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Act I

CONCEPT




PROLOGUE

Introducing
Four Saints in Three Acts

In early February 1934, a red velvet curtain slowly parted in the Wadsworth Atheneum’s intimate subterranean theater. After a long drumroll, the stage began to fill with black singers draped in richly colored vestments. Artfully posed beneath feathered trees and beaded arches, the ersatz sixteenth-century saints began to sing:


To know to know to love her so

Four saints prepare for saints.

It makes well fish.

Four saints it makes well fish.



The 299 members of the audience who heard these words to the orchestra’s vigorous oompah rhythm could use no conventional measure to evaluate what they were seeing and hearing. Even the opera’s title, Four Saints in Three Acts, was misleading: there were more than a dozen saints and four acts. Nor did anything that followed the opening chorus offer more than a hint of meaning. The libretto told no coherent story, the staging and costumes were deeply eccentric, and most of the lines made no apparent sense. The cellophane set, brilliantly lit to evoke a sky hung with rock crystal, defied comparison to anything the audience had ever seen. The music was too naïve, too simple, and too American for an opera. Yet when the final curtain fell, many found themselves caught between tears and wild applause. Later they found that they could no more explain their extravagant reactions than they could the opera they had just seen.

After its move to Broadway two weeks later, it became difficult to recapture the novelty of that evening. Variety reported that the opera had appeared in more newspaper columns than any production in the past decade. Nationally broadcast over Columbia Radio, the phrase “pigeons in the grass alas” entered popular vocabulary. Along Fifth Avenue, Bergdorf Goodman and Elizabeth Arden rushed Four Saints motifs into their Easter store windows, and Gimbel’s advertised a new line of patterned linen tablecloths called “Instead of,” “After a While,” and “Have to Have,” phrases taken from the libretto. Against all odds, Four Saints in Three Acts became the longest-running opera in Broadway history and America’s most legendary, and unlikely, performance collaboration.

| | |

Gertrude Stein wrote the libretto, and Virgil Thomson set her words to music. Florine Stettheimer designed its fantastic sets and costumes, John Houseman made his debut as theater director, and Frederick Ashton sailed from London to choreograph dancers whom he recruited from Harlem’s Savoy Ballroom. Chick Austin, director of Hartford’s Wadsworth Atheneum, produced the opera to christen the first architecturally modern wing in an American museum.

For some the opera was a onetime brush with modernism; for others a vehicle for long-overdue recognition. For all involved it remained a touchstone. Chick Austin’s wife, Helen, called it “the great period.” Thirteen years after the opera’s premiere, high-bohemian hostess Constance Askew sweepingly declared its collective importance for her generation: “It does stand for the best part of our lives.”1 The elaborately intertwined lives of the collaborators provide a window onto the brilliant generation that defined modern taste and stylishness in the early years of the Depression.

| | |

The eldest of the collaborators, sixty-three-year-old Florine Stettheimer, became the first American painter to participate in a stage production, extending Sergei Diaghilev’s practice of inviting artists to design sets and costumes. The opera offered Stettheimer a chance—the only chance in her life—to see her work realized on a lavish scale.

Four Saints opened six months after the publication of Gertrude Stein’s The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas. Stein had always desired la gloire, and, at sixty, she had finally been transformed from an object of ridicule into a best-selling author. Yet, as the waves of publicity for Autobiography and Four Saints engulfed her throughout the opera’s runs in Hartford and New York, Stein couldn’t write. She had at last found fame in her native land, but lost her literary identity.

Virgil Thomson used the opera’s success to storm the citadel of America’s musical establishment—what he called the “German-American musical complex”—which had excluded him. Thomson’s music did not fit the dissonant vogue of the contemporary avant-garde, and those who championed modern music had largely ignored him. He would look back on the opera as a pivotal moment in his career.

For the black cast, the opera was a landmark event. Never before had African Americans been cast in a work that did not depict black life. Never before had they been paid for rehearsals. And never before had an all-black cast performed in an opera before white audiences.

For thirty-three-year-old impresario and museum director Chick Austin, the night of the opera’s premiere was the pinnacle of his career. With Four Saints he inaugurated the world’s first architecturally modern museum wing and simultaneously staged America’s first Pablo Picasso museum retrospective. Friends and colleagues called him the three-ring-circus master of modernism. He wedded stylishness and modern museum practice, daring and caprice, and in the process transformed Hartford into “the New Athens.”

Director John Houseman referred to the opera as “the womb of my career.”2 He had previously supported himself by selling grain futures and when Thomson invited him to join the team in the midst of the Depression, he was broke. In a stuffy Harlem church basement and in the sleek offices of the Hartford museum he absorbed enough hands-on experience to become a producer. He would demonstrate his resourcefulness on stage and in film for the next fifty years.

For the youngest of the collaborators, choreographer Frederick Ashton, the opera began as a lark, a chance for a free ticket from London to New York. Accustomed to classically trained ballet dancers, he found that working with the black cast became—on both sides—a process of cultural and corporal transmission. Ashton borrowed for his new choreography from classical ballet and the religious rituals of his childhood in Peru. As Thomson put it, “He knew how nuns moved.”

| | |

Four Saints in Three Acts was both an outrage against theatrical convention and a product of its stylish times. Its success epitomized the mainstreaming of modernism. Unlike America’s first brush with modernism, the Armory Show in 1913—conceived, organized, and installed by disenfranchised artists—the success of Four Saints was the calculated work of a new generation of cultural tastemakers. The constellation that drove the opera forward—museum professionals, high-bohemian society, and commercial producers—played little role in the avant-garde’s pioneering era in the 1910s. But when the Museum of Modern Art opened in 1929, critic Lloyd Goodrich observed, “Modernism today has reached a stage much more subtle and difficult than in the old crusading days when black was black and white was white.”3 By the mid-1930s, modernism entered realms formerly considered derrière-garde: the opera, the museum, and the ballet. This book describes that transition.

In the seven years between its inception and production, Four Saints in Three Acts became the crossroads of Harvard and Harlem, Paris and New York, the Upper East Side and Broadway’s theater district. The opera embodied the transatlantic love affair between Paris and New York that inspired two expatriates to create a self-consciously “American” work. Its production developed hand in hand with the largely homosexual constellation of Harvard-trained art professionals who would define modernist taste in America.

The production’s premiere came at a pivotal moment when modernism moved from its marginal position in the avant-garde into that citadel of high culture, the museum. With its move to Broadway, Four Saints went one step further, transforming American opera, and Broadway, in the process.

The opera’s casting represented the apotheosis of the period’s Negro chic and signaled the movement of black performers from lively revues and hackneyed melodramas to the fashionable opera stage. Summing up the opera’s confluence of fashion, art, and revolution, society columnist Lucius Beebe called Four Saints “the fanciest and most utterly Bedlamite flag-raising within recent memory.”4 Beloved and subversive, Four Saints remains the watershed American collaboration that redefined performance possibilities for generations to come.

A half century later Virgil Thomson observed, “It couldn’t have happened before, and it couldn’t have happened after.” By reconstructing the events leading up to the opera premiere, this book gives a behind-the-scenes look at a seminal moment in the history of modernism. Prepare for saints, prepare Four Saints.


CHAPTER 1

The World of 27, Rue de Fleurus

On an evening in early January 1926, Virgil Thomson and George Antheil walked south across the Luxembourg Gardens to a quiet, angled street in the Sixth Arrondissement. Passing through a glass-gated entrance, they crossed a courtyard and stopped before the double wooden doors of 27, rue de Fleurus. The address was by this time legendary as the residence of Gertrude Stein and Alice B. Toklas. As a friend of Thomson’s observed, “A summons to her home was an invitation to present oneself to Mont Blanc.” Stein had extended an invitation to George Antheil, the younger and better known of the two American composers, who had in turn asked Thomson to accompany him for “intellectual protection.” Thomson was the more eager of the two to accept: he had admired Stein’s Tender Buttons since his undergraduate days at Harvard. He quoted it in his letters and had recently experimented with setting some of it to music. Although he had never met Stein in person, Thomson already felt an intimacy—and a compatibility—with her words.

Since the maid was away in the evening, Alice Toklas answered the door herself and directed the two men through book-lined halls and into a tall studio room. A motley assortment of porcelain figures, alabaster urns, and curios and liturgical figures cluttered the tables and floor. At the center of the room stood Stein’s solid oak desk, littered with pencils and French school notebooks. Visitors’ eyes were drawn to the puce-colored walls, filled with canvases by Picasso, Matisse, Cézanne, Gris, and others—what Stein called the “collection of the worthies.” When Ernest Hemingway had first entered the room a few years earlier, he had observed, “It was like one of the best rooms in the finest museum except there was a big fireplace and it was warm and comfortable.”

Stein frequently rearranged the paintings, and when one of them ceased to engage her, she relegated it to the back room known as the salon des refusés. No matter how the constellation shifted, Picasso’s Portrait of Gertrude Stein always commanded a central position on the wall. The portrait provided visitors with a striking image of their hostess two decades earlier. The young Stein was leaning slightly forward, one hand planted on her thigh. She wore a loose brown robe and, around her neck, a white scarf pinned at the throat by a small coral brooch. Her monumental girth filled the canvas. Flat and masklike, her head seemed transplanted. Her hooded eyes gazed out with imperious intensity.

Below the painting, seated in a generous, chintz-slipcovered armchair, was Gertrude Stein in the flesh. That flesh was not as ample now as it once had been, but her bearing had retained its papal authority. Alice Toklas sat across from her in a carved, doll-like chair. “I saw two old ladies sitting by the fire,” Virgil Thomson recounted to a friend. “They were waiting, and I couldn’t help thinking of the line: Will you come into my parlour? said the spider to the fly.”

In the mid-1920s, Stein dressed in corduroy skirts, tweed waistcoats, and embroidered vests. She wore heavy thonged sandals or carpet slippers and her thick brown hair was piled in a coil on her head. One visitor compared the overall impression to “the homely finish of a brown buckram bean-bag.”1 Her conversation was punctuated with a laugh so large that it filled the room. “As it gradually dwindled into chuckles and appreciative murmurs,” recalled her young friend the writer Bravig Imbs, “the silence that followed seemed golden with sunlight.”

At that first meeting in 1926, Thomson strategically used his time alone with Stein to impress upon her both his broad knowledge of art and culture and his particular appreciation for her work. He reminisced about World War I and the doughboys, whom Gertrude adored, he spoke about Erik Satie’s musical composition Socrate, but he directed his most winning comments to Stein’s experimental work Tender Buttons, which he had first encountered in 1919 and soon read aloud to amuse his Harvard classmates. Stein was especially pleased when he mentioned his attempts to set her words to music.

Thomson was twenty-nine when he met Gertrude Stein. “I still had a baby face in those days,” he recalled decades later, “which led to my being thought to be even brighter than I was.”2 His auburn-tinged hair was already thinning, accentuating his high forehead, and his pale blue eyes could seem alternately unprepossessing and piercing. He spoke in full declarative sentences, issuing pronouncements with surprising authority. A newspaper described him as “an elderly cherub, albeit an acerbic one,” and W. H. Auden later compared him to an intimidating butler at an English country house.3 Thomson could show off shamelessly, but there was glee in his knowledge and audacity in his manners, and his aspirations to stylishness balanced his homespun directness. A friend summed Thomson up: “With him there may be pose, but never bunk.”4

Stein, who liked to cast her friends as historical figures, soon decided that Thomson resembled his namesake, Virgil, author of the Aeneid and Dante’s guide in The Divine Comedy. In both the classical figure and his modern counterpart she saw precision, taste, and a lofty, admirable propensity to associate with the great.

Alice Toklas remained in the background that evening, smoking cigarettes in an ivory holder. All newcomers passed through Alice; she was known as the “sieve and buckler” and deftly acquired information about each guest’s family, connections, and education. She discharged her interrogation with such charm and dispatch (often the whole exchange lasted less than three minutes) that her victims frequently remained unaware of just what was at stake. Despite the elliptical restraint of her vocabulary (“compromise” for “seduce,” “impure” for “bisexual,” “inadequate” for “dead drunk”), her shrewd evaluations were uncompromising.5

Antheil never again appeared at 27, rue de Fleurus—James Joyce and Ezra Pound’s informal sponsorship may have put him irrevocably in the rival camp. The couple’s feelings about Thomson were more complicated. Thomson later recalled that “Gertrude and I got on like Harvard men.” At the close of the evening, she warmly commanded him, “We’ll be seeing each other.”

But they did not. Nor did the two women respond to a postcard that Thomson sent them that summer. Nearly a year would pass before Thomson would visit 27, rue de Fleurus again. The length of that delay suggests the breadth of Alice’s purview. Neither her Guerlain tuberose perfume nor her painted, almond-shaped nails could mask her willpower. As Thomson would later advise friends, “Keep your eye on Alice.”6

| | |

When Virgil Thomson met Gertrude Stein in 1926, they shared a common disappointment at being inadequately appreciated and a determined ambition to alter their state. As Stein later wrote to Thomson, “Neither you nor I have ever had any passion to be rare, we want to be as popular as Gilbert and Sullivan if we can, and perhaps we can.”7 But the two were at opposite points in their professional lives. Thomson was just embarking on his composing career; none of his works had been published or performed, and his name was virtually unknown. Stein had four books to her name, the first published seventeen years earlier. Her name was all too well known and almost invariably ridiculed.

“The name of Gertrude Stein is better known in NY today than the name of God!” Mabel Dodge exclaimed in 1913, at the time of the Armory Show. A salon hostess and celebrator of modernity, Dodge was partly responsible for that first surge of recognition. Publicizing both Stein and herself, she printed copies of Stein’s abstract work “Portrait of Mabel Dodge at the Villa Curonia,” in 1912, bound in flamboyant Florentine wallpaper, and circulated them at the Armory and among the trendsetters who attended her influential “Evenings” at 23 Fifth Avenue. For a special Armory Show issue of Arts and Decoration, Dodge wrote a piece that linked Stein’s intentions to those of modern artists and provided a vocabulary for understanding Stein’s hermetic writing:


In a large studio in Paris, hung with paintings by Renoir, Matisse, and Picasso, Gertrude Stein is doing with words what Picasso is doing with paint. She is impelling language to induce new states of consciousness, and in doing so language becomes with her a creative art rather than a mirror of history.8



The first public parodies of Stein’s work appeared at the same time, in newspaper columns and in such books as The Cubies’ ABC (1913). Dodge had linked Stein’s revolutionary language to the Cubists, and her detractors used the connection to ridicule her:


I called the canvas Cow with Cud

And hung it on the line

Altho’ to me ’twas vague as mud

’Twas clear to Gertrude Stein.9



These extreme and divergent reactions reflected a pattern that would continue for decades, even after her death. Stein’s handful of defenders made sweeping claims for her revitalization of American language, while her detractors considered her work quoted verbatim a ready-made parody. As her friend Robert Coates noted, Stein’s name became “a tag for anything from 3 A.M. at the Select Bar to Communism.”10 To fans she represented literary freedom and modernity. “She is like yeast, the yeast that makes the bread,” Carl Van Vechten said in 1928. “One might perhaps say that her poetic medium is the forerunner of a changed language.”11 But neither the jokes nor the acclaim brought her the readership that she craved.

An abidingly loyal friend, art critic Henry McBride, described the paradox of Stein’s career: “There is a public for you, but no publisher.” There were, in fact, several publishers, but they were small and paid little. As her friend Louis Bromfield put it, “Being caviar never interested her.”12 She wanted to be ham on rye, to be listed in Who’s Who, to be published between hard covers, and most of all to appear in a large-circulation American magazine such as The Atlantic Monthly.

Stein herself had financed the publication of two of her books (Three Lives, in 1909, and Geography and Plays, in 1922). A tiny Greenwich Village press called Claire Marie published Tender Buttons in 1914, and Robert McAlmon’s Contact Publishing Company brought out her master-work, The Making of Americans, in 1925, in an edition of five hundred. Shorter pieces appeared on both sides of the Atlantic in the small-circulation avant-garde publications known as “little magazines.” While many of these are now regarded as the apex of an inspired period (among them were Camera Work, The Little Review, Broom, Rogue, The Soil, the Transatlantic Review), their readership was small. The only glossy magazine that published her work was Frank Crowninshield’s Vanity Fair. Stein’s literary reputation was jarringly out of scale with her self-evaluation: she believed, quite simply, that she possessed the most creative literary mind of the century. A month before she died, she summed up her ambition: “I always wanted to be historical, from almost a baby on, I felt that way about it.”

Stein tallied up publishers’ rejections in a notebook, itemizing them like an accountant. By the time she met Thomson, the list was long, and the growing pile of unpublished manuscripts filled her large Spanish armoire. Although editors’ polite—and sometimes not-so-polite—rejections inspired doubt that her work would ever be appropriately appreciated, Stein never doubted the work itself. To the worst rebuffs she reacted with booming laughter. But her thirst for recognition from conventional quarters is attested to by her persistent volley of submissions to The Atlantic Monthly. Ellery Sedgwick, its editor, outlined the problem of finding an American audience: “Here there is no group literati or illuminati or cognoscenti or illustrissimi of any kind.” His subsequent rejections described her work as a picture puzzle to which few had the key. After nearly a decade of submissions the editor threw up his hands: “We live in different worlds.” Was it possible to bridge them?


HENRY McBRIDE

Henry McBride began writing art criticism for the New York Sun a few months before the 1913 Armory Show. At the advanced age of forty-six he embarked on a new career, and for the next four decades, he kept his eyes open to the art of the twentieth century. He wrote weekly art columns for the Sun until 1950; he was the art critic for The Dial throughout the illustrious tenures of Scofield Thayer and Marianne Moore (1920–1929), and he was the editor of Creative Art (1930–1932). His last published work for Artnews, written in his mid-eighties, examined such younger artists as Mark Rothko and Jackson Pollock, and he concluded his career saying, “a new cycle begins.” Lincoln Kirstein best described McBride’s importance: “For the valuable position of Henry McBride as critic depends upon his persistence in time, and his insistence over extended time on certain elements of freshness, elegance and humanity.”

McBride’s invaluable perspective on the preparation of Four Saints in Three Acts reflected his closeness to several key participants. He had known Gertrude Stein since the summer of 1913 and promoted her thereafter in his column whenever possible. He had encountered Florine Stettheimer through her oil-painted portrait of Marcel Duchamp’s thirtieth birthday party in 1917, and he joked in print that he was miffed at not having been invited. He soon became a regular at the Stettheimers’, where he heard Virgil Thomson sing the opera in 1929 and again in 1932. McBride wrote about it at greater length than anyone, and with more intimacy.

Near the end of his long life, McBride noted that fifty young artists called him “Uncle Henry.” He bore a similarly avuncular relationship to Four Saints as its all-important observer and encourager.



| | |

The delicate equilibrium required to sustain Stein’s writing depended on those closest to her. In the early years her older brother Leo had provided it, but when she began to outshine him, he ridiculed her repetitive style. After a decade of living together at 27, rue de Fleurus, he moved out in 1913. “A prophet can support not being honored in his own country when other lands sufficiently acclaim him,” he later wrote, “but when the acclamation otherwhere is faint the absence of support at home is painful.” For the rest of Stein’s life, support was supplied by Alice Toklas. By the time Virgil Thomson entered Stein’s life, the partnership was firmly established, the rules well understood, and the daily rhythms irrevocably set—all in service of Stein’s writing.

Stein reported (as Alice) in The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas that when the two women met, Alice heard the tolling of an internal bell: “I may say that only three times in my life have I met a genius and each time a bell within me rang and I was not mistaken.” Alice’s recollection was characteristically less grand but more precise. She remembered Gertrude’s childlike, dimpled hands and the sculpted mass of her head. She described her that September afternoon in 1907 as a golden-brown presence in a brown corduroy suit wearing a large round coral brooch from which her voice seemed to issue: “It was unlike anyone else’s voice—deep, full, velvety like a great contralto’s, like two voices.”

When she arrived in Paris at the age of thirty, Alice was at a dead end.13 After studying to become a pianist and performing in two recitals, she had given up her music career, and she had no desire to marry. Serving as Gertrude’s secretary gave her purpose. She moved into 27, rue de Fleurus in August 1910. When Leo moved out, three years later, Gertrude and Alice jointly exorcised his ghost, selling three Picasso paintings to Daniel-Henri Kahnweiler in order to renovate the apartment. They replaced the gaslights with electricity and built a covered walkway between the studio and their private living quarters in the adjoining pavilion. They replaced Leo’s furniture, plastered over the door to his bedroom, and transformed his study into the salon des refusés.

| | |

In her quietly tenacious way, Alice became irreplaceable. At the beginning of the relationship Gertrude took note of the control that fueled Alice’s adulation: “She is docile, stupid, but she owns you, you are then hers.” Leo Stein, admittedly not a neutral party, described her as “a kind of abnormal vampire who gives more than she takes.”14 Toklas not only governed the regular domestic rhythms that were essential to Stein’s creativity but supplied her with intelligent and rarely qualified approval for the results. Sometimes she appended encouraging notes to the manuscript. “Sweet pinky,” she wrote in the early years of their relationship. “You made lots of literature last night—didn’t you. It is very good.” She transformed Stein’s loose, slanting, barely legible script into neat typescript and sent off manuscripts to potential publishers. Alice was often described as a “faithful companion,” as one might describe a family dog, but this restrained vocabulary cannot capture the emotional and erotic ties between the two women. Nor does it suggest how important Toklas was to Stein’s writing industry.

Often cited as a historical model for lesbians, Stein and Toklas never spoke of their relationship publicly. Although many of their female friends were lesbian, they avoided self-consciously lesbian gatherings such as those of Natalie Clifford Barney. Even after Stein’s death, her old friend Etta Cone claimed not to believe that “there was something between Gertrude and Alice.” Yet the erotic ties between the women appear in Stein’s coded writings, such as “Lifting Belly.” On the surface, the relationship reflected a traditional hierarchical model of dominating husband and self-effacing wife. In the sphere of the tea table and of general household management, Alice’s authority went unquestioned. She also served as the couple’s official memory—it was, Janet Flanner observed, “as exact as a silver engraving”—and despite Gertrude’s irritation that Alice was always right, stories were eventually told in her version.

Using Alice as her mouthpiece (and echoing Flaubert), Stein wrote, “Gertrude Stein says that if you are way ahead with your head you naturally are old fashioned and regular in your daily life.” The daily household rhythm began at six, when Alice rose and cleaned the drawing room, to prevent servants from breaking her porcelain figurines. She spent the rest of the day marketing, polishing the furniture, and embroidering handkerchiefs with dime-sized “rose is a rose is a rose” motifs. Stein awoke at nine and spent the morning writing playful letters and reading. After bathing and eating her dietetic lunch, she would drive around Paris in Godiva, the two-seater runabout Ford they bought in 1920, or walk through the tortuous streets of the Left Bank. Her sole job was to write, and by then she had developed the concentration to write, even in Godiva’s high front seat, letting the street sounds mix with the verbal rhythms in her head. During these afternoons, when words were poised between spontaneity and development, she would pencil them in schoolchildren’s copybooks, called cahiers. “Before you write it must be in your head almost in words,” she later told her friend Thornton Wilder, “but if it is already in words in your head, it will come out dead.”15

After four, friends would visit for tea or dinner. Since there was no telephone in the house, guests dropped in at prearranged times set in small engagement books or communicated by petits bleus, notes delivered the same day through the Paris post office’s system of pneumatic tubes. These social interludes provided Stein respite from her word-filled day and offered her a chance to listen to the gossip and speech patterns of others. Stein retired by one o’clock, a few hours after Alice, only to repeat the same pattern the next day.

| | |

Gertrude Stein is often assumed to have presided over the brightest worlds of the Paris avant-garde—in both the heroic pre–World War I years and the expatriate era of the 1920s. But it is telling to consider the sets to which she and Alice did not belong. They did not consort with the high-bohemian set surrounding Étienne de Beaumont, who staged Les Soirées de Paris, or attend the musical soirées organized by the Comtesse de Polignac. They were not part of the hard-drinking café life common among Montparnasse writers and artists. They rarely attended Diaghilev’s Ballets Russes, nor visited the stylish café Le Boeuf sur le Toit, where Jean Cocteau’s circle gathered. After Sylvia Beach chose to publish James Joyce, they abandoned Shakespeare and Company. They actively avoided Ezra Pound and had little to do with either the Surrealists or the group of composers known as Les Six.

Since Stein rarely ventured out to meet the movers and shakers of the avant-garde, guests frequently came to her. The regular visitors at 27, rue de Fleurus included only a few women, most of them lesbian (the Duchesse de Clermont-Tonnerre, Janet Flanner, Mildred Aldrich, Janet Scudder). But the preponderance were young men; Stein would later describe the late 1920s as “the period of being twenty-six.” Some were writers (Glenway Wescott, Robert Coates, Bravig Imbs, René Crevel, Max Ewing, and later Paul Bowles and Charles Henri Ford); some were painters (Pavel Tchelitchew, Christian Bérard); many were expatriates, from the United States and Russia; and most were homosexual.


STEIN MEETS HER MODERNIST PEERS

Ezra Pound was the period’s most self-consciously energetic promoter of modernist literature. He promoted his band of protégés through several little magazines (including The Dial, The Little Review, and Exile.) Whatever sympathy he felt for Stein’s writing dissipated when they met in person and competed to dominate the conversation. A few desultory meetings later, Pound accidentally broke a chair at 27, rue de Fleurus, and Stein refused to see him again. Each relished the opportunity to ridicule the other in print and conversation.

T. S. Eliot’s position as editor of Criterion gave him the opportunity to publish Stein. When he solicited from her a piece in November 1924, insisting it be her latest thing, she titled her submission “A Description of the Fifteenth of November.” Eliot recognized the power of her writing, but it alarmed him: “It is not improving, it is not amusing, it is not interesting, it is not good for one’s mind. But its rhythms have a peculiar hypnotic power not met with before. It has a kinship with the saxophone. If this is the future, then the future is, as it very likely is, of the barbarians. But this is the future in which we ought not to be interested.” Eliot declined to publish sections of The Making of Americans.

William Carlos Williams supported Stein in print, naming her to his personal pantheon of modernists, and subsequently credited her with fomenting “a revolution of some proportions.” But their first meeting in September 1927 proved disastrous. Stein asked Williams what she should do with her mountain of unpublished works. Dr. Williams replied with excessive candor, “If they were mine, having so many, I would probably select what I thought were the best and throw the rest into the fire.” Stein responded with fury. “A writer’s writing is too much of the writer’s being; his flesh child,” she said. “You may, but of course, writing is not your metier, Doctor.” Stein instructed the maid not to admit Williams if he ever called again: “There is too much bombast in him.” Stein and Williams never saw each other again.

Stein regarded James Joyce as her most formidable peer and Ulysses as one of the three greatest novels of her generation, adding that his influence was “local.” Virgil Thomson observed that the rivalry was inevitable, since “viewed near by, they appeared as planets of equal magnitude.” When Shakespeare and Company published Ulysses, Stein informed Sylvia Beach, the bookstore’s proprietor, that henceforth she and Miss Toklas would borrow all books from the American Library. Although Joyce’s informal headquarters at Shakespeare and Company was only a few blocks from her home, neither made an attempt to arrange an introduction. When they did finally meet at a party in the thirties, Joyce was nearly blind and had to be led to her. “How strange that we share the same quartier and have never met,” he remarked. Gertrude looked at him and replied, “Yes.”



In addition to Alice’s little cakes and colored liqueurs and Gertrude’s earthy humor, the habitués sought her informal sponsorship. Stein’s imprimatur did not confer chic, as did Jean Cocteau’s; nor did it spell immediate publication in little magazines, as did Ezra Pound’s; nor did she offer financial support, as did Étienne de Beaumont. But Stein’s approval mattered. She reaped some of the credit that belonged to her brother for discovering modern artists, and her continuing friendship with Picasso provided celebrity by association. Since she represented the extreme pole of literary abstraction, her work and opinions seemed to point the way toward the next stage of modernism. She used her power to single out for praise such writers as F. Scott Fitzgerald, Ernest Hemingway, Charles Henri Ford, Parker Tyler, and Robert Coates; and artists Pavel Tchelitchew, Eugene Berman, Christian Bérard, and, most enduringly, Francis Rose. With the exception of Fitzgerald and Hemingway, none of these have entered the canon.

What attracted Stein to these young men? As Picasso observed with characteristic modesty, her new discoveries could never rank with the prewar discoveries of Picasso, Matisse, and Gris. Publisher and writer Robert McAlmon concurred, “She accepts too readily the adulation of people that a person of healthy self-confidence would dismiss at once as parasites, bores, or gigolos and pimps.” Protective distance was built into Stein’s relationships with her protégés. She was less competitive with artists and composers, and preferred writers at the very beginning of their careers. “A virgin page is such fun,” she remarked to a World War I doughboy. “One does like to know young men even though as soon as that they are not any longer young,” she wrote. “As soon as one really knows them they are not any longer young.”

The threat of a protégé becoming a peer is reflected in her relationship with Ernest Hemingway. When they met in February 1922, he was twenty-two and she forty-eight, and she was a grand dame. Their relationship soon accelerated beyond that of mentor and protégé. Stein became the godmother of Hemingway’s first child, and he became her admiring reviewer (“the most first rate intelligence employed in writing today”), and he proofread the galleys for the early installments of a projected serial publication of The Making of Americans in the Transatlantic Review. He also recalled, perhaps factitiously, a mutual sexual attraction between them. When the element of competition was added—Hemingway curried literary friendships with Joyce and Pound and garnered excited attention in print and in gossip—their relationship finally unraveled, just as Thomson came into her orbit. His entrance evoked a ditty that Stein and Toklas liked: “Give me new faces new faces new faces I have seen the old ones.”16


CHAPTER 2

Virgil Thomson: Roots in Time and Place

“Show me I am from Missouri,” began Gertrude Stein’s first piece about Virgil Thomson.1 Her lead word, “show,” applied to Thomson in multiple ways. He showed himself plainly as a foursquare American, had grown up in the Show-Me State, was a show-off in his manner and showy in his clothes. Proud of his state of birth, Thomson rarely missed a chance to bring it up and chose it as the site of his burial, although he had not lived there since the age of twenty-two. He often declared, “I come from Missouri, which is the home of Mark Twain and Harry Truman, and the stubborn boys.”2

Virgil Garnett Thomson was born in Kansas City, Missouri, on November 25, 1896. A half century later, his fellow musician and critic Peggy Glanville-Hicks analyzed his astrological chart. Although Thomson had no patience with astrology, which he considered mumbo jumbo, he kept this reading throughout his life:


Your emotions are not so much controlled as they are natural adjuncts to practical wishes.… You are rarely bored, or boring, but you can wear others, and yourself, out by the ferocity of your attack on life.… Your sense perceptions are acute, swift, probably accurate and you are voluble in expressing what you take in.… [You take] infinite pains with the little things that underlie success, and plug along at a hopeless cause until lo and behold! it amounts to something.… You are less introspective than most. You want to see the tangible evidence of success, and like it best if the rest of the world can see it too.3



Thomson grew up in a modest two-story frame house at the edge of Kansas City. By the turn of the century, the bustling city lay at the edge of eastern culture’s reach. The starting point of the Santa Fe and Oregon trails, Kansas City mixed the brassy independence of a frontier town with the amenities of culture, touring Wild West shows, religion, and open vice. Thomson’s father worked as a civil servant and served as a deacon at the Calvary Baptist Church. His mother, a housewife, was a sociable and energetic hostess. Virgil’s first memories include his family’s bay-windowed parlor, a cozy room he recalled as the setting of his earliest performances on an upright piano. Relatives and neighbors applauded his musical precocity, which at first consisted of loudly pounding the piano, pedal down. He aptly named his first explosive improvisation after the Chicago Fire of 1871. By the age of five he could read notes and play songs and dances.

On entering first grade, Thomson learned a lesson that would remain with him throughout his life: although he would inevitably lose in a physical fight, he could settle scores and vanquish enemies with his sharp tongue. In first grade Virgil saw his first play, Miss Petticoats. The spectacle so enthralled him that he insisted on reenacting it that night before going to sleep. Throughout his childhood and adolescence he turned to the theater, at first in the company of his sister, later as a candy seller and usher, and finally as a piano accompanist to silent movies. When he was not working, he watched from the audience. Thomson loved everything about theaters: their spires and cupolas, their heavy curtains and ornate chandeliers, the costumed audiences and brightly painted scenery, the oasis of fantasy and impersonation. Between the Auditorium and the Convention Hall, the city provided a cultural center for the region, and between 1909 and 1917, Thomson saw nearly every show that came to town, from stock theater and musicals to touring operas and ballets.

When he was not in theaters, Thomson played the organ, not only for the Calvary Baptist Church, which his family attended, but for anyone who would pay him. Although he enjoyed his professional status and relished the liturgical repertory, he never confused his musical appreciation with faith. His piano teacher recalled that as a teenager he had abruptly stopped a discussion of religious dogma: “We are musicians and do not need that,” he said. “We get our emotional satisfaction from our Muses.”4 His varied musical diet included the classical repertory assigned by his teacher, the schottisches and polkas he performed for his sister and her friends, and all the ambient music one heard in turn-of-the-century America: banjo ditties, parade band tunes, ragtime, the oompah sounds of summer band shells, and the lilting melodies of Sunday parlor socials. This repertory of indigenous Americana would later form the basis of his musical vocabulary.

Thomson was an A student, a voracious reader, a disciplined music student, and an enterprising accompanist. He felt less connection to his classmates than he did to the adults in his life, most notably a homosexual church tenor who directed him to his most important music teacher, Geneve Lichtenwalter. He regarded his peers as clay to be shaped by his erudition and taste. “Virgil wasn’t at all reticent about the fact that he expected to be a great man someday,” one friend recalled. The only question was whether he would make his mark as a writer or as a musician.

After graduating from high school, Thomson attended a newly founded junior college, Kansas City Polytechnic Institute, where he organized a group called the Pansophists. The pretentious name, its all-male membership, and its chief activity of debating the advanced issues of the day all reflected Thomson’s developing persona—as did the fact that he not only founded the club but appointed himself president, published its magazine, entitled Pans, and wrote its preamble:


If you wish a distinction between character and personality, let us say that personality is a mask one wears in public; character is the mask one wears to oneself.… Democracy is a device to insure the survival of the unfittest, a plan to reduce the world to uniformity, a synonym for mediocrity. All men are not equal; they should merely be given an equal chance to prove their superiority.



His worldview blended Wildean dandyism and Nietzschean self-assertion and coupled posturing with invective. His classmates regarded him as an arrogant, talented oddball. His criticism, a friend recalled, “was always delivered with a combination of omniscience and patronage that was hard to take.”5 But take it they did; Virgil’s cocksure leadership and his self-evaluation as a budding genius went unquestioned.6

During World War I, Thomson briefly served in the National Guard. He spent most of his military duty in Oklahoma’s landlocked Camp Doniphan, his first taste of close living in a community where erudition counted for little. He wrote to his mother of his difficulty communing with his fellow soldiers: “It is as if some active psychic influence extended from them and monopolized my mind, for I can’t think properly or feel like my own self as long as any of them is around, whether he talks or not.”7 He preferred the dissonant sounds of the military band tuning up to their finished performances, likening the practice sessions to the symphonies of modern composers.

In 1919, after the war ended, Thomson headed for Harvard, where, because of his years in junior college and in the military, he was older than most of his classmates. He had hoped to find his niche in a world of culture at Harvard, but his undergraduate years proved lonely. He was chided for his “uppishness,” and his secret homosexual feelings for classmates caused him discomfort. Unaccustomed to being anything but a leader, he was ill equipped to hear the Music Department chairman berate his work in harmony, counterpoint, and fugue. “It takes a good deal to get down to my sentimental skin,” he wrote to a friend at the age of twenty-three, “through all the callous layers of my deliberate and temperamental egotism.” At the age of twenty-three, Thomson composed his first formal piece. He set Amy Lowell’s poem “Vernal Equinox” to music, foreshadowing his interest in the words of strong lesbian women.

A few years later Harvard would be animated by an adventurous group of students that would support modernism in general and Thomson’s opera in particular. They would treat him as a wise and worldly elder, schooled in the politics of the cultural world. But in the early 1920s, Thomson enjoyed no such position, and his most consequential educational experience happened outside the formal curriculum. His tutor, S. Foster Damon, introduced him to a thick sheaf of Erik Satie piano music and to Gertrude Stein’s slim volume Tender Buttons.

The Liberal Club, a three-story frame house just off campus, provided Thomson with the closest thing to a progressive community at Harvard. Less exclusive than Harvard’s other “finals clubs,” it welcomed Jews, leftists, and nonmonied young men. In addition to teas and afternoons of bridge, the Liberal Club offered a reading room stocked with avant-garde magazines and books. In this cheery atmosphere Thomson met some of the key figures in his life: Briggs Buchanan, for whom he developed an unrequited infatuation; Henry-Russell Hitchcock, who would become a close friend; and Maurice Grosser, who would become his lifelong mate.

In his second year at Harvard, Thomson became the assistant conductor of the Harvard Glee Club. The position gave him the status and community he had missed, and, most important, it introduced him to Paris. In hindsight, Thomson relegated Harvard to the “Jumping-Off Place for Europe.”

| | |

Thomson arrived in Paris in the middle of a June night in 1921, driven through its deserted streets perched on the top front seat of a four-horse omnibus. He never forgot that experience. “It does not happen many times to anyone,” he wrote, “but when it does, it stamps upon a color-photographic image the memory of something personally possessed.” Paris would be his primary residence for the next two decades. As he later wrote to a friend, “I do well here. Elsewhere in Europe I should feel lonely. In America I should go mad.” His first visit to France lasted fourteen months, some of it on the road with the Harvard Glee Club; then he went back to Cambridge for a final year. He returned to Paris in September 1925 for an open-ended stay that would continue, with several trips to America, until the Second World War.

A snapshot of Thomson shortly before his longer emigration to Paris suggests the state of his professional and personal life. He could have pursued his professional life in America as a performer, teacher, or writer about music. Most promisingly, he had written long articles—including “The Cult of Jazz,” “The Future of American Music,” “How Modern Music Gets That Way”—for America’s most stylish magazine, Vanity Fair. The editor, Frank Crowninshield, appreciated them sufficiently to pay $100 for each and to issue an open invitation for Thomson to write more. These and early articles for The Boston Evening Transcript and The American Mercury showcased the assured opinions, pithy and outrageous generalizations, and plainspoken, witty voice that would inform his later career as America’s premier music critic. Thomson was also offered two positions, one as an organist in Kansas City and the other directing the Music Department at the University of South Carolina. He declined the security of these jobs for the more glamorous financial uncertainty of Paris. “I was leaving a career that was beginning to enclose me,” he later wrote. “I was leaving also an America that was beginning to enclose us all, at least those among us who need to ripen unpushed.”

Part of Thomson’s necessary ripening was sexual. He wrote privately about his homosexuality in the homeliest terms: “If I habitually choose turnips to asparagus, that taste is largely a matter of indifference to my neighbors. With exactly equal indifference do I regard the varieties of sexual habit manifested by my friends.”8 Nearly twenty-nine, he had yet to experience a sexually fulfilling relationship. He expressed his homosexual desires only in coded language and struggled with his physical unattractiveness. While he feigned indifference about his sexuality, it was actually a source of intense loneliness. Paris offered an ideal stage for exploration. The city’s many settings for homosexual encounters ranged from bicycle paths in the Bois de Boulogne and the Bois de Vincennes to fancy cross-dressing balls at Magic City. Maurice Grosser, who would become Thomson’s lover, recalled that “in Paris one’s source of income was regarded as a private matter, but the details of one’s sex life were treated as public property.”

| | |

In 1925, a month before he sailed to Paris on his second and longer trip, Thomson described the discomfort he felt in his native land: “By uncomfortable, I mean I’m a misfit. I’m not a vegetable, a salesman, or a joiner. Paris, as such, is bunk. But, my God! So is America.” Paris offered good food, cheap rent—and, most important, a community of working musicians, writers, and artists of which he could become a part. He told a friend that he wanted to study with music teacher Nadia Boulanger and noted that he had begun to set Gertrude Stein texts from Tender Buttons to music. (“The Stein things also mature slowly,” he wrote, “because they are a knotty problem.”)

His previous visit had inspired Thomson to idealize artistic collaboration. “I believe concerted music is greater than any solo performance,” he wrote a friend, “team work for the production of something beautiful being, if not the highest end of man, at least symbolic of nearly all that we consider good.” In private notes to himself written shortly before setting off for Paris, Thomson showed a more hard-boiled attitude. “As for society and team work, etc. work in a team if it’s your prompting,” he wrote. “If not, do your own bidding.”9

These notes, penciled on stray pieces of paper in the summer of 1925 and called “Maxims of a Modernist,” show Thomson-on-the-brink-of-Paris as a canny, irreverent, pugnacious young man. He must not diminish the Gallic hardness he had worked so hard to develop, he had earlier written a friend: “It is my virtue.”10 At this early stage, Thomson articulated his own strategy: “As for the fighting spirit and strength, etc. don’t fight in every battle you see. Concentrate on a few. But don’t avoid them all.”11


1920s PARIS: TRANSATLANTIC RESIDENTS AND HOTSPOTS

George Antheil (12, rue de l’Odéon, beginning 1923): American avant-garde composer.

Natalie Clifford Barney (20, rue Jacob, throughout the 1920s): Writer, celebrator of lesbianism, organizer of a largely female salon.

Sylvia Beach and Adrienne Monnier (18, rue de l’Odéon, 1921–32): Domestic partners and booksellers. Beach ran Shakespeare and Company and Monnier ran La Maison des Amis des Livres, across the street.

Black Sun Press (2, rue Cardinale, 1927–early 1950s): Run by Harry and Caresse Crosby; published books by James Joyce, Hart Crane, Ernest Hemingway, and Ford Madox Ford.

William Aspenwall Bradley (5, rue St.-Louis-en-l’Ile, throughout the 1920s): adventurous literary agent whose clients included Gertrude Stein, Ezra Pound, Edith Wharton, and Natalie Clifford Barney.

Nadia Boulanger (taught at the École Normale de Musique throughout the 1920s): Influential teacher of American composers, including Virgil Thomson, Aaron Copland, and Walter Piston.

Café des Deux Magots (place St.-Germain-des-Pres and rue Bonaparte): Transatlantic gathering place of artists, writers, and intellectuals throughout the 1920s.

Café de la Rotonde (103, boulevard du Montparnasse, beginning 1924): International hangout, nightclub, and gallery.

Café du Dôme (108, boulevard du Montparnasse, beginning 1898): Montparnasse hangout for American expatriates.

Alexander Calder (22, rue Daguerre, in 1926–28; studio at 7, rue Cels): American sculptor.

Harry and Caresse Crosby (19, rue de Lille): Writers and publishers of Black Sun Press.

e.e. cummings (46, rue St.-André-des-Arts): American poet, novelist, and artist.

Nancy Cunard (2, rue Le Regrattier): English poet, heiress, editor of Negro anthology, and publisher of the Hours Press.

Stuart Davis (50, rue Vercingétorix, 1928–29): American artist.

Dingo Bar (10, rue Delambre, beginning 1924): Hangout for American expatriates.

John Dos Passos (45, quai de la Tournelle, ca. 1920–21): American novelist.

Isadora Duncan (9, rue Delambre, 1926–27): American dancer.

F. Scott Fitzgerald (58, rue de Vaugirard, 1925): American novelist and chronicler of the Jazz Age; wife, Zelda Fitzgerald.

Ford Madox Ford (32, rue de Vaugirard): English novelist, essayist, and editor of the Transatlantic Review.

Ernest Hemingway (74, rue du Cardinal-Lemoine, 1922; 74, rue du Bal Musette, 1922–23; 113, rue Notre-Dame-des-Champs, 1924–26; 6, rue Férou, 1927): American novelist.

Hours Press (15, rue Guénégaud, 1929–32): Founded by Nancy Cunard; published Ezra Pound, Laura Riding, and Samuel Beckett.

Le Jockey (127, boulevard du Montparnasse): A transatlantic hangout run by painter Hilaire Hiler.

James Joyce (5, boulevard Raspail, 1920; 71, rue du Cardinal-Lemoine, 1921–22): Revolutionary Irish novelist.

Mina Loy (11, rue Campagne-Première, 1923–1930s; studio on rue du Colisée): English poet and artist.

Man Ray (studio at 31, rue Campagne-Première, 1922–23; studio at 8, rue du Val-de-Grâce, 1929): American photographer and painter.

Robert McAlmon (8, rue de l’Odéon, 1922–26): American writer, publisher of Contact Editions (1923–29), financed by his wealthy wife, Bryher. Contact published Stein, Hemingway, Mina Loy, and William Carlos Williams.

Gerald and Sarah Murphy (23, quai des Grands-Augustins; studio at 69, rue Froidevaux): Gerald was an American painter and set designer; both were transatlantic hosts.

Cole Porter (13, rue Monsieur, throughout the 1920s): American composer; lived with Linda Lee.

Ezra Pound (rue de Seine and 70 bis, rue Notre-Dame-des-Champs) American poet, editor.

Shakespeare and Company (8, rue Dupuytren, 1919–21; 12, rue de l’Odéon, throughout the 1920s): Run by Sylvia Beach, this bookshop and lending library was a center of transatlantic literary activity. Beach published James Joyce’s Ulysses in March 1922.

Le Select (99, boulevard du Montparnasse, beginning 1925): Expatriate gathering spot.

Gertrude Stein (27, rue de Fleurus, throughout the 1920s): American writer; lived with Alice B. Toklas.

Virgil Thomson (20, rue de Berne, 1922–23 and 1925–26; 17, quai Voltaire, 1927–40): American composer and music critic.

The Transatlantic Review (29, quai d’Anjou, beginning 1923): Magazine edited by Ford Madox Ford, with Ernest Hemingway (briefly) as unpaid assistant; published Pound and Eliot and serialized Stein’s The Making of Americans.

transition (6, rue de Verneuil, 1927–1930s): Magazine published by Eugene and Maria Jolas; published Stein and Joyce.

(Acknowledgments to Kiki’s Paris: Artists and Lovers by Billy Kluver and Julie Martin)



During his first and second trips to Paris, Thomson quickly infiltrated the city’s avant-garde and came to know the newest generation of writers, artists, and musicians. Through his friend Bernard Faÿ he met Jean Cocteau and the composers grouped together as Les Six (Georges Auric, Darius Milhaud, Francis Poulenc, Arthur Honegger, Louis Durey, and Germaine Tailleferre). Erik Satie was the composer who interested him most, but Satie died before Thomson could “get inside” his music. In his capacity as a music reviewer, Thomson attended ballets by the Ballets Suédois and heard performances of Debussy, Schoenberg, and Berlioz. At fashionable bars he ate thick foie gras en croute and despite his lack of money learned to drink champagne for luxury and whiskey for style. He knew but rarely frequented Montparnasse, where the American expatriates settled, as it reminded him too much of Greenwich Village. He browsed at Sylvia Beach’s Shakespeare and Company, where he was soon granted free book-borrowing privileges and invited to readings where he met James Joyce, Ernest Hemingway, e.e. cummings, and Ezra Pound.

During his periods of intense composing, Thomson’s vicarious social life depended on the stories of his roommate, Eugene McCown, a Missourian painter who played piano from ten P.M. until two A.M. at the recently opened Le Boeuf sur le Toit. This was “the rendezvous of Jean Cocteau, Les Six, and les snobs intellectuels,” as Thomson described it, “a not unamusing place frequented by English upper-class bohemians, wealthy Americans, French aristocrats, lesbian novelists from Roumania, Spanish princes, fashionable pederasts, modern literary and musical figures, pale and precious young men, and distinguished diplomats towing bright-eyed youths.” Hearing of this world close up but secondhand, gaining entrance to Paris salons through his friendship with Bernard Faÿ, Thomson began to understand the Parisian interconnections among bohemia, art, aristocracy, and money.

Thomson’s new life in Paris was not all social. He set about composing by prescribing for himself two practical methods. The “unrest cure,” consisting of high living, rich food, and irregular hours as an avenue for getting new ideas, was followed by the “rest cure,” a period of carrying out these ideas in disciplined and ascetic regularity.12 And so his raucous Parisian social life was followed by midwestern industry, counterpoint practice, and music composition.

His music teacher, Nadia Boulanger, provided rigorous instruction in counterpoint and harmony. Boulanger’s fourth-floor apartment at 36, rue Ballu, became the center for young American composers, beginning with Thomson’s generation and continuing decades later to Philip Glass’s. Looking back on her life when she turned seventy-five, Thomson observed, “Being midwife to developing musical nations would seem to be her basic role.”13 In the 1920s, she invited selected students, including Aaron Copland and Walter Piston, to take tea and cake each Wednesday afternoon, after which they would perform modern scores by Stravinsky and Schoenberg. Although Thomson later derided her musical taste as sentimental and rejected her maternal advances, she helped engender his self-confidence in composing. “Nadia made me understand that writing music was like writing a letter,” he wrote. “All you had to do was to say what you had to say clearly and stop.”

| | |

One who studied with Boulanger, shared a room with the pianist at Le Boeuf sur le Toit, and knew Les Six, Sylvia Beach, and Jean Cocteau could not be described as unconnected. But Thomson was not a joiner, a disciple, or a celebrity. “I shall practice my trade,” he wrote to Briggs Buchanan in anticipation of his Paris life. “If I practice it competently, I shall make money.”

Thomson’s 1925 arrival in Paris—after three years’ absence—proved to be tense and difficult, and he described his first month as “miserable.” He had an unrelenting cold in the chest; his baggage was lost in transit; he had neither satisfactory room, heat, nor piano; he missed two article deadlines; and a street hustler he picked up gave him a black eye. But he did not wallow in his misfortune. In a characteristic mix of pluck and denial, he applied himself to his trade by beginning to compose a symphony. He evoked his world brilliantly in a letter written a few months before meeting Gertrude Stein and Alice B. Toklas:


1920 is finally démodé and there is nothing to take its place. Surrealism has not been as fecund as one hoped. Everyone has gone out hunting for an idea. Gide has gone to Africa. Étienne de Beaumont to America, Stravinsky (at last) to Russia. I, for one, welcome a dull season. I shall probably work from ennui. Nadia and I are engaged in a search for my character. With usual clairvoyance she comes right to the point at the second interview. “In spite of the fact,” she says, “that I am acquainted with you as a talented musician, a charming person, and an incredibly intelligent young man, I have the feeling of not knowing you at all inside.” Imagine the effect of that on an already turbulent and unhappy mind.



A few months earlier, in his “Maxims of a Modernist,” Thomson had discriminated between love and affection: “Love is the anticipation of a successful marriage. Affection is the feeling we entertain toward persons who are useful to us in a more limited way.” Using his own definitions, he experienced both that fall, thanks to a fortuitous encounter over coffee on the terrace of the Deux Magots. Thomson recognized at the adjoining table the attractive features of Maurice Grosser. He had met Grosser at Harvard’s Liberal Club a few years earlier, but they hadn’t been more than acquaintances. It was not until his season of crisis in Paris that he pursued the relationship. Seven years younger than Thomson, Grosser was a non-practicing Jew from Huntsville, Alabama, who had come to Paris to paint. He consorted with modernists but painted technically assured figurative canvases that were not overtly modern; this avoidance of the current fashion was one of their only points in common. Virgil was sharp, Maurice was soft-spoken; Virgil was pudgy, Maurice was sinewy; Virgil delivered opinions ex cathedra, Maurice withheld judgment; Virgil was ordered, Maurice messy; Virgil self-assured, Maurice fidgety and insecure; Virgil homespun, Maurice courtly; Virgil felt discomfort about his homosexuality, Maurice reveled in his sexual feelings. Before the year was out, Thomson invited Grosser to share a tiny upper-floor flat overlooking the Seine. It had no bath and barely enough room for an upright piano, but in the corner was a small double bed. It was there, Grosser later recalled, that “Virgil and I shared many passionate moments together.”14

Although Thomson described Grosser’s domestic affection that first winter as pleasant, he wrote to Buchanan, “Mental intimacy impossible, however.” But Christmas Eve of 1925 marked the beginning of a sort of marriage that lasted for sixty years. Thomson liked to boast of “26 years of sex” with Maurice. After that ended they remained close friends and continued to talk constantly, until Grosser died from AIDS complications in 1986.

Thomson’s second fateful encounter took place on the rue de l’Odéon at Shakespeare and Company, where he stumbled across a photograph of George Antheil. Four years younger than Thomson and an ardent self-promoter, Antheil already possessed a high profile; Thomson later described him as “the literacy mind’s idea of a musical genius—bold, bumptious, and self-confident.” His piano concert two years earlier at the Théâtre des Champs-Élysées had caused an uproar, and Ezra Pound had found him worthy of a book entitled Antheil and the Treatise on Harmony. Thomson soon met him in the flesh and they quickly became allies. Both composers were out of step with the musical establishment, as Antheil recalled, “in that we both returned to a direct simplicity almost Satie-like in its complete cut away from the prevailing Debussy-Ravel-plus-early-Stravinsky mode of the day.”15 Their connection was cemented by their mutual marginality. Antheil urged Thomson to stop writing and devote himself full-time to composing: “I believe in you more than I believe in certainly any other American, and perhaps even a lot more of other nationalities.”

Thomson’s alliance with Antheil didn’t last long, but it started the chain of events that led to Four Saints in Three Acts. Curious about so high profile a composer, Gertrude Stein invited Antheil to visit her house. Antheil, in turn, knowing of Thomson’s interest in her writing, invited him to come along. The two composers crossed the Luxembourg Gardens to 27, rue de Fleurus, where this story began, as Alice opened the wooden door and ushered them into the canvas-filled studio.
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