then started to paint on it, flat on the floor, spreading around swathes of muted colors with the help of rags . . . The young man was clearly producing a portrait. But of whom? With each passing second, the features gradually revealed themselves: it was amazing to see emerging, from nothing into everything, two bright eyes, thick frizzy hair, and a bushy beard. Henry smiled: he’d soon recognized the image. After about twenty minutes, the boy signed the painting.

			“Ladies and gentlemen!” he cried, “here, before your very eyes, has appeared the biggest head—and brainbox!—in the world: thirty-six square meters! I give you the appearance of Georges Perec!”

			The crowd applauded. Who was Georges Perec? A writer Henry was fond of, and whose books were written under occasionally unfathomable lexical constraints. For example, he explained to Mona, Perec was the author of La disparition—The Disappearance—, a novel written entirely without the letter “e.” Hundreds of pages without a single word containing that vowel. And all to tell the story of a disappearance, itself a metaphor for the disappearance of the author’s parents, who had died in concentration camps. Mona set her grandfather a challenge:

			“Dadé! You could explain today’s work of art to me with a ‘constraint,’ too! All in slang, say! Or however you fancy!”

			But Henry said “no” with a firm shake of the head. And then came up with a rather disconcerting response:

			“No, Mona, no . . . I’m pretty sure it’s actually you who will, once again, be able to talk about today’s painting in a manner worthy of Georges Perec.”

			Mona grimaced. Henry continued:

			“And since we saw your grandmother’s favorite work last week, would you like us to go and see my favorite artist right now?”

			Mona’s smile brimmed with joy:

			“Oh, yes!”

			 

			You thought you were looking at a purely abstract form, so simplified was it: a kind of irregular, convex black pentagon, rising to the lofty height of a hundred-and-eighty centimeters (though the apex didn’t quite reach the top of the frame) and silhouetted against a uniformly white background. But it was the prow of a ship, viewed head-on, foreshortened, so that the ridge of the stem, instead of seeming to jut out, was flattened. The lateral sides of the pentagon were discreetly curved, evoking, minimally, the form of a hull. If you wanted to imagine the boat afloat, this hull’s waterline would have been at around the level of the base of the painting. A dynamic was maintained through the minutest effects of asymmetry and discrepancy. For example, the top left-hand corner was slightly lower than the corner opposite it, which itself also extended just beyond the frame, creating a subtle decentering. Finally, the black, which was more glossy than matt, wasn’t entirely uniform, but covered in textural effects—an oblique one, in particular—that gave a density to the prow’s presence, and on which the light sometimes glinted, depending on its angle, or the viewer’s position before the work.

			 

			Never had Mona moved around so much in front of a painting. She went back and forth, sometimes skipping, almost dancing, and studied the work from countless perspectives. Without realizing it, she was conforming to the artist’s wish that her works be viewed in a mobile rather than static way. Henry, on the other hand, didn’t move an inch. He felt tired. He was happy just to watch Mona, who, in thirty-three minutes, must have covered a kilometer or more without ever leaving the aura of Anna-Eva Bergman’s masterpiece. From now on, he would mainly listen carefully to Mona, to verify his hypothesis on the secret of his granddaughter’s language.

			“It’s like a giant shadow, Dadé,” the child finally murmured.

			“And in the shadow is how painting began, Mona . . . Its starting point, if you like.”

			“How’s that?”

			“In Ancient times, Pliny the Elder would tell a story that has since been considered the original myth of the visual arts. It’s the story of Callirrhoe. She was a woman who lived in Sicyon, in Greece, around two thousand six hundred years ago. Callirrhoe is in love with a man who must leave for foreign shores. She wants to preserve an image of him. How does she do that? She draws around his shadow on the wall, cast by a lantern’s light. It’s as simple as that: the shadow is, in a way, the negative image of the man, and, by capturing his silhouette with a piece of charcoal, she finds the positive image.”

			“Do you think this artist knew that story?”

			“I’m sure she did, because Anna-Eva Bergman, originally Norwegian, was very interested in different cultures, civilizations, in the mysteries of humanity; she was insatiably curious about mythology. Or rather, about all mythologies, not merely that of Greco-Roman Antiquity.”

			“Well, when I think of mythology, Dadé, it’s more those paintings with lots of characters and details, like the one by Poussin of Arcadia, or Burne-Jones’s Wheel of Fortune. This painting looks more like the black cross on a white background by Malevich!”

			Henry agreed. He then suggested that Mona move very close to the large painting. He made her look up and focus on the apex. The child then realized that her body was in the very position of a swimmer stranded in the water, floating, or maybe drowning, over whom the prow of a ship was looming.

			“From such an oppressive viewpoint,” Henry explained, “there’s no way of knowing the secrets of this vessel . . . Who is its captain? Who is on board? Impossible to say. It’s now no longer an advancing ship, but an enigma. Along with a whole host of mixed hopes and fears. In Scandinavian folklore, boats were very important: they were associated with death lurking around. It was said that the ghosts of fishermen swallowed by the waves would come to haunt the living. With this painting, Anna-Eva Bergman is evoking such legends.”

			“Yet another scary painting, then!”

			“Yes, except that in Norse mythology there’s also a fabulous boat named Skidbladnir, the finest of vessels. It had been most ingeniously built by two dwarves out of slivers of wood. It was so large it could carry all the gods . . . But even better: it could be slipped into a pocket when not in use because it was collapsible, down to the smallest, most compact size, like a piece of fabric!”

			“Wow! How cool is that! I’m sure Bergman has painted Skidbladnir here, and we could fold up her huge drawing and carry it away with us.”

			“But you’re already carrying it away, Mona!”

			“What do you mean?”

			“You’re carrying it away inside your head. A work can be all the more easily carried away when it’s composed in a harmonious and simple way, like the Black Cross by Malevich or the Bird in Space by Brâncuși. Whereas a painting teeming with details, like a Vermeer or a Courbet, won’t allow itself to be captured so biddably by the mind.”

			Although she understood her grandfather’s reasoning, and had decided not to say anything to avoid seeming arrogant, Mona felt sure she had absorbed each and every work she’d seen over the past almost-year. As much the complex Vermeer and Courbet as the simplified Malevich and Brâncuși. All of these works stood out in her memory with almost hallucinatory precision.

			“Why do you like Anna-Eva Bergman so much, Dadé?”

			“Because she was someone very free. From the 1920s onwards, she played tennis, went to the movies, and favored a boyish look. She got her driver’s license in 1931, when she was twenty-two, at a time when almost no women had one. In the early part of her adult life, particularly in the 1930s, she made a name for herself as an illustrator and a witty, even daring, caricaturist; she didn’t hesitate to mock the Nazis, for example. But the Second World War affected her considerably. She saw the world reduced to ruins after 1945, and was among those artists, like the American Barnett Newman and many others, who could never create as they had done before. They had to ‘start from scratch again,’ to use Barnett Newman’s expression.”

			“Like when I press ‘reset’ on the computer?”

			“Yes, something like that. And Anna-Eva Bergman changed her artistic approach completely. She removed the human figure from her work for good, and reduced her motifs to a very elementary vocabulary: stones, steles, trees, stars, cliffs. Now she depicted only subjects that stemmed from nature and the cosmos. Frequently, she would use gold and silver leaf in her paintings, and, most importantly, compose them using the golden ratio, equal to approximately 1.618, to achieve perfect proportion.”

			“Okay, Dadé, this time I really am lost.” 

			“I know it’s not easy to explain. But to simplify, just remember that Anna-Eva Bergman did a great deal of research into geometry to construct her works. She sought forms where the ratio between the small and large part were equivalent to that between the large part and the whole, which gives the feeling of perfect, infinite harmony.”

			Mona concentrated. Her perception was so sharp that she felt, beyond any arithmetical formula, the sense of divine proportion in the painting. But, one step ahead of her grandfather, she could also see how the artist had played with this rule, distorted it, to avoid too rigid an abstraction. Mona thought of the black prow in a liminal state, that of a regular pentagon—she didn’t know it, but that figure had been the basis of all of Anna-Eva Bergman’s research into the golden ratio. Mona then visualized the slow transformation of that pentagon in space, and the way that, by stretching it upwards, it turned into the stem of a ship, which itself could have become, with a few tweaks, a gravestone, a mountain peak, a horizon, or a house.

			“Start from scratch again, always start from scratch again . . . That’s Bergman’s lesson,” Mona stated, with confidence. “Start from scratch again to be able to rebuild everything.”

			“‘For nothing is shipwrecked or delights in ashes;

			And for the one who can see the earth’s fruitful end,

			Failure is of no moment, even if all is lost.’”2

			 

			 

			As he recited these lines by René Char, Henry headed for the museum’s exit, holding his granddaughter’s hand. Mona was deep in thought. Instead of asking her grandfather to explain the verse he’d quoted, she searched for snatches of meaning herself. Mostly, she wondered about the significance of the words “all is lost.” What would that mean for her? Losing Dadé? Daddy? Mommy? Cosmos? Losing them all at once? Losing her memory? Losing her life? Losing her sight? They arrived at Montreuil. The child hadn’t uttered a word for an hour. But suddenly, her grandfather’s introduction to their visit came back to her.

			“Hey, before we went inside Beaubourg, you told me that I’d be able to talk about today’s painting in a way worthy of . . . you know, the man who wrote a book without the letter ‘e,’ remember?”

			“Georges Perec. The Disappearance.”

			“So, did I?”

			“Yes, Mona. You do indeed take after Georges Perec. And it’s all thanks to something your grandmother told you. I’ll explain to you soon, very soon.”

			Henry had finally unlocked the secret to his granddaughter’s language, and the joy of this rose to his lips, and wouldn’t subside.

			 

			 

			 

			
			
					1 The Flowers of Evil, by Charles Baudelaire, translation by James McGowan, Oxford World’s Classics, OUP, 2008.

					2 “Redonnez-leur ce qui n’est plus présent en eux” (“Restore to them what is no more present in them”) translation by Mary Ann Caws, from Selected Poems, by René Char, edited by Mary Ann Caws and Tina Jolas, New Directions, 1992.
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JEAN-MICHEL BASQUIAT
Come out of the shadows


			As she was doing her homework on the floor of her father’s store, with Cosmos sprawled on his back, Mona spotted her mother standing beyond the door. The child and the dog raised their heads as if synchronized, and both sensed that something was wrong. Some unfortunate, maybe serious, event was furrowing Camille’s brow. She remained outside for a few seconds before resolving to walk in. The dog barked when he saw Paul join her. Finally, they entered. Camille asked Mona to sit down, and, looking wan, sat down herself.

			“I spoke to your grandfather on the phone and we need to talk, Mona.”

			“What’s going on?”

			“Oh, if you knew how sorry I am, my darling.”

			“But what is it, Mommy?”

			“Certain people choose their death,” Camille said, her voice barely audible.

			Cosmos yapped again. Mona almost choked. She glimpsed part of a notebook, badly concealed behind Camille’s back. Was it her personal journal? Was it the journal she’d embarked on writing to recount, to herself, all that had happened since her first attack? The journal of her long and slow apprenticeship in art and life with her Dadé? The journal in which she’d explored her grandmother’s past, without telling anyone? Was it this journal, full of shadows and freedoms, that her mother had stolen?

			“Mommy,” Mona stammered, her voice faltering.

			“Oh, I’m sorry, my darling,” Camille said, imploringly, as she brought her hand, and the red book it was holding, into the light. “I know that I shouldn’t have, that your secrets belong to you. But I found it in your room.”

			“Did you open it?”

			Camille nodded. Mona screamed with rage. Cosmos dived under some furniture. Camille rushed towards her daughter to try to comfort her. She pushed her mother away with a violence she didn’t recognize as hers. She screamed, and screamed some more, betrayed, disgusted, in despair.

			“You’re the worst, the worst, the worst,” she hammered out.

			“Mona,” her mother ventured, “listen to me—”

			But Mona would listen to nothing. She darted towards the door of the store. She wanted to run away, far away and forever, stricken with an indefinable mix of rancor, shame, grief, and regrets. In the end, reeling, she collapsed onto the pavement in tears.

			So, her mother had the whole picture: she knew that, for months, Mona had been to see not a psychiatrist, but works of art in a museum with her grandfather, and when Camille had phoned him, it must have been to discuss this. What on earth could they have said to each other? With her forehead buried in her palms, Mona sensed her parents sitting down on either side of her and slipping their arms around her waist. It was Paul who spoke first. His voice made her sob all the more.

			“Mona, you know too well that I’m not the best with words. But still, you need to know that we’re proud of you. I think it’s incredible how brave you’ve been for almost a year. You were ill and you never complained; you shared a secret with your grandfather and you never betrayed it; you had questions about your family and you were right to. And you know, I adored Colette. Everyone adored her. She was an extraordinary woman. And she loved you so much, Mona! She would have been very proud of you. And I’ll tell you something even better: you’re the same, the two of you, exactly the same.”

			“Would you like us to tell you about it, my darling?” Camille asked, timidly.

			Mona remained silent. She’d been able to tolerate her father’s words, and had heard them fully, but she was beyond furious with her mother for having read her journal. Because nothing is crueler than seeing, for the first time in your life, the person you thought would always protect you being the cause of humiliation and pain.

			And so, between Mona and her mother, nothing would ever be the same again. The young girl had just suffered a small death. Mourning was underway. But—as Mona hoped, from the bottom of her heart—a new start was, too. It would just take a little time.

			 

			 

			Things had thus been said, so, for the very first time, Henry was taking his granddaughter to the museum with the full knowledge of her parents. What had he revealed? The simple truth: for the past forty-eight weeks, Mona hadn’t been going to see a psychiatrist, but to the museum to see works of art, in his company, and it was those Wednesday visits that served as balm for the soul. Camille and Paul had been flabbergasted by this subterfuge. More than the disgrace of the lie and the broken promise, it was the feeling of having missed a part of Mona’s childhood that disturbed them: a great distance now separated them from her.

			For Mona, the world was caving in. Incapable of exploding with anger, she suddenly felt tempted by darkness. Yes: darkness. Because she’d found the invasion of her privacy unbearable, she now wanted to hide away in the shadows. And that obscurity she’d so hated, so feared, that ordeal of blindness, in which, seeing nothing anymore, you believe you’re not seen by anyone anymore, that ashen solitude, she found herself wishing for it, desperately. At least in the dark, everything would disappear, she thought. Just outside Beaubourg, she opened up to Henry:

			“Dadé, sometimes I feel so sad that I want to disappear.”

			The expression of such a death wish horrified the old man. He must pull Mona out of this soot-blackened state of mind. It was time to take a look at a great drawing by Jean-Michel Basquiat.

			 

			It featured a large head. Or rather, two heads. Because the main face, deeply disturbing, disproportionate, and in three-quarter view, was superimposed on another face, in profile, partly concealed, and consigned to the background. This double image was puncturing a great patch of black distemper, roughly rectangular but crudely applied, which covered most of the paper, apart from the edges, which remained unpainted. The main image was bursting through the heart of the darkness, but was not exactly in the middle of it, slightly off-center to the left, and further down. The drawing could have been described as extraordinarily edgy and childish at the same time. The lines were jerky, broken, and lacking in any embellishment. The main head was dominated by its asymmetrical eyes, in which the sclera was a blazing yellow and the pupils dilated. Its hair was crew-cut (black in the middle, green on the sides), sticking up from a crenellated line circling the top of the skull. The face itself was divided into several sections, particularly the upper part, where clear lines separated the two hemispheres of the forehead, and the eye-socket area below. The colored zones—yellow for the eyes lined in red, blue for most of the face, gray, green and red for the forehead and cheeks—were scribbles in which the direction of the pencil could be traced. There was also a large pointed nose and a chaotic mess beneath it, namely a wide, dark and indistinct mass that extended down to the mouth, which was open, smiling, and barred with two big fangs. As for the head in profile, it was slightly more to the left of the composition and, disturbingly, its jaw and that of the three-quarter-view head were on a single plane; they were almost enmeshed. The mouth cavity here boasted a full set of bared teeth, and overhung a bristly chin. Higher up, some vague nostrils were suggested by two small circles at the end of taut threads. But this face had no visible eyes, no eyeballs: nothing to compete with the demented radiance of those two yellow ovals staring out at the viewer.

			 

			During the long minutes Mona spent in front of the work, she focused mainly on the brushstrokes of black acrylic paint. She lost herself in them, and was reminded of all the times that color had had an impact on her during her visits to the museum: in front of Rembrandt and his chiaroscuro, in front of the portrait of Madeleine by Marie-Guillemine Benoist, in front of Goya and Courbet, in front of Malevich and Hartung and Bergman.

			“He was really angry, the guy who did that,” Mona suddenly said, her face tense.

			“Angry and committed. Both. Which can be partly explained by the identity of the artist himself: Jean-Michel Basquiat was from Brooklyn; he was Black. In the context of America at that time, that condemned him to a certain marginality. But, with his extraordinary artistic talent, he actually turned that marginality into a source of pride. He ended up becoming one of the best-known artists on the planet.”

			“Well, yeah, seeing as he’s right here!”

			“Yes, he’s in Beaubourg and in all the major museums of the world, but, believe it or not, he started off doing his art outside, in the street. He’s one of the pioneers of what today we call graffiti or street art.”

			“Well, I’d say it’s brutal, and the drawing gives off energy.”

			“Basquiat used to draw all the time, but he’d grip his soft-lead pencils very strangely—intentionally, of course—rather like a ‘paralytic,’ it was said, because he’d wedge them beside his ring finger. And so they would slip, he’d lose them and then retrieve them. With Basquiat, the pencil sometimes took the initiative as it raced crazily back and forth, and he would go along with, or correct, its trajectories on the paper. And that explains the energy of this head.”

			

			“This head? But Dadé, there are actually two of them!”

			“Yes, there’s a main one and a secondary one. The white profile is relegated to the background; not only does the three-quarter-view head partly cover it, but it also obliterates it. And that head—the main one, that is—has several characteristics: it seems to be wearing a mask made up of different plates, lightly colored in red, green, blue, and gray. And what seems to be a roughly scribbled black moustache could be evoking the color of the skin. In this way, the head might be alluding all at once to a man whose identity is hidden, covered by a mask; or to an actual mask from non-Western civilizations, like we saw in the Hannah Höch; or even to a Black man. Whatever the case, the identity of this head is uncertain. It’s also a bit disturbing, isn’t it?”

			“Yes, because the mouth is really weird: there are two big fangs that make you think of a vampire, or a beast’s maw, and at the back of the palate, where the throat starts, the artist has drawn a little red grille . . . And, mainly, there are those yellow eyes, which are truly scary.”

			“They are indeed, Mona, and understandably so. They’re a reminder of the widespread drug use in those days—Basquiat himself was a wretched user. In New York during the 1980s, many young people were taking lots of mind-altering narcotics, hoping to feel euphoric, or really serene, or amazingly strong.”

			“So, with this drawing, is Basquiat advertising drugs?”

			“In one sense, perhaps, because he was testifying to their power. Drugs allow people to transcend human perceptions and feel things more intensely. But Basquiat also suffered from his addictions and, overall, paid very dearly for his excesses. Look again at this outrageous head and, in the background, the gap-toothed profile it’s superimposed on: those two faces are fascinating and repulsive at the same time.”

			“Yes, and actually, that bit of face we can see on the left is like a death’s head.”

			“Absolutely. And Basquiat did, indeed, often draw skulls, just as his great friend Andy Warhol did.”

			“Oh yes, him, that name rings a bell.”

			“Andy Warhol was the leading figure of the movement known as ‘Pop Art,’ from the 1960s onwards, and he was enormously supportive of Basquiat. It’s curious that they were both very keen on the skull motif. As a child, Jean-Michel Basquiat, like Warhol before him, had been sick and hospitalized. He grew up in a modest neighborhood of New York and got knocked down by a car.”

			“Reminds me of Frida Kahlo.”

			“Very true. But Basquiat was even younger than Frida Kahlo when he had his accident; it was May 1968 and he was just seven years old . . . He was severely injured and the doctors had to remove his spleen. While convalescing, he became engrossed in a book on anatomy. And from that, he developed a passion for images of the body. And he spent a great deal of time in museums, particularly New York’s Metropolitan. Like Warhol, he knew the history of painting very well and, in this work, we can also recognize a traditional genre: the vanitas.”

			“Of course, Dadé! This Basquiat should be hung right beside Goya’s still life, with the cut-off lamb’s head, at the Louvre! It has a black background, too, and its two kidneys are like the two yellow eyes we see here. And then there’s that red ‘7,’ too, right in the middle.”

			Henry didn’t immediately understand what his granddaughter was talking about. But Mona was actually focusing on a part of the picture that did, indeed, seem to form the number “7.” It was the angle at the top right of the main face, surrounding its left eye, and was part of a plate fixed by a round rivet at its corner. This angled section was filled with blood-red crayon scribbles and little circular squiggles similar to cells or corpuscles . . . The “7” suddenly stood out clearly.

			“You’re right, Mona . . . Carry on!”

			“Well look, Dadé: Basquiat wanted to show a part of the brain that really heats up! It matches the yellow eyes: this head is boiling, it’s on fire.”

			Henry was stunned at the child’s astuteness. This head, half-machine and half-organic, half-human and half-animal, half-black and half-white, was, indeed, burning. Moreover, the hemisphere of the brain Basquiat had highlighted was the left one, the source of language and words, to which the artist, having begun with graffiti, attached great importance. The “7” also reminded Henry of the (supremely mythical) age at which Basquiat had died—he overdosed at twenty-seven.

			“With its internal fire,” the old man commented, “this work depicts eyes that carry their own light within them and escape the darkness. It depicts a face emerging from the shadows. All of Basquiat’s art resides there: he brings New York’s street culture out of the shadows; he brings graffiti out of the shadows; he brings the creativity of Black American artists out of the shadows; he brings their origins and painful history, from slavery to segregation, out of the shadows; he brings their most illustrious combatants out of the shadows, such as boxers, jazz musicians, and, of course, himself. Basquiat brings shadows out of the shadows.”

			“Come out of the shadows,” Mona approved, solemnly.

			As they left Beaubourg, Henry almost revealed the mystery of his granddaughter’s language to her. But he held back. The context wasn’t right for that; he must wait for a happier day. As for Mona, she kept noticing all the graffiti, which had taken over the walls of Paris. She wondered whether some of it had been done by artists who, like Basquiat, would end up, someday, in one of the world’s greatest museums.
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LOUISE BOURGEOIS
Know how to say “no”


			For several days, Mona stopped saying anything to her parents and, above all, refused to hear the slightest word from Camille. On top of that, she now hated her own room because she kept thinking of her mother poking around in it. And so the young girl felt the need to give it a makeover, and got rid of anything vaguely resembling a toy. In short, she had a clear-out.

			During this major upheaval, she fell by chance on a spiral-bound file that she’d completely forgotten about over the past three weeks: “Mona’s Eyes”—Dr. Van Orst’s medical report. Suddenly, she understood: her mother must have looked for it. Then, not finding the file, she’d gotten hold of Mona’s journal, which was also red.

			Mona opened the report, skimmed through it “like a grown-up” (so she told herself), and recognized all that she’d been through with the doctor. Most importantly, she tried to decipher, on the final page, his conclusions as to the likelihood of a relapse. There was some mumbo-jumbo, notably the mention of “psychotraumatism” and “visual acuity to an exceptional degree.” She joined her parents in the kitchen to talk to them. When Camille saw the file in her daughter’s hands, she was relieved, anxious, and mainly impatient, all at once.

			“Mommy, Daddy, I wanted it to be me who told you what . . . I wanted to describe all that happened myself. So here it goes.”

			And Mona began the long account of an intense year in which a buried part of her past had surfaced, her present had blazed, her future had darkened.

			“Dr. Van Orst would hypnotize me so I could return to what had caused the loss of sight. But in fact, at one stage, it was Mamie who returned to me. And, mainly, I think I remember well the last time; I mean when we, Mamie and I, said goodbye. It was after a meal when there were loads of friends around the table and they were raising their glasses to toast Mamie. And you, Mommy, I think I recall that you were awfully angry with her, or something like that. And then, also, I remember that she was really kind to me, and gave me her pendant, and said something so lovely to me . . . What she said came back to me and I think I understand it now. Mamie hung the pendant around my neck and, smiling, murmured: ‘Forget the negative, my darling; keep the light forever inside you.’”

			This time, Camille cried.

			“And so I, along with Dr. Van Orst, ended up sensing that some connection existed between that last time I saw Mamie, when I was very little, and the fragility of my eyes. And now I believe I understand: it’s this pendant . . . That’s what it’s for: it hangs by a thread.”

			Camille, overcome with emotion, realizing all the progress her daughter had made in one year, just wanted to finally shatter the great taboo of Colette Vuillemin’s death. Because now, Mona was ready to take in everything, to know everything. To see everything.

			 

			 

			This time, Henry would reveal to Mona the enigma behind her way of speaking, her particular little “tune” He’d solved the mystery three weeks earlier and since then he’d been thinking how he would love to hear his granddaughter in front of each work they’d seen together all over again. He would have relished her comments, analyses, and questions because he would have listened to them with an awareness of their distinctive feature, worthy of Georges Perec. So, yes, of course, he could just as easily have continued to converse with the child without breaking the spell. But he resolved to reveal all, that very Wednesday.

			For the occasion, he had put on a tie that Mona had never seen him wear. She was intrigued because, all over the red fabric, there was the word “no” in different fonts. This tie, produced in a limited edition for a humanitarian cause, was the work of the artist Louise Bourgeois. Henry had worn it because he was going to talk about that exceptional woman, known worldwide mainly for her sculptures of giant protective spiders, symbols of her own mother, a weaver by trade. 

			 

			It was a huge cedarwood barrel, a circular tank (but open-topped) more than four meters tall. There were two doors, one on either side of the structure, and above one of them—the entrance one—there was a metal band with the words “Art is a guaranty of sanity” written on it. Once inside the barrel, the visitor discovered a room. On the floor, which was four meters in diameter, there was a sinister empty bedframe with a puddle of liquid on its surface. Around the bed there were four tall iron posts, standing on heavy bases, with fine perpendicular branches from which hung many glass receptacles and pipes, all bulbous and of various sizes: flasks, retorts, stills . . . There must have been around fifty of them. This contraption tipped water onto the bed base and then recuperated it once condensation had occurred, in a closed circuit. Also on the floor, in line with the bed and against the wall, an alabaster lamp, consisting of two breasts superimposed in the form of a cross, emitted a gentle, glowing light. To the left of the entrance, right beside the opening, there hung a giant black coat, at the base of which sat two large black-rubber spheres of around sixty centimeters in diameter. From under the coat, an embroidered blouse bulged out due to being padded with bran: written vertically on it were the words “merci” and “mercy.” There were also two more similar spheres, facing those beside the entrance—making four in all—but this time made of wood.

			 

			After walking around the cabin for about ten minutes, Mona couldn’t resist any longer. Despite the two heavy ropes barring access to the interior of the work, she slipped inside without the attendant seeing her. She crouched beside the lamp, which, with its two luminous breasts, she associated with the sculptress herself. Then she curled up into a ball, making herself as small as one of the four spheres, in wood and rubber, that now surrounded her. Henry was relieved not to hear an alarm going off. He let her absorb the work and feel the thrill of being inside it. When he finally spoke, it was in a whisper so that Mona might remain in that privileged place without being found out. The acoustics were those of a cabin deep in a wood.

			“So, a work of art doesn’t have a predefined format: with Louise Bourgeois, it assumes an architectural scale, that of a small house, even. She calls such structures ‘cells,’ and for her, each cell is a self-portrait. But instead of depicting the outside of the body, as the paintings of Rembrandt and Frida Kahlo did, her self-portraits reveal what’s inside her head. When you went through that door, you penetrated the skin of Louise Bourgeois’s face and found yourself in the middle of her brain.”

			“Sorry, Dadé,” Mona whispered, “but a brain normally looks like a giant walnut. I know that because I’ve already seen my own on the MRI scan. Whereas this seems more like a barrel to me.”

			“It is one! It’s the reconstruction of a water tank like those found on the roofs of New York.”

			“Ah! Basquiat’s city!”

			“And Louise Bourgeois’s. She was born in France in 1911 and grew up there, but she moved to the States in 1938 and remained there. But not without feeling homesick.”

			“Homesick? Well then, maybe she was cultivating her melancholy,” Mona suggested, remembering the lesson learnt in front of Burne-Jones’s painting at the Musée d’Orsay. “Look inside the cell, Dadé, there are all those containers and flasks with water running out of them. It’s like looking at the circuits behind our eyes: the ones that produce tears. I’m right inside Louise Bourgeois’s eyes, Dadé!”

			“Yes, this whole glass contraption surrounding the bed is reminiscent of the circuits within the body, with its circulating fluids: tears, blood, saliva, milk, and so on. They’re very precious liquids because they keep the body alive and, importantly, signal strong feelings: hunger, thirst, fear, love.”

			“When I saw the puddle on the bed, I immediately thought of one of those nights when you feel really bad and really scared. And so you sweat a lot and even, well, you know (she smiled), when you’re a kid . . . ”

			“ . . . you wet your bed and feel really ashamed. It’s exactly that, Mona. And that’s the very subject Louise Bourgeois is exploring: she evokes the range of emotions and senses that are beyond our understanding and overwhelm us during childhood. The liquids are precious, as the title says, because they enable feelings to be released.”

			“You say that it’s during childhood, sure, and yet this looks like an adult’s room, or the laboratory of some slightly mad scientist . . . Oh, Dadé, come inside with me! You’ll see, it seems scary but, actually, it’s cosy!”

			Henry hesitated. There were no visitors around in this part of Beaubourg, and the attendant was dozing. But he decided that the work should remain Mona’s property. He continued where he’d left off:

			“It’s a place haunted by all the distress we can feel during childhood. And it’s a place that enables us to protect ourselves from such distress, to recover from it. So, it’s also a protective space. Indeed, from outside, I can read the words above the entrance: ‘Art is a guaranty of sanity.’ Creating, looking at creations enables us to protect ourselves from madness.”

			“But why would Louise Bourgeois have gone mad?”

			“Because all childhoods are made up of countless misunderstandings, discomforts, and traumas. These don’t need to be particularly spectacular or violent. Most of the time, they’re silent, almost intangible, and all the more dreadful for not being recognized, due to all that’s left unsaid surrounding them. When Louise Bourgeois was your age, she was confronted by something painful at home. Nothing drastic in itself, but frequent and sufficiently vexing to cause irremediable harm.”

			“What was it?”

			“Her father would bring his mistresses back home. And that, naturally, caused great suffering to Louise’s mother. Although, seemingly, everything was fine. Indeed, it was often said to Louise Bourgeois that she’d been very fortunate in her youth, that it had been ‘gilded.’ And yet the behavior of her father made her vulnerable throughout her life.”

			“Yes, I understand . . . It’s because there was love—for sure—but also lying,” Mona murmured. “And that is unacceptable.” She stressed each syllable of the word.

			After staying still for a long while, the child stood up and moved around the space. She crept over to the coat with the bran-stuffed embroidered blouse underneath it. She sensed all the ambiguity of this item: the coat was disturbing, with its phallic form, but it could also be tamed, and you could shelter inside it to soothe your anxieties. Henry only hinted vaguely at the sexual symbols within the work. But Mona didn’t need his help to grasp them. The four spheres, whether in rubber below the coat or in wood to the right, suggested the virile and paternal authority of a man. The blouse, with its “merci-mercy” inscription, evoked childhood, balancing between two contradictory feelings: on the one hand, that of gratitude to the father, and to adults in general; on the other, that of being at the mercy of authority and of having to ask for pity.

			“In fact, Dadé, I think I could live in here. I feel good here. I feel at home here! It’s magical.”

			“Louise Bourgeois would have been enchanted by how you feel. You know, she was around my age when she created this installation in 1992, and, through this room she was evoking moments in her life when she was around your age. She said (he quoted from memory): ‘My childhood has never lost its magic, it has never lost its mystery, and it has never lost its drama.’ So, you’re honoring her by embracing this place. But come out now, I think the attendant is coming round from his nap.”

			“Okay . . . Goodbye, Louise!”

			Discreetly, Mona left the cell.

			“But so, Dadé, what is today’s lesson, in the end?”

			“It’s written on my tie, Mona.”

			“What are you on about now?”

			“This tie dates from the year 2000. On the back of it, in fine stitched letters, you see Louise Bourgeois’s signature.”

			Henry showed this to Mona, who was fascinated.

			“I bet it was Mamie who gave it to you!”

			“Yes, it was a lovely gift from her. The tie was created as a nod to a series of works by Louise Bourgeois from the early 1970s . . . A series known by almost no one. On several occasions, the artist had cut out, from magazines, that simple little word in the language: ‘No.’ She then stuck the letters onto some backing. The end product was plates entirely covered by that pure negative. ‘No, no, no, no . . . ’”

			“And so?”

			“And so that’s Louise Bourgeois’s lesson: know how to say ‘no.’”

			Mona suddenly looked totally bewildered. That lesson, that specific lesson, sounded so wrong to her that she was unable to repeat it. She remained silent. And that silence was the very proof of the long-sensed secret of her language. Mona was, in her speech, totally resistant to the negative form. That’s what Henry had discovered, and it was patently obvious at this precise moment.

			So, you could listen to the child for hours and hours, and she knew how to be affirmative, exclamative, interrogative, but, no, she never used the negative form, as if, by some incredible trick of the brain, her natural thought process refused to countenance the shadow that the adverb “not” cast on phrases. For her, it was possible to say: “It’s impossible,” but it was impossible to utter the words “It is not possible.” Likewise, she could easily say she was “unaware of” something, but she couldn’t apologize for “not knowing” about it. This extraordinary grammatical alchemy was so deeply ingrained in the way her mind worked that she’d adapted her language. But where did this alchemy come from? 

			“From your grandmother,” Henry explained. “‘Forget the negative, my darling; keep the light forever inside you.’ This very last sentence made such an impression on you that your subconscious absorbed it at the deepest, most intrinsic level; it formed and informed you, even down to the way you speak. To keep the light inside you, you effectively banish the negative . . . But from now on, Mona, you need to know how to say ‘no,’ okay?”

			“Yes, Dadé.”

			 

			 

		

	
		
			50
MARINA ABRAMOVIĆ
Separation is an opportunity to seize


			In French classes, some time would be dedicated to increasing vocabulary, and one of the exercises required the pupil to choose an unusual word and give the most complete definition possible for it, in a short presentation. Mona listened to her classmates talking about a “naiad,” “sycophancy,” and even a “crackpot.” Then it was her turn. Adopting his disdainful tone of voice, her teacher said:

			“Right, your turn, Mona. Stand up. And tell us the word on which you’ll be holding forth.”

			Mona clenched her fists and stiffened her neck.

			“‘Euthanasia,’” she replied, and then spelled the word out to the drowsy class.

			Her teacher raised an eyebrow. Mona took a deep breath.

			“‘Euthanasia’ is when someone decides that they want to die because they’re very ill and they know that it’s impossible to get better. For example, when you’re really old and in lots of pain, and life refuses to give you any happy moments, like it used to. It’s an incredible act, and very brave. And it’s a bit different from suicide. In the case of euthanasia, it’s because a person has usually spoken about it with their loved ones, their family, their doctors, and it’s a real choice because that person loves life, and when you love life, you want it to be beautiful to the very end, and be dignified when you die.”

			Mona paused for a second, and noticed that all her classmates were looking at her, electrified.

			“Euthanasia is allowed in some countries, such as Belgium, for example, but forbidden in many others, France in particular. There are several reasons for this: many doctors say that it would go against their profession, which is to heal. And then religions are pretty much against it because they believe that God must decide at what moment we die. But there were some people, including believers in God, who insisted nevertheless that euthanasia was humane, and we should have the right to it because we have the right to be free when we die. And those people are called activists and their cause is being able to die with dignity.”

			Mona had finished. She sat down. A pupil in the front row asked what “dignity” meant; Mona replied:

			“It’s when things are important and worthy of respect.”

			A second pupil, with a reflex typical of his age, and of the narcissism of his generation, grumbled:

			“Well, I deserve respect!”

			The class descended into a seething hubbub. The voices were still those of children, but their tone mimicked the moronic grunts of adolescence. And then calm returned.

			“Right, well, Mona, that’s a more than acceptable piece of work, but it’s missing the origin of the word. Since you don’t know classical languages, it’s a lot to ask of you, I recognize.”

			“It comes from the ancient Greek, sir.”

			“Yes, right, very good. I imagine your parents must have really helped you with this exercise, all the same!”

			“No. It’s my grandmother who helped me.”

			 

			 

			Henry had only three Wednesdays left to spend at the museum in his granddaughter’s company. Soon, it would add up to a whole year, fifty-two visits. Henry considered this ending and briefly wondered: would his life still have any meaning beyond that date? This feeling of dereliction contracted his heart, of which he was starting to sense the fragility. So, he cast his mind back to six decades ago. He remembered Colette. He remembered how the two of them, beside the sea, had picked up cornet seashells and then elevated them to lucky charms, how they had pledged their love to each other, absolute love, eternal communion. When he had asked her whether she wanted to be happy in life, she had smiled and replied: “No. I want to be insanely happy.” Although barely an adult, Colette had already started campaigning for the right to die with dignity, and also made Henry promise that day that, if necessary, when old, they would respect each other enough that they wouldn’t prevent each other from ending their lives. Henry and Colette, while young, vigorous, intrepid, and so beautiful, had thus made this pledge with a mix of sensual effusiveness and tragic pride. And they had kept their word.

			

			It wasn’t so much Mona, then, as Henry himself who, on this melancholic Wednesday, desperately needed the consolation that art can provide. In Beaubourg, with the child’s hand in his and a tight chest, Henry reached the room in which Marina Abramović’s mineral installation was to be found.

			 

			In a rectangular room, there were three parallelepiped slabs in copper suspended, in a regular way, on each of the three white walls: two—to the left and in the center—were vertical, and the third was horizontal; all were around twenty centimeters thick. They measured two-hundred-and-fifty centimeters in length, fifty-two in width. Cold and austere in their massiveness, they were devoid of detail but covered in tones and glimmers of green and gray. Thanks to what were essentially “directions for use” (an integral part of the work), it became clear that the first slab on the right, called “White Dragon: Standing,” invited the visitor to hoist him- or herself onto it and look down towards the floor. There was a base to stand on and a rigid headrest of quartz that directed the angle of the gaze. The central slab, called “Red Dragon: Sitting,” in turn invited the visitor to sit on a seat and look straight ahead. Finally, “Green Dragon: Lying,” with its “pillow” and footrest, invited the visitor to stretch out and look upwards.

			 

			Having grasped the principle, Mona played the game, moving from one slab to another. It took her around six minutes. But, directions aside, she suddenly became convinced that the work wasn’t so much aimed at sight as at touch, and bodily sensation. To experience that, she did something astounding. She repeated the whole process, but this time with her eyes closed. She began by first positioning herself for eighteen minutes on the first slab, to the left of the installation; she hoisted herself up and sought to feel the influx of energy from the material she was leaning, upright, against. Then, with eyes closed, she took ninety seconds to feel her way along to the second slab (the central one), climb up on it, and sit on it. There, too, she remained still for eighteen minutes. And she allowed exactly the same amount of time to reach the third slab, set horizontally, lie down on it and then, once stretched out, feel its vital charge. While carrying out this lengthy ritual, she found her bearings and raised her head. And that’s when she glimpsed her grandfather’s scarred face, just to the side, silently smiling, slightly aged. It was as if he were about to tell her a story to send her peacefully off to sleep. But it was she who spoke first.

			“It’s amazing how much can be felt, Dadé. You know, when we saw some sculptures, like those by Michelangelo and Camille Claudel, I wanted to touch them. The only time I really dared was when I placed a finger on Gainsborough’s painting, and also when I sneaked inside Louise Bourgeois’s installation. But I knew I was being a bit of an outlaw. (Henry found the expression amusing.) Here, it feels fantastic to be able to be in real contact with the work, without an attendant to tell you off.”

			“And tell me why, Mona.”

			“Because I realized that the artist is speaking to your whole body. Here, sight really is less important than touch. And you know, it’s nice to know that there are artists who do take some interest in the entire body.”

			“Who address senses other than sight. It reminds me of the words of Antoine de Saint-Exupéry: ‘It is only with the heart that one can see rightly; what is essential is invisible to the eye.’ But do go on.”3

			“I mean that, when you visit a museum, you think you’re going to have to look at everything, and often for a very long time. As you know, Dadé, I love doing that. But here I got the impression that the work was calling out to me to do something with my body. Oh, just simple things, of course! It was enough just to stand, sit, and lie down.”

			“You talk about the work far better than I could, Mona, so, please, continue.”

			“I was telling you that these are simple things, everyday-life things, you know. But here—how can I put it?—here you sense it’s a simple thing and that makes so many emotions rise up, because we have perception in our arms, our legs, our head.”

			“That’s why you closed your eyes. ”

			“Yes, yes, that’s why.”

			Mona shrugged, with that look she sometimes had of apologizing for being herself. She feared she might have upset Henry when she’d tried out Marina Abramović’s installation with her eyes closed. But he understood only too well that by doing so, Mona was seeking to defeat the disaster lurking in the shadows. And that was the craziest thing about it: she’d succeeded in doing so. Marina Abramović’s work had proved to her that there remained endless shifting universes at the heart of the darkness, and that life didn’t stop when the light of day did. In other words, she’d appreciated that episode of darkness, had bathed in it more than drowned in it, and she dreaded a bit less being recaptured by the dark. A tiny bit less.

			“You need to know that Marina Abramović is still alive and is one of the major artists of the 20th century. Born in Belgrade, in what was then Yugoslavia, she became a global star in the 1990s. We have her to thank for the flourishing of a new form of expression: performance art. Of course, performance art developed throughout the 20th century but really came into its own thanks to Marina Abramović.”

			“Of course, Dadé, I remember! We already talked about it, in front of a bathroom in a store window!”

			The child was recalling the conversation she’d had with her grandfather outside the Bazar de l’Hôtel de Ville. Henry had indeed explained to her on that occasion what performance art is: a form of work that involves producing not a concrete piece, but some ephemeral act, and he’d given the particular example of an artist couple whose creative form had been to scream at each other to the point of exhaustion. And that performance had actually been done by Marina Abramović and her partner at the time, the German photographer Ulay.

			“So basically, it’s a bit like theater, then?”

			“Yes, a bit. But theater takes place on a stage, whereas performance art can happen anywhere, without the outcome being known; mainly, it’s a form of work that invites the audience to become far more involved. For example, in 1974, Marina Abramović appeared in a gallery, immobile and offered to the public, and in front of her there was a table with seventy-two objects of all kinds on it—flowers, photographs, knives, and even a loaded revolver . . . People were supposed to be able to do whatever they wanted with her; she was passive as a puppet. Until the moment when someone picked up the revolver, placed her finger on the trigger, and turned the gun on herself.”

			“How dreadful!”

			“And dangerous. The gallery owner decided that the performance was going too far and put a stop to it. That’s one of the great challenges with this kind of work. Each time, bodies—the artist’s and the public’s—have to be taken out of their comfort zone in order to live through some extreme experiences. These can sometimes be boring, sometimes daring, sometimes soothing, sometimes regenerating, and sometimes a combination of all those things. As you understood, Marina Abramović seeks to shake up the entire body. Her own, of course. But, through empathy with what she’s doing and showing, or by pushing the public to be active in a given situation, she also seeks to put the bodies and brains of spectators to the test, and make them aware, in a very physical way, of all the intense and contradictory energies within them: fear, love, hatred, cruelty, longing, desire, joy . . . ”

			“And here, what did she want us to feel?”

			“She created this installation after traveling in China, which was an extraordinary adventure for her. The name of each of these three slabs, referring to a dragon, is inspired by Chinese legends.”

			“Why were her travels an adventure?”

			“She and her partner, Ulay, decided to each start walking from opposite ends of the Great Wall, which is itself seen as a giant dragon by the Chinese. Ulay started from the east and Marina from the west, and they walked, walked, and walked some more until they finally met, after two thousand kilometers of exertion. There, at that junction, that meeting point, they hugged. And then they decided to split up as a couple . . . Their shared life was over. So, their reunion was, in fact, a separation.”

			“Oh . . . oh, Dadé, that’s so sad!”

			“The installation you tried out must allow you to feel, from contact with the energy of the materials, the copper, the quartz, all that the artist herself felt—the doubts, the great suffering, but also a sense of revival. By offloading what weighs on us, we come alive again, Marina Abramović says, and what weighs on us is sometimes what we love.”

			“Then you’re telling me, Dadé, that a separation is . . . is . . . ”

			“Is also a new life, a new opportunity to seize, Mona. Think about the double meaning of the word ‘departure’: it’s both an ending and a beginning. That’s today’s lesson.”

			“But what about us? We’re inseparable, aren’t we? Swear that we are, on what’s beautiful on earth!”

			He kissed her forehead, all smiles. Somewhat revived, still melancholic. 

			
				
						3 From The Little Prince, by Antoine de Saint-Exupéry, translated by Richard Howard, Harcourt, 2000.
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CHRISTIAN BOLTANSKI
Archive yourself


			Your father and I have something to tell you.”	
Mona knew that these words wouldn’t bring anything nice. Paul, leaning on some furniture with his head tilted, looked contrite. His daughter was surprised he wasn’t looking straight at her. In a feeble voice, he took over:

			“It wasn’t an easy decision, my darling. But the fact is . . . I’m giving up the vintage store.”

			“Your father,” Camille continued, to avoid the slightest silence, “has just signed an agreement for his invention. He has met all kinds of people who believe in him and will help him to make it work. And he can’t keep the store at the same time.”

			In itself, the news was excellent. But it would radically change Mona’s day-to-day life—for her, the store had been the place for endless dreaming. Cosmos whined and wagged his tail, sensing that his mistress was about to cry. All she could do was hold him tight in her arms, as if he were her last friend in the world. She then looked hard at her parents.

			“Can we go there, Daddy?”

			“Where’s that, darling?”

			“Into the cellar, in the back room.”

			Mona knew what giving up the store would mean. She could visualize all it would entail: emptying the place, fielding offer after offer, a new owner within its walls. She could see that it would all happen soon, quickly turning the present into bygone days. And yet that wasn’t the worst of it. One pain outweighed all the others: the possible junking of the contents of cellar, that dark cellar that had terrified her for such a long time and then become the sanctuary for the last traces of Colette.

			And so Mona led her parents to the very back of the back room, braved the dark and climbed down into the cellar, as if descending into catacombs. Cosmos was yapping.

			“What about all this, what will you do with it? What will you do with all these boxes full of stuff about Mamie? Where will you put them? If you throw them away, I’ll hate you!”

			“Stop, Mona!” her mother said, firmly. “Why would you even think I’d throw out your grandmother’s memory?”

			“But where are you going to put all these boxes? There are kilometers of them! If you throw them away, Mommy, I’ll hate you!”

			“Mona,” Paul intervened, calmly, “I’m not going to lie to you: it’s true that we don’t quite know, for the moment, what on earth we’re going to do with all these old papers, but.”

			“Stop saying it’s ‘old papers,’ Daddy! It’s a treasure trove. I know it is. I know it’s a treasure trove.”

			Everyone went quiet. Mona calmed down and grabbed her father’s arm. She was still really proud to be the daughter of such a man, and, at all of eleven years old, she knew how far he, too, like her, had come in a year. And then, in an abrupt change of mood, she jumped up, struck by a sudden revelation.

			“Daddy, Mommy, I have an idea!”

			 

			 

			It was the second-to-last appointment at the museum for Mona and her grandfather. Henry wasn’t hiding very well the gloom that had come over his soul and his heart. Which was beating strangely. Sometimes it pounded oppressively hard, sometimes it curled up in its corner so discreetly, Henry wondered if it was still working. In front of Beaubourg, on the piazza, a trumpeter with enormous cheeks was playing Rodrigo’s Concierto de Aranjuez. Mona took her grandfather’s hand between her two palms and held it up to her nostrils. How good his eau de Cologne smelt. The trumpet continued with its brassy lament. Mona looked up at her grandfather, both mischievously and imploringly.

			“Dadé,” she said, “you live in a fine apartment with plenty of space, whereas our place is really small, you know. Since they’ve decided to close the store, Daddy and Mommy need to put all those boxes somewhere. Dadé, I beg you, keep them at your place! And write a book about Mamie; about her, about her adventures, about you, about the two of you.”

			

			Mona’s request hit him like an electric shock. Countless impressions and emotions from a lifetime together flooded into his head, and this torrent, chaotic as it was, seemed to have meaning—the meaning of life. He composed himself, and led Mona in the direction of a great installation by Christian Boltanski.

			 

			Spread out across three walls, side by side, at regular intervals, were twenty identical display cabinets—one could say, twenty cases—that were one-hundred-and-fifty centimeters high, eighty-seven wide, and twelve deep. There were seven hung on each side wall and six on the wall straight ahead. An imposing sight, they had dark frames, neon lighting integrated at the top, an extremely fine, rectilinear wire mesh, similar to a sieve, to protect their contents, and they were separated from each other by a very narrow gap. Each case was packed with documents of every kind, mostly handwritten or typed papers, creased and of various sizes, and with color or black-and-white photographs; there were letters, printed items, envelopes, Polaroids—of both children and landscapes—, doodles, and other things, too . . . Everything dated to the second half of the 20th century. The cases were reminiscent of those large walls of images often deployed in detective movies, their panels plastered in visual and textual information, mapping out an inquiry, a mystery, a crime.

			 

			Mona knew that she was supposed to have exceptional vision. And yet, in front of this installation, she felt defeated. The work was so saturated with items that the child’s visual radar was scrambled. She soon realized that it would be futile to try to grasp and assimilate everything in all of these cabinets. The Impossible Life of C. B. was the title, and, indeed, if anything was impossible, it was the hope of absorbing that much material to piece together a life. Instead, she went from one detail to another, randomly, feeling her way: here, a missive in English, there, the orangey-pink invitation to a screening of a Roman Polanski movie; elsewhere, the plan of the Saint-Louis chapel at La Salpêtrière, and then a photo-booth snap of a man with short hair—doubtless the artist himself . . . 

			“It’s a murmur, all that,” she finally murmured herself. “Or rather, a hubbub that murmurs . . . ”

			“Explain it to me, Mona.”

			

			“Well, Dadé, sometimes it’s obvious that a work has a meaning and, in this case, it’s like it’s speaking. When Cézanne paints a mountain, it’s as if the painting were saying: ‘I am a mountain.’ But sometimes, a work might seem to be mute: for example, with an abstract painting, it’s a bit like it’s keeping quiet. But here, well here, it’s different . . . Look, Dadé, there are words, texts, everywhere, and they’re actually pretty, all these words. It’s impossible to read them, or at least, to read all of them, so we look at them and skim over them, and that’s all. And the same goes for the images in the cases. I find these faces often remind me of someone, but goodness knows who, and yet they’re murmuring in my ears.”

			“A wall of murmurs . . . That’s true, Mona. You know, often, before the work of an artist, the question that comes to mind is: ‘What does it mean?.’”

			“Oh, I’m forever asking myself that!”

			“Which is normal. Sometimes we decipher a meaning. Sometimes it’s pointless or impossible to do so. And here, it’s a murmur. What does that mean? Well, it means that it means. I repeat, Mona, listen carefully: it means that it (he stressed the pronoun) means. Not ‘it means what it means’—a formula that closes the discussion. Not at all. But, indeed: ‘it means that it means.’ And it doesn’t say it entirely, because it says too much or too little, and because it’s so difficult to want to say, to know how to say, to say what one wants to say. And that’s why, as you express it really well, this installation murmurs. It says that it would like to say something, without perhaps really knowing what.”

			“Dadé, that’s incredible because, personally, I think that all works are a bit like that. We sense that they’re full of symbols, that they’re telling lots of stories.”

			“But that we grasp just a very small part of them.”

			“That’s it!”

			“And what is fundamental is not merely to solve mysteries, but also, and most importantly, to sense that they abound with hidden meanings, that those meanings surface, hover around, before hiding. And thus the work remains eternally open.”

			Mona’s eyes widened. She suddenly seemed both happy and sad.

			“What’s up?” Henry asked with concern.

			“It’s so beautiful when you explain things to me, Dadé. And it’s sad because I’ll never manage to be as brilliant as you. Never in my life.”

			The old man gazed at the cases of archives and briefly recalled Christian Boltanski’s trajectory. Contrary to what such a monumental, seemingly solemn, organized and serious a work might lead one to think, the artist had started off as a very strange and antisocial child. When young, he didn’t speak and would spend days on end at home just molding thousands of little balls of earth. Henry described the artist’s early works to Mona, how they verged on the absurd, with burlesque scenes and puppets. Then told of his marked shift from the 1980s onwards, when he became known for his majestic collections of metal boxes containing thousands of archives that often related to memories of the war.

			“What, indeed, is a life?” Henry continued, sounding almost like a mystic. “And what remains of it after the end? Memories, of course, and a diffuse impression on other lives. But in front of this work by Christian Boltanski, there’s something that’s at once much simpler and infinitely more complex. So, tell me, Mona, what does remain of a life?”

			“Well, in fact, Dadé, objects remain of it! Loads of objects! Letters, photographs, cards, tickets, like those we can see here, and like we could find stored in trunks and boxes. Personally, I know that in Mamie’s boxes, it was lots of newspapers talking about her and euthanasia.”

			“That’s not all that’s left of your grandmother.”

			“There’s also my pendant!”

			“Yes, that’s true. Inside her boxes, like in Christian Boltanski’s work, your mother and I carefully stored nearly all of the little things, the trifles that she’d left behind . . . Do you know that she loved the ashtrays from hotel bars? I remember that, back then, she would do her best to swipe them!” He smiled at this memory. “Once, as she was slipping out of Le Bristol hotel, a waiter pointed out to her that her handbag was smoking!”

			He broke off into booming laughter. Mona threw herself at her grandfather, hugged him, inhaled the scent of his cologne. In the middle of Christian Boltanski’s cabinets, she pressed her forehead to Henry’s sternum and started gently tapping her head against it, rhythmically, as if using it to knock on the door to his heart.

			“I beg you, Dadé.”

			She wanted to persuade him to write that book on Colette Vuillemin.

			“Let’s continue, Mona. What remains of a life is objects, lots of objects that have their own life, too. They are things, small things that sometimes no longer have a name, so worn, broken, fragmented are they. But even in a schoolboy’s ink bottle, or in a four-leaved clover, you can dream entire universes.”

			“Entire universes,” Mona repeated.

			And she suddenly felt dizzy before Christian Boltanski’s installation, because she glimpsed within each element of it the meeting of many corridors of time. She sensed, with metaphysical intuition, that the smallest unit of matter was charged with existence, endlessly overflowed with it. Vibrating within the smallest unit of matter are all the glances that have passed over it, all the sensations aroused by it, all the light breezes that have caressed it, all the sound waves that have surrounded it, all its changes and all its persistency in being what it is. And all these units communicate between themselves, in a network of meaning so crazy, so rich, that it’s inaudible. Hence the murmur.

			“With this work by Boltanski,” Henry continued, “we must also pay attention to the light.”

			“Yes, Dadé, I see what you mean. Usually, the light is directed to illuminate a sculpture or a painting, but here, it’s different. The light is inside the cases, it’s as if the work were.”

			“Self-lit. That’s it, Mona.”

			“The cabinets are keeping the light forever inside them, Mamie would have said! But it does vary. There are some letters and photos that can be clearly seen and others that are almost invisible because they’re placed in the shadows. It’s a bit like with Rembrandt’s chiaroscuro, I find. And actually, since there are things that belonged to the artist everywhere, you could say that it’s a self-portrait. Well . . . except that a self-portrait is easy to look at in one go, just once. Whereas here, even if you wanted to read everything, examine everything, and link everything together, it would be impossible.”

			“Yes, and indeed, Boltanski isn’t at all keen on the idea of people piecing together his life or his personality. The work seems to be a kind of conceptual self-portrait, but isn’t really one. What he wants is for everyone, including you and me, to be able to recognize their own life in what he exposes through having archived his life.”

			“Archive yourself,” Mona murmured.

			“One could put it like that. We must archive ourselves because, whoever we might be, whether a hero or unknown, visible or invisible, it’s through our archive that we can make the memory of the past glimmer.”

			“You think I was saying that in a general way, Dadé. But I was saying it to you in particular. Get back those boxes about Mamie and write all about her and you in a book. Archive yourself, please, Dadé.”

		

	
		
			52
PIERRE SOULAGES
Black is a color


			The doctor got emotional when Camille and her daughter arrived. This would be their final meeting. Because Van Orst was leaving. His great skill as a doctor, combined with his methods of healing through hypnosis, had sparked the interest of some important institutions worldwide, and it was decided: he was heading off.

			He didn’t want to leave France without saying goodbye to the child. And, most importantly, didn’t want to disappear without explaining what the future held for her, because he feared that the conclusions in his report on “Mona’s Eyes” may have been too cryptic. He recapped: his therapy had enabled him to discover that the little girl had been very attached to her grandmother, Colette. Not only had Mona learnt to walk with her, she had also laughed and played with her, and they had shared hundreds of imperceptible things that had formed her in those earliest years. Mona had thus experienced a violent psychotraumatic shock when her grandmother disappeared, suddenly and mysteriously. And since speaking about Colette’s euthanasia was taboo, the repression was profound. But during the last exchange between grandmother and child, the former had given the latter a pendant. Previously, for decades, that pendant had played the role of a charm sealing the union of Colette and Henry. It then changed hands, or rather necks, and once hanging around Mona’s, all the radiant power of that prematurely departed grandmother became concentrated within it. “Forget the negative, my darling; keep the light forever inside you,” she had said before vanishing. The child’s subconscious placed that light inside a trivial object: a simple seashell picked up by two lovers on a beach. And then, at ten years old, the trauma suddenly resurfaced. One day, while doing her homework, Mona was bothered by her cornet-seashell pendant. She took it off, unthinkingly. Darkness instantly fell on her eyes, with no explicable cause. We looked for a diagnosis, but there was no functional anomaly. So, what was it? It was the brain screaming out its buried pain. A second time, at the vintage store with her father, the pendant broke and, once again, darkness fell. And then a third time, while Mona was standing in front of a painting by Hammershøi, she took off her pendant instinctively: the result was the same. Hence the doctor’s deduction: it was a pathology that “hung but by a thread.”

			“But then,” the child asked, “does that mean that if I take my pendant off now, I’ll be blind again?”

			“No, no, well, let’s just say it doesn’t work quite like that,” Van Orst replied, embarrassed by the question. “But it’s true that it would be better not.”

			“My darling, you certainly mustn’t take it off,” Camille interrupted him, her anxious face now flushed.

			“If in doubt, best to keep it around your neck, as an object that’s a part of you. The subconscious is extraordinarily powerful,” Van Orst stressed.

			“I’ll be very careful,” Mona replied.

			Things were left hanging for a long moment.

			“Mona, don’t forget, either, that you have exceptional sight, like no one else, or almost no one else, has. You must use it; you must look at everything, and absorb everything that you see.”

			While shaking the doctor’s hand, Mona thought about what he’d just told her. Her face lit up—she understood why her grandfather had taken her to the museum. That was the point of all those visits, from the start: for her to archive herself through the beautiful works he’d chosen for her, for her to archive mentally these treasures, and for them to remain forever her reservoir of colors and joys, should blindness catch up with her one day. 

			 

			 

			A year had gone by since that very first session at the Louvre. Mona had matured over that time, to such an extent that she wouldn’t have recognized the little girl whose hand Henry held in front of the fresco by Botticelli. Those two Monas, so close and so distant, who would only be reconciled much later, once adolescence was over, would, however, have agreed on one fundamental thing: at the center of their hearts stood this semaphore of a grandfather, this monument, their adored rock. There he was, in front of Beaubourg, fantastically elegant, his scarred face haunted by a painful reality. His voice boomed with words that sounded like a final verdict:

			“It’s the last of our visits, Mona.”

			Deep down, the child already knew this, and didn’t know what to say. And yet react she must, not to dispel an awkwardness that didn’t exist, but because there was—she was sure—an appropriate way to respond. They wandered erratically around Beaubourg, hand in hand, winding up in front of a painting by Pierre Soulages dated April 22, 2002, which served as the work’s title. It was then that a satisfying response to her grandfather’s crushing statement dawned on Mona: 

			“Seeing as it’s the last one Dadé, it’s my turn.” 

			 

			It was an abstract painting of muted tone, almost square, being two meters high and two meters twenty wide. It was essentially composed of five dark bands stretching horizontally, at regular intervals, across a large, even panel of fiberboard. The bands were separated by four lines drawn in light pastel. The fibreboard panel was itself superimposed on a supporting panel—as if it were a painting stuck onto another painting—covering it entirely heightwise, but not widthwise. Two vertical, ten-centimeter margins thus remained visible. They were themselves bordered with a black-acrylic paint outline on either side, but in the gap separating them from the square fiberboard panel there was, to both right and left, an interplay of white zones and other dark zones. In fact, one could glimpse some straight or curved forms that were, however, blocked by the superimposition of that panel with five dark bands. These last weren’t monochrome, and in them one could detect the brown and uneven tones of the wood, its veins and bumps, and absorbed into them, with the help of a rag, an almost transparent coat of paint made puffs of reddish brown and grayish vapors emerge, an effect that was almost rust-like. This process gave rise to shimmers and lights on the surface.

			 

			Henry studied the work. Mona could have disappeared behind his back, vanished into the museum, or dozed off, and he’d have been none the wiser since he’d assumed the role of the contemplator, and left her that of the sentry, who watches over and informs. As for the little girl, she was impressing into her memory this poignant image of her grandfather, a model of perfection, hair smoothed back, bearing loftier than ever, engulfed by the nebulous mass of the painting. She remembered the myth of Orpheus and Eurydice and wondered if, by turning around, her grandfather might propel her into the shadows forever. And without really knowing why, she thought that, one day, she, too, would like to love someone and be loved the way Henry and Colette had loved each other. An hour went by. Sixty-three minutes, to be precise. The old man swiveled round. The child was there, tiny and gigantic at the same time. She swallowed, sighed, began.

			“Actually,” she said, sounding learned and composed, “this painting must be looked at the way you would look at a painting from the past, with lots and lots of figures in it. Because, contrary to what you might think, Soulages’s work is full of details. But they’re the details of the material, the details of the wood’s veneer, and those of the light that floats on the surface. And there are also those four white lines drawn with pastel. They’re like rays of light . . . That’s what must be seen. But beware.”

			“I’m listening.”

			“You must see what you want to see, too . . . Because each person must be left free. You know, long ago, someone invented a test in which people were asked to react when presented with pages of inkblots. Those inkblots might look like a heart, a butterfly, or a dinosaur, but what matters is what’s inside the head of the patient.”

			“And so?”

			“And so, in Soulages’s painting there are plenty of images that are forming, but they’re in the mind of each person, and that’s what matters.”

			The explanation that Mona had rushed into was salutary fertile ground. Henry told her that Pierre Soulages was born in 1919, into a modest home in the south of France, that he revered ancient art (even prehistoric art) and Romanesque architecture, and that, as a child, he would paint snow-covered landscapes. Soulages had made a name for himself in post-war abstract art, alongside Hans Hartung in Europe, and in parallel to American artists, some of whom were developing an esthetic closely related to his own: Franz Kline, Robert Motherwell, and also Mark Rothko. The vocabulary of this esthetic was the powerful opposition between light and dark, but using simple, even basic materials: the brown of walnut stain applied with house-painting brushes, for example, or even tar on glass. This was also the esthetic that led to his great innovation of 1979. Soulages experimented with his “outrenoirs” (“beyond blacks”), that is, blacks imbued with great luminescence, of which the texture, once dynamically formed, would increase the tones and shimmers. Blacks that aren’t black. 

			“Tell me the forms that you can see, Mona” Henry said, sounding like a curious young man.

			“Look closely, Dadé, in the top band, for example, I see Courbet’s A Burial at Ornans, with its great cortege of weeping villagers. Do you remember? I see grief.”

			“And what do you see in the second band down?”

			“Daddy’s back room, and the moment I realized I’d got a puppy for my birthday. I see joy!”

			“And in the third?”

			“I see the three times I climbed onto your shoulders: in front of Michelangelo’s Dying Slave, in front of Brâncuși’s Bird in Space, and in front of the Musée d’Orsay, to pose for that photo with you. In that third band, I see, in fact . . . ” She searched in vain for the right word.

			“You see growth, Mona. And in the fourth?”

			“I see the mayhem when everyone charges around the playground; I see the time a ball hit me in the face and the pain afterwards. I see violence.”

			“And in the fifth?”

			“I see letters. I see the tiny letters I managed to read at Dr. Van Orst’s. From a distance, I was able to read the oath . . . ” She had forgotten the name of the Greek father of medicine.

			“The Hippocratic Oath.”

			“Yes, that’s it, the Hippocratic Oath! And that’s when the doctor explained to me that I have very good eyesight, very acute vision, despite my problems. In that fifth band, I see healing.”

			Henry was focusing on the dark bands of the painting, which he’d just learnt a good deal about. Because, through Mona’s way of presenting it, attributing a symbolism to each part (grief, joy, growth, violence, and healing), she had detected its allegorical, moral, and sacred potential.

			

			“And now look at the sides,” the child continued, “as I’m sure you’ve noticed, the artist has stuck his wood panel, with its five horizontal bands, onto another panel, meaning it’s underneath. But since the panel on top is a bit less wide than the one behind, it leaves a margin on the right and a margin on the left. Now, look at those two margins. What do you see? That the panel underneath has been painted with a white base and some black hatching. And then the artist superimposed the panel on which he painted his bands.”

			“And what does that signify?”

			“Before signifying anything, Dadé, you must surely admire its beauty! I like the two vertical bands, the interplay of very pure whites and very dark blacks. They contrast with the dark bands of the panel on top, in which the shades of darkness merge into each other, instead of being distinct colors. (She was proud of how she was expressing herself, even felt like she was an adult.) But anyhow, I think that, as well as being beautiful, it does signify something.”

			“What, Mona?”

			“That there’s always more to look at than you might think. It signifies that you must know how to look at everything and to look everywhere: at the sides as well as the middle, from top to bottom and bottom to top, from left to right and right to left, but most importantly, that you must see . . . how can I put it?”

			“Go on, Mona.”

			“Well, that you must see beyond what can be seen, because under the panel of wood, we realize that there are other forms . . . Those forms are hidden, but exist elsewhere, Soulages teaches us that.”

			“He teaches us the existence of what escapes our eyes. And so, Mona, in your opinion, what would Soulages respond to those who say: ‘Black isn’t a color?’”

			“It’s a strange thing to say, because if you mix all the colors together, you get precisely black, natch!”

			Mona paused, and then continued in a different tone. She seemed almost hypnotized, her delivery slower, her eyes plunged deep into the painting, as if her mind were at one with it.

			“There you are, Dadé, that’s . . . our lesson . . . thanks to Pierre Soulages. Black is a color. It’s even a color as far as the eye can see.”

		

	
		
			EPILOGUE
Go towards what you risk


			There are some holidays that aren’t really holidays, because things seem to close down. During the November holiday, around All Saints’ Day, the days are short, windows stay shut, folks chatter less, weighed down by a general sense of mourning and grief. Inside houses, while shadows make themselves at home, the cold windows trap the air’s moisture, disguising their lovely clear surfaces with opaque mists. A film of tears forms on them. The Sunday blues play all week.

			Paul’s store was now dead. Mona felt betrayed. There had been a longstanding agreement that she would join Lili in Rome for the autumn break. But this Italian promise, enhanced by the thrill of flying in a plane, was postponed with a “some other time” that was so vague it was cruel. In fact, Mona’s parents were terrified at the thought of Mona losing her lucky pendant, and Camille had even reinforced it with a stronger clasp. Letting her go far away from them was just unthinkable.

			The child was daydreaming in her room, on the floor, staring at the ceiling. In the emerging damp patches, she believed she could see a map of unknown continents spread across drifting planets. She made up names for the countries and their inhabitants, dressed them as she pleased, gave them exaggerated physiques, whether dwarf or giant, and then imagined wild conquests across tempestuous seas, epic battles, and, most importantly, glorious reconciliations. Without even realizing it, she was murmuring her descriptions of these mental frescoes out loud.

			Around her, everything looked different. Once she’d cleared out any relics of her childhood, she’d taken advantage of the extra space to keep some items from her father’s store. The room was still joyfully chaotic, with textbooks and clothes strewn around, but it was starting to look like a small treasure chamber. Noticeable among the clutter was Paul’s jukebox, on which Mona would occasionally play a France Gall song. And there was the hedgehog-like bottle rack she’d once so hated, now hanging from the ceiling on some fishing line, similar to that around her neck. A few antique tomes had sneaked into her bookcase. And also, by some small miracle, she’d retrieved a Vertunni figurine that had escaped being sold. This survivor was a shepherd stroking the strings of a lute. Orpheus, perhaps. Still on the wall was the Seurat poster, the wittily captioned sketch of Rodin’s Thought given to her by a young student, and, of course, the photo of her and Henry in front of the Musée d’Orsay.

			Camille’s phone rang in a neighboring room. She answered it and, from the slightly anxious, impatient tone of her mother’s voice, Mona guessed it was her grandfather calling. Camille, clearly stressed, was pacing up and down and repeatedly saying no. What could she be refusing? Mona, by a simple process of deduction, realized what was at stake. Henry was requesting that his granddaughter be allowed to leave Montreuil, at least for a few days. She flattened herself against the wall, palms pressed to it. Finally, her mother seemed to be softening.

			“Fine, alright, alright,” she said.

			After a few more minutes, she ended the call and hollered:

			“Mona, I know you’re behind that door and that you heard everything!”

			The child’s mischievous laughter accompanied her back to her room. Yes, she would be allowed to go away for a short time. Yes, Cosmos could go with her. Camille had finally accepted that there was no risk if Henry was watching over her.

			“Your grandfather asked me to repeat these words of Cézanne to you,” she said, looking at the note she’d written. “‘One must go to the Louvre via nature, and return to nature via the Louvre.’ Well, whatever that means, he wants to take you to see the Montagne Sainte-Victoire.”

			“Wow! That’s wonderful, Mommy! Thank you, Mommy!”

			“You must take great care. Do you understand? Let me check your pendant’s clasp again.”

			 

			 

			Henry and Mona felt nostalgic about their secret. It feels so great to slot an alternative reality, one that others can only enter by invitation, into everyday reality. And it’s so painful to have to give up that extra dimension one day. Perhaps pilgrimages are then needed to bid farewell to such parallel lives? Perhaps that was the point of this forthcoming journey? Perhaps.

			In the TGV bullet train, Mona noticed that her grandfather wasn’t reading. He seemed to be thinking, instead, with a solemnity the child was determined to dispel. To that end, she wanted to show him something she had in her pocket.

			Across fifty-two Wednesdays, she had discovered fifty-two works of art with him. During that time, for her birthday, she had been given a pack of laminated playing cards and had decided to stick on the back of each one a picture of every painting, drawing, sculpture, photograph, and installation seen with her grandfather. It was that very pack of fifty-two cards that she’d brought with her. It was now completed. Instead of just handing it over to her grandfather, she casually placed the pack on the table in front of her. Naturally, that piqued the old man’s curiosity.

			“What’s that, Mona?”

			“Just my playing cards, Dadé. I glued an artwork to each of them. Look, all the ones we went to see!”

			“You mean you assigned a specific card to each of the works of art we saw?”

			“Yes.”

			“Is there some symbolic connection between the card you chose and the work of art?”

			“I think so, Dadé”

			Memories assailed Henry, but he avoided letting his turmoil show. Had Mona really linked each work to a suit and a value? And was it really a game one could play? Intrigued, he shuffled through his granddaughter’s magical pack of cards, slowly. What emerged was a condensed story of the past year.

			“It’s extraordinary, what you’ve done here, Mona! You couldn’t have paid a finer tribute to the twelve months we spent together. It’s a veritable work of art, this pack of cards.”

			“Thanks,” she replied, shyly, but with a proud little pout. “And how about you, Dadé, are you going to write it, that book on Mamie?”

			“Yes, I am going to.”

			Mona snuggled up to him, letting out a shrill little cry of joy. A few passengers turned to look at her, with the disapproving expressions of adults who don’t appreciate the indiscreet enthusiasm of children. She felt like sticking her tongue out at them, but then had a better idea.

			“Hey, Dadé, how about we go to the dining car? You can have a coffee and I’ll have a hot chocolate, and you can tell me all about Mamie. Come along, Dadé, please.”

			Henry nodded. He led Mona there. They sat side by side on two stools, in front of a large window. The child downed her drink in one go. The old man barely touched his. The moment had come to release the mystery from its vice. In this train crossing France at the speed of lightning, bringing the sky and the land with it, the time was right. And so he dived in.

			Colette was the daughter of a Resistance fighter, he said, a Catholic and a royalist who, when captured by the Nazis, had killed himself with cyanide in his cell to avoid the risk of denouncing his comrades under torture. From this heroic and tragic event, his orphaned daughter had taken two lessons. The first being that faith in God gives you unbelievable strength. And so she became a fervent Christian. The second being the importance of choosing your own death. And so she became an activist for euthanasia. 

			Henry and Colette fell madly in love with each other. When sealing their passionate union, on a beach where they were collecting cornet seashells, Colette had made Henry promise that, if one day she decided to die, he wouldn’t stop her. He had promised. Throughout the 1960s and 1970s, she was a dedicated pioneer in the struggle for the right to die with dignity. Despite her religious convictions—which she never entirely abandoned—, Colette Vuillemin came up against some very aggressive, defamatory campaigns from conservative circles and from the Church. There were, for example, some despicable attacks in the Press. And yet Colette never lost heart. She just kept fighting on. What troubled her was observing that medical progress, laudable in itself, produced some paradoxical situations. As ways were gradually found to prolong life, to ninety or a hundred years of age, sometimes more, and as humans’ resistance was gradually extended, so neurodegenerative diseases would appear, sometimes turning such advanced ages into unacceptably prolonged periods of decline. Colette Vuillemin campaigned to raise awareness of this. She succeeded in some countries, such as Belgium. In France it was more of a challenge, but that didn’t stop her, with her kindly and uplifting presence, from clandestinely accompanying some patients who preferred to die rather than suffer as they drew their last breath.

			It must be said that Colette was a remarkably jovial character, outrageously funny, and always surrounded by friends. She smoked, appreciated fine wines, danced the tango better than anyone. She had some unlikely, almost compulsive passions, and would sometimes start to collect, on a whim, entire ranges of unusual items: minerals, postcards, rare textiles, coasters . . . And those famous Vertunni figurines.

			One winter’s day, when Colette was in her seventies, she started to get appalling headaches, then endless pins and needles, and problems with her sense of touch. Worse, she had less control over her movements, sometimes dropping her cigarette involuntarily. She sought medical advice. The verdict was delivered. She was suffering from a very rare disease that was gradually eating away at her brain, and for which there was no treatment; a combination of Alzheimer’s and Parkinson’s, named after some eminent American professor. “Aha! God’s giving me a kick under the table for me to join him,” she would say to defuse any tension. What’s more, she really thought that.

			She then set about maintaining her memory with the help of her collection of figurines. She gave a name and brief made-up biography to each one. Every morning, she would put her brain to the test by grabbing a random figurine and recalling the story she had imagined for it. At first, the exercise posed no problem. She could pluck from the box a harlequin, a soldier, a washerwoman or a Bengal tiger, and always get the story right, displaying childlike sharpness. Could the doctors have got it wrong?

			But then, one morning, she stumbled over a name. And another name disappeared. A third name got confused with a fourth. The disease was winning the game. Rapidly. The memory lapses intensified. Until the occurrence of an episode of asphyxiating cruelty. Colette seized the figurine of a young boy stretched out on a bench, and sensed that she had forgotten all that she might have invented about him; and this lead man, this bench, this stretched out position, these painted colors, these forms were surrounded by a semantic void. Language had suddenly dried up, and with it, the meaning of the world. Her brain was faltering, on the verge of sinking into chaos. So, regaining some momentary lucidity, Colette decided that she must put an end to it. With dignity. But swiftly. Put an end to it before she became a breathing inert lump. Camille argued against this decision: to her, the signs of decline seemed far too tenuous. And she bitterly resented her father for not persuading his wife to change course. But Henry, as desperate as he was, had made a promise to the love of his life. It all ended with a very emotional meal: Colette’s friends gathered around her to toast her journey to the beyond. She was radiant, not fearful. Finally, she had these words for her granddaughter: “Forget the negative, my darling; keep the light forever inside you.” And she left for a clinic, the name of which Henry preferred to forget.

			The train was still. As was Mona. She felt as if she’d held her breath right through her grandfather’s account, as if she’d turned herself to stone to dam a river of tears. And now that Henry had gone quiet, she sensed the river turning into a torrent and thundering towards the dam to bring it down. But the surge stopped suddenly. The heavy doors of the compartment closed. Clutching her pendant, she looked out of the window. There was a large sign: “Aix-en-Provence.” And the train set off.

			“Dadé, Dadé, we’ve missed the stop, we’ve missed the stop! We forgot to get off!”

			“Don’t you worry,” the old man murmured, with a half-smile.

			“But Dadé, Sainte-Victoire!”

			“We’re going a bit further.”

			A bit further? But where, then? Where were they going? It was extraordinary how this grandfather still thrived on adventures. There are some who follow straight lines, and others who keep branching off. Henry, until the day he died, had to be the second kind. Sainte-Victoire could wait. Something else monumental would welcome them first.

			Mona and Henry got off the train about fifty kilometers further south. It was the station of Cassis. They headed off down a path.

			 

			 

			What light! In the afternoon’s overhead sun, Mona could see giant umbrella pines all around her. The torpor from the train had been cleared away by the scent of the sea and the pearly, limpid light. The sparse bands of cloud were tinged with mauve and pale gold. Mona ran towards the waves. This autumn sun was exhilarating, without the sting of its summer counterpart. She stopped mid-flight and waited for Cosmos, who was charging around. With arms outstretched, like a cross, Mona stood tall to face the sun. She looked at it without blinking, without even squinting.

			She found a stick lying on the ground.

			“Go fetch, Cosmos!”

			And the dog darted off, clamped the wood with his teeth, proudly held it up. He wasn’t immediately sure what to do with it. Should he bring it back to his mistress, or just quietly chew on it? He hesitated, turned his head towards the child, trotted over to her, still uncertain.

			“Good boy!”

			But where was Henry? Hanging back. Mona glimpsed his towering form. He looked like both a young man and a ghost. He made his way towards her, crouched down, looked at her small neck, and said:

			“Now’s the time. I swear to you, on what’s beautiful on this earth. Now.”

			Henry’s words were followed by gusts of wind. The child took a few seconds, frowned. She understood. All the tears she’d held back earlier, on the train, welled up again. She fought them, controlled them, then consented.

			This was the beach where, sixty years ago, Henry and Colette had exchanged their promises. This was the beach that had witnessed them picking up, together, simple cornet seashells to keep as protective charms. So now was the time . . . Now was the time to tempt recovery the way one would the devil, by returning the charm to the cycle of a life that hadn’t been hers, to free herself from it, and belong to herself. Mona was afraid, and it was the kind of fear that urges you not to try anything in case you ruin everything.

			A second fear then intruded on the first: One day, Dadé will die, too. One day, he would leave, worn out by age, he’d really depart, for good, for the other side. She would lose him.

			In fact, that’s what we learn from childhood: loss. Starting with the loss of childhood itself. We learn what it was by losing it, and we learn that we’ll lose everything, always. We learn that losing is the indispensable condition for feeling alive, for the intensity of the present. We think that growing up is about accumulating gains: gains in experience, in knowledge, material gains. But that’s a delusion. Growing up means losing. Living our life means accepting that we lose it. Living our life means being able to bid it farewell, at every second.

			Mona, however, didn’t have access to such considerations. And even if she had, her fears wouldn’t have disappeared. The threat of blindness was real; it was tangible, physical, and great words, at such times, become really small, minuscule, inaudible, completely dwarfed by the danger to be defied.

			“Mona, go towards what you risk.”

			“Yes, Dadé.”

			The child gripped the pendant for the last time in her life as she gently took it off. She was trembling, silently. But she carried on. The fishing line passed over her chin, mouth, ears, got caught in her hair, then left her head. 

			Suddenly, Mona had the horrid impression that flies were buzzing around in her eyes. The insects were accumulating to form an endlessly swelling swarm. The seashell was now in her right palm, which, with its slender fingers, looked like a small marble case. Darkness wasn’t content to just fall on her eyes, it swirled wildly around her pupils. Mona couldn’t see anything anymore. Her mind reeled as the universe went dark around her. She was so terribly shocked, she couldn’t emit the slightest sound, not even to complain, and in the darkest recesses of her mind, an abyss was forming. Was she even conscious? She clung to a train of thought the way a shipwrecked person does to a floating log. “Black is a color,” she managed to come up with, and as she did so, the phrase lit up a few pinpricks in the darkness. A constellation was emerging, with increasing prominence, snatching an unhoped-for contour out of the void. Mona thought she saw once more, in a fragmented chaos, the friendly faces and inspiring forms of the works she had seen over the past year. Until an aura settled around the clearer image of an adored face. Colette was there. It was unbelievably sweet to sense her presence in this way. Mona wanted to become one with her. Dreaming it was enough.

			But Colette’s presence faded away in turn, and, with some kind of invisible sign, she seemed to beg the child to emerge from the tunnel she was going down, and, most importantly, never to look back there again. “Mamie! Oh, stay! Mamie! Mamie! Stay! Stay! Stay!” But then the pitch-black returned, along with the trembling.

			Mona sensed something pressing. It felt like her grandfather’s thin fingers on her clavicle. She also sensed an abrasive caress. It felt like her dog’s tongue on her palm. She wrestled with herself, with her eyes, which she made dart back and forth. Were they open? And yet she still couldn’t see a thing. She kept moving them, and moving them, and then stopped, but no, still nothing. 

			And then, finally, tears . . . The tears long held back by the little girl, those that, as we grow up, we obediently learn to stifle, the uncompromising tears of childhood burst forth, and nothing could check their flow. They cleaned away all residue of soot, any filings and cinders. And suddenly, blue! In patches, maybe, but blue! Yellow! Oh, yellow! In flashes, sure, but yellow! Red, my God, red, in streaks, certainly, but red! And then they combined: Mona caught a touch of green, a suggestion of mauve, a hint of orange. Subtle variations joined the party: vermilion, rose madder, magenta, coral, amaranth, cinnabar, cerise, and alizarin crimson. Lines began to appear, then forms, like some time-lapse genesis of the flesh of the world.

			Henry, whose hand hadn’t left Mona’s shoulder, said nothing. As for Cosmos, he repeated, in bursts, his usual double bark that meant “yes.” Mona had opened her eyes. She stared at the cornet seashell, back in the very place it was originally found. She brushed some sand over it and, with her sight returned, could see the millions and millions of particles that, like a wave of stars, now shrouded the shell.

			The sanctuary was complete.

			Mona stood up. After a few steps, she took in an enormous gulp of air. Joy was rising up in her. She ran, taking flight like a whirlwind. She began to twirl, gently, round and round, the full three-hundred-and-sixty degrees. Then she was spinning like a top, or like the beam of a lighthouse. As she went faster, her center of gravity shifted. She saw the rocks at the edge of the water, the shade of pine trees, mountains to the north, roofs to the east, ships out at sea, then the rocks again, the pines, the mountains, the roofs, the ships, the rocks, the pines, the mountains, the roofs, the ships . . . She swirled and rocks merged with pines, pines with mountains, mountains with roofs, roofs with ships, ships with rocks. She kept on swirling and, from the center of her carousel, the surrounding world became just strata of vivid colors, with nothing distinguishable. Mona reveled in her dizziness until she was reeling. She collapsed onto the sand.

			When she’d recovered, she looked straight ahead of her. How beautiful it was. How beautiful the little amber desert on which the foam endlessly fell. How beautiful the turquoise sea swelling under the white gulls’ wings. How beautiful the clear horizon, over there, over there, the marvelous clear horizon. 

			Henry walked towards her. While twirling, she had reminded him of the girl in Vermeer’s Girl with a Pearl Earring, whose body seems to burst out of the darkness surrounding it. He saw reflected in Mona the long journey from which she had returned. Towards her pretty round face, he stretched out his long arms, wide as the universe. She smiled at him, slightly dazed, and hugged him.

			“Oh, Dadé . . . How beautiful it is, all this. And how beautiful, all that’s beyond.”
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