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To him who is specially hers,

Joseph Kip Gray,

from she who is singularly his,

In memory of his brother,

Michael Francis Gray





To my mind, a picture should be something

pleasant, cheerful, and pretty, yes pretty! There

are too many unpleasant things in life as it is

without creating still more of them.

—PIERRE-AUGUSTE RENOIR

Whatever you can do, or dream you can, begin

it. Boldness has genius, power, and magic in it.

—JOHANN WOLFGANG VON GOETHE
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CHAPTER ONE

La Vie Moderne




20 July 1880

He rode the awkward steam-cycle along the ridge to catch glimpses of the domes and spires of Paris to the east, then turned west and careened headlong down the long steep hill toward the village of Bougival and the Seine. With his right elbow cast in plaster, he could barely reach the handlebar, but he had to get to the river. Not next week. Not tomorrow. Now. Idleness had been itching him worse than the maddening tickle under the cast. Only painting would be absorbing enough to relieve them both. Steam hissed out of the engine, but it built up inside of him.

He reached down to open the throttle wider. The soft morning light would be flattened to a glare by the time he got there if he didn’t let her go all out. The piston beat faster in the cylinder until it became a whir of sound, the poplars and chestnuts along the road a blur of greens, the blooming genêts a blaze of yellow, with the blue-green sweep of the river coming closer and closer. A painting! He was plunging into a painting! Down and down he plunged. Warm summer air filled his nose with the fragrance of honeysuckle, and the low-pitched honk of a tugboat urged him onward. At the base of the hill, he checked behind him to see that his folding easel, canvas, and Bazille’s wooden color box were still strapped on.

The three-wheeled cycle took the humped bridge at Bougival fine, but the coarse sand on the narrow, connected islands made the front wheel wobble.

All types of canots—rowing yoles, sailboats, and racing sculls—tied to posts along the riverbank produced inverted images quivering in the lazy current, deliciously paintable. But not today. They were empty of life. On Sundays, though, every laundress with her chapped red arms, every shopgirl, mail clerk, butcher, and banker, Parisians of all classes took their leisure either on the Seine or in it or along its grassy slopes. La Grenouillère, The Frog Pond, one of the many rustic guinguettes along the river that provided food, music, and dancing, had a lonely air about it now compared to Sundays. Then, pleasure-loving Parisians threw off their city restraints and filled the floating café, shouted from rented rowboats, splashed each other in the shallow eddies, picnicked along the bank, drank and danced on the anchored barge—the way he and Claude Monet had painted it a decade ago. They had slapped each other on the back the day they’d discovered that juxtaposed patches of contrasting color could show the movement of sunlit water. What he would give for another day like that one, for that thrill of breaking new ground. Repeating safe, easy methods portrait after portrait, as he’d been doing lately, was suffocating him.

In the distance, a catboat sailing toward him looked like the Iris, one of Gustave’s boats. He rode toward it. Yes, it was! He stood up to his full height on the foot platforms, twisted to hail him with his left arm, and lost his balance. The front wheel jerked sideways, and the cycle tipped and crashed onto its side. His right hip and shoulder struck sand and gravel, his hand and elbow in the cast taking the fall, his face taking the bounce. The broken smokestack landed on his left leg. His right leg was trapped under one rear wheel, while the other rear wheel spun with a tick, tick, tick. Boiling water splashed and oil leaked onto his pant leg. He struggled to disentangle himself before getting burned. Jesus Christ! He would destroy himself if he didn’t start painting soon.

He spit out sand and lay trembling in a cloud of steam, trying to figure out what had happened and watching the glints of light riding the water. How different the colors from this low angle, the contrast between tips of ripples and valleys between them more pronounced now—a deeper forest green for the furrows, with shifting patches of yellow-green and ocher on the humps, and the silver highlights more transparent than he’d ever seen them. My God! To show that to the world!

A throbbing moved up through his legs, hip, shoulder. His right cheek and hand stung. Sand had scoured his palm and left it bloody. He staggered to his feet. Bazille’s dear old color box had suffered too—the corner splintered, one hinge sprung, the other twisted. Tubes and brushes lay scattered in the tall grasses, the canvas face down in a muddy patch. The Iris, with Gustave oblivious at the helm, was only a triangle of white sail downriver.

Using his left arm and all his weight, he tried to pull the cycle upright, but it refused to budge. The monster weighed more than he did. The front wheel was bent. He could never steer it now. He turned off the oil burner and opened the steam release valve. The hissing quieted to a gurgle. Below the trademark, Peugeot, he saw the model name, La vie moderne. Modern life. He chortled. That was the subject matter of the new painting movement, as precarious as the steam-cycle.

He crouched at the river’s edge and cupped some water in his left hand to rinse his mouth. A pain shot up his thigh. He splashed his right hand to loosen the grit embedded in his palm. The cool water stung. He crawled through the weeds to gather his brushes and tubes, but couldn’t find yellow ocher. If he were well off, or at least stable, he could do without it because he could make it from other colors, but those tubes were almost squeezed flat already. A muttering duck glided between reeds toward a tube of paint. He quacked at it in a tone that said, Leave it alone. The duck paddled away. The scent of wild roses assailed him. Any other time, the sight of them would have excited him, their petal faces pale pink and cream like women’s cheeks. Like Jeanne’s.

At least he’d found his beloved bicycle cap. Now all he needed was to find his way. In painting, in love, in life.

He carried brushes in his right hand and the color box of his dead friend in his left, the lid dangling. He set off limping the ten-minute walk along the wooded strip to the Île de Chatou. Just north of the railroad bridge, he would come to Maison Fournaise, the boaters’ guinguette—the riverside restaurant, hotel, and boat rental frequented by painters and writers where he had thought to try out an idea on the little canvas.

 

Up ahead, Alphonse Fournaise, the barrel-chested son of the owner, hoisted a narrow-prowed one-man canot off carpenter’s sawhorses and over his head as if it were a giant baguette. He ambled to the bank, lowered the boat, and slid it into the water.

“Auguste Renoir, you old fool,” Alphonse called. “You’ve either been in a boxing ring or you fell off your cycle again.”

“The latter, of course. I left it in the path just this side of La Grenouillère. The front wheel is bent. There’s a muddy canvas there too.”

“I’ll go get them. Are you all right?”

“I’ll find out tomorrow when I try to get out of bed.”

Alphonse tied the boat to the dock. “Alphonsine!” he called to his sister who was swimming nearby, and waved her in.

Auguste watched her strong arms propel her through the water. When she climbed up the bank, her swimming costume of striped blouse and knee-length bloomers clung to her curves. Water slid down her shapely legs.

“Mon Dieu, Auguste! What happened?” Alphonsine dried off with a towel as he explained. He set down his color box on the table under the trellised arbor and lowered himself gingerly onto the wooden chair.

“I’ll get something to wash you.”

He felt blood trickle down his cheek. In a moment she reappeared with two basins—soapy water and clear—and two cloths. Spears of light shone through the vine above her and danced in patches on her small mounded breasts. Her nipples poked out like beads under the thin wet fabric.

“Look at me,” she said.

“I am.”

“I mean look up.”

Dutifully, he raised his face to hers. Her skin shone rosy from the sun. Exactly what he loved to paint. Like Jeanne’s cheeks, which gave back the light. Jeanne Samary, the darling of the Comédie-Française. She made everyone in Paris laugh. Him too, at one time. He should have brought her here to the country away from heady adulation. Out here, he could have shown her a beauty not man-made, the joys of being an adorer, not merely the adored. Lying on the grass, he could have shown her how light on water breaks up in patches of color. She might have understood his painting of her, how skin really does take on the colors of the surroundings, and it might have all turned out differently.

Like Alphonsine’s pink forehead washed with pale green by the vine.

She pressed the warm wet cloth against his face. “You have sand embedded in your cheek. Does it hurt?”

“Only when I look away from you.”

Strange pleasure, to allow himself to be so vulnerable. He hoped this would take a long time. A pretty little scowl formed as she pressed the cloth gently against his face to loosen the grit. He tried to relax in order to control the tic in his cheek.

Alphonsine rinsed the cloth and dabbed, snickering softly.

“What’s so amusing about a man writhing in pain and about to die?”

“You have a peaky face.”

“You have a peachy one.”

“Your cheeks go in like saucers, and your nose—”

“What about my nose?”

“It’s peaky, that’s all. Your face looks weathered.”

“Like old wood cracked by the sun? It’s an occupational hazard. I paint en plein air.”

He supposed he did look like an old fence post to her, with his lined forehead and concave cheeks, deeper when he hadn’t eaten well. At least his hair was still brown, though his widow’s peak was becoming more pronounced. Two bare troughs on either side of it were carving their way to the top of his head, the reason for his bicycle cap. His eyelids drooped slightly over hazel eyes. Jeanne had called his narrow, pointed nose aquiline, and had thought him handsome, his pronounced cheekbones especially, and so had Margot.

“You’re not listening. I said, your eyes are always watching,” Alphonsine said.

“Sorry. And my face is always twitching. I care more about my eyes.”

“Your face is kind of solemn. Are you sad?”

He was, of course, whenever he thought of Jeanne or Margot. “Not that I know of.”

“Sit still. Every time you say something, you jerk.”

“I can’t help it. I’m strung together that way. With piano wire.”

Sharp grains scraped across his raw flesh. She began to pick them out with a tweezer. Her face came closer and she worked in one spot, digging with the metal points. “I’m sorry,” she whispered. Her lips turned in on themselves and her blue eyes shot through with gold filmed over with wetness. She stopped, her hand resting on his chin, her eyes fixed on his cheek.

“What’s wrong?” he asked.

She resumed picking. “They’re like metal bits in a soldier’s wound.”

The tightness in her voice reminded him that she was a war widow. Ten years alone, but still looking young. In her early thirties, he guessed.

Her mother, Louise Fournaise, came outside drying her hands on her apron. “Pierre-Auguste, you had no business riding that contraption with a broken arm.”

“Yes I did! It was pure business. It’s time I find out what kind of painter I am.”

“Couldn’t that wait until you walked here like any sensible man?”

He pointed upward with his index finger. “The light, madame.”

“Where have you been?” Louise asked.

“My mother’s house in Louveciennes.” He lifted his cast. “I’ve been staying there.”

“And she let you ride that torture machine? You’re thinner than ever. Wasted, in fact. She doesn’t feed you?”

Wincing, he tried his most winning smile. “Not like you do, madame.”

“So stay to lunch, you rascal.” Louise marched back to her kitchen.

Alphonsine squinted as she worked on his face. “You were coming here?”

“Looking for something new to paint.”

“Do you remember painting me and your two friends under this arbor?”

“Of course. I remember all the paintings I’ve done of you. Each one gave me great pleasure. I make it a rule never to paint except out of pleasure.”

“I know another place to paint that will give you pleasure. You’ve never painted from this high place before.”

“Let me guess. From the railroad bridge? Do you want to get me killed?”

“No.”

“Then from the footbridge?”

“No-o.” Her voice ascending flutelike lengthened the syllable into birdsong.

“From the pumping station at Marly?”

She teased him with a moment of coy silence. “When I finish, I’ll show you. All the times Edgar Degas has come here, I’ve never suggested it to him. Only to you.”

“Ha! It would have been wasted on him. Edgar paints from his imagination in his stuffy studio and calls it a landscape. It’s supreme arrogance to think that what comes out of his brain is more valuable than what we see around us.”

“Like this place.” She cupped his bloodied hand in hers in the bowl of soapy water. “You have long, thin fingers.”

“And you have short, sweet ones.”

“Why do you keep your fingernails longish?”

“For protection. I could injure my fingertips and ruin my sense of touch. That would deprive me of a good deal of pleasure in life.” Her hands slid over his like minnows. The sensation made him close his eyes a moment. “It’s worth the stupid accident,” he said.

“What is?”

“Having you do this.”

A pink flush crept up her neck to her cheeks that made him want to caress them. Or paint them, which was the same thing, really.

“You have sand in your beard.”

“Thank you for calling my measly little fringe a beard.”

She dribbled water over it, threading her fingers through his hair. “It’s soft. I thought it would be scratchy.”

“I made it that way on purpose, to give you pleasure.”

“It’s nice the way you trim it in a narrow path along your jaw.”

She patted his face and hands dry with a blue plaid dish towel and took him by the left wrist which sent a tremor up his arm. “Follow me.”

He would skip after her like a young swain if he were able to. His hip ached and his thirty-nine years creaked in every joint as he entered the large restaurant and climbed the stairs to the terrace facing the river.

She flung open her arms. “Paint from here. See what you can see? Both banks, upstream and down.” She turned the crank that rolled away the coral-and-gray-striped awning, and leaned out over the railing. “The floating exhalations from the grass, mingled with the damp scents from the river, filled the air with a soft languor, with a happy light, with an atmosphere of blessing. Guy de Maupassant wrote that. It’s lovely and true, isn’t it?”

“Yes. A happy light,” he murmured.

Paint from here. He was more than amused. He had been telling himself the same thing ever since Fournaise extended the balcony into a wider terrace three years ago, but he’d always postponed the idea. The perspective would be too tricky. He hadn’t known how to convey the sense that the terrace was part of a building and wasn’t floating in the sky.

“Someday,” he said.

“Why not now?”

He didn’t want to admit he didn’t know how. “For now, I’m obliged to paint portraits of overbred society women in their fussy parlors.” She tipped her head, expecting a reason. “It pays.” He swept his arm over the tables and river. “This would be painting just for me. It might not pay a bean.”

But what it offered him! Below the terrace, a dozen rowing skiffs tied to bank posts made graceful repeated shapes in the water, and a string of sailboats tied bow to stern formed a caravan from the slanted dock to the floating boat garage. On the eastern shore at Rueil, the white stone inn of La Mère Lefranc with its red-tiled roof caught the light in the afternoon, and on Sundays Parisians ate at tables in the small orchard. Downstream, the Giquel yacht works hung out over the water surrounded by boats, and a few scattered houses were nestled behind market gardens. Upriver, the smokestack of the carriage factory cast an ocher reflection and belched charcoal-colored smoke. Claude Monet would position a sail in front of it. Gustave would ignore the bank and paint from the odd perspective of the needle nose of a racing scull with rowers pulling at their oars. Pissarro, that old Communard, he’d make the smokestack central to the painting, symbol of the proletariat.

And what would he do? How could he portray best this meeting place of city and country? Another riverscape with Parisians in boats? A mix of people eating and drinking? Dancing? Calling down to someone in a rowboat? He envisioned his friends gathered around the tables after a delicious lunch, flushed with pleasure, enjoying a beautiful day, showing what happens here every Sunday. Leisure. La vie moderne.

But how? He sat down and crossed his legs. That was the more perplexing question, the underlying issue agitating him lately. Impressionist or traditional? It was all tied up with that other question—whether to withdraw completely from the Impressionist circle, continue to submit to the academic Salon and betray his friends, or to return to the Impressionist group he had helped to form. He still hated the term, a slam by that critic Louis Leroy who claimed they were only capable of sketchy impressions, but he loved his friends—Claude Monet, Gustave Caillebotte, Camille Pissarro, Alfred Sisley, Paul Cézanne, and Berthe Morisot—and they’d all accepted the name.

It’s just that he didn’t want the characteristic broken strokes of Impressionism to dictate his style in everything, particularly figures. Was he an Impressionist at all? If he deserted the cause permanently and painted in a more classical style, what would happen to their unity? The friendships that had kept them going? Who was he really betraying by turning out one society portrait after another? The group? Himself? Both?

Père Alphonse Fournaise, Father Fournaise, a slightly smaller version of his well-fed son, came out onto the terrace wearing a blue mariner’s cap, holding a magazine and a baguette under his arm. He set out two tumblers of petit bleu, the wine most popular with rowers. “I’m sorry about your mishap.”

Alphonsine dabbed at his cheek with the cloth. “It’s still oozing. Don’t forget what I said. A painting just for you.” She went downstairs.

“Did you see Gustave sail by?” Père Fournaise asked.

“Yes, I saw him. If I hadn’t, I’d have arrived on wheels and with a face that hadn’t been shaved by a cheese grater.”

Fournaise unrolled the magazine, Le Voltaire. “He dropped this off for you two weeks ago. It has Zola’s review of this year’s Impressionist show, but it doesn’t mention you.”

Auguste took the magazine. “That’s because I didn’t exhibit with them this year. Neither did Monet or Sisley or Cézanne.”

“Why not?”

“A rule Degas concocted. If we submit work to the official Salon we can’t exhibit in our Impressionist shows too. It was meant as a solidarity measure, but it’s having the opposite effect.”

“The leaders breaking rank? You’re going to let the movement fall apart?”

Auguste drummed his fingers on the table. “That’s not my intention. It’s just that only a handful of people buy works by painters not in the Salon, but eighty thousand beat down the doors every spring to snatch up works by any old imitator of the past with the cachet of being hung in the Salon.”

“Well, read the article and see what Zola says.”

He scanned the account of the group as an artistic force, but read more carefully the criticism that Impressionists were too often sloppy, too easily satisfied with work that was incomplete, illogical, and exaggerated.


If one is too easily contented, if one sells sketches that are hardly dry, one loses the taste for works based on long and thoughtful preparation. The real misfortune is that no artist among the Impressionists has achieved powerfully and definitely the new formula which, scattered through their works, they all offer in glimpses.



“Formula! Formula! Art has no formula. If it did, any Montmartre peddler would be painting pictures. He wants works based on long and thoughtful preparation?” He smacked the table with his palm. “Then he’s forgotten my Bal au Moulin de la Galette. Six months’ work and two preliminary oil studies. You can’t lay down thirty heads on a canvas and make it look like a spontaneous moment without long and thoughtful preparation.”

“No, I guess not.”

“Does he think France has turned Protestant, valuing a work by how much the painter sweats in creating it? If an Impressionist settles for a sketch, it’s because a sketch serves his particular purpose.”

This was souring a beautiful day. He recrossed his legs and read on.


They are all forerunners. The man of genius has not yet arisen. We can see what they intend, and find them right, but we seek in vain the masterpiece that is to lay down the formula. All remain unequal to their self-appointed task. That is why, despite their struggle, they have not reached their goal; they remain inferior to what they undertake; they stammer without being able to find words.



A punch in the stomach. He tossed the magazine onto the table. “I thought Émile was our friend.”

“Maybe he still is. Degas was here last Sunday and thought Zola was just challenging the group. Throwing down the gauntlet.”

“Degas sees only what he wants to see. There have been signs of Zola’s change of opinion before this.”

So what was he to do? Let his friends answer the charge themselves? He had enough roiling in his gut without this. His direction. That is, his two directions. A country painter of loosely brushed landscapes, or a city painter of figures in the classical tradition. He loved aspects of each equally. One road might well lead him back to poverty, the other to stagnation.

Auguste looked down through the terrace ironwork. Brawny young Alphonse, the opposite of himself, was wheeling the cycle on its hind wheels. “I think I can fix it,” Alphonse said.

“I’d be much obliged. While you’re at it, I have a busted color box.”

Louise called up the stairs and Fournaise went down. Auguste tipped his chair back against the railing and stared at the empty table. If the rant had been written by Leroy or Wolff or any of the usual critics, he’d toss it off as the same old whine. But Émile Zola. Zola, who had defended the group against old-school judgment-mongers. From him, this was the cruelest cut of all.

Works based on long and thoughtful preparation. Like Bal au Moulin de la Galette, his painting of the open-air dance hall in Montmartre. The shadows of two windmills, the tinny music, dust rising from dancing feet, the swirl of muslin dresses, the laughter of his friends, the clink of glasses touching, the lively taste of piccolo from the vineyard a block away, the sweet, flaky wine-soaked galettes, the fragrance of iris and lavender being ground in a windmill for the perfumers of Paris, the breeze lifting a woman’s hair to reveal a graceful neck, dappled light filtered through acacias caressing a cheek, being in love, Margot—yes, all of it pulsing again, encore.

An encore. What Zola wanted was just what he needed to do—the major work he’d imagined here for years, la vie moderne at Chatou, as Moulin had been la vie moderne at Montmartre. An encore to Moulin, but this had to surpass Moulin. If he wasn’t going to exhibit with the Impressionists again, he could at least support them by answering Zola’s charge with a painting designed to astonish. Figures, landscape, genre subject—all in one. Throw in a still life too. Not just a few figures. A dozen or more, at closer range this time. If he were to abandon Impressionism eventually, he wanted to go out with a bang. But if he were to follow his instinct, he would use a combination of styles. It would be an experiment. The faces modeled with more classical techniques, one hue blending seamlessly into another to create shape, but the landscape and still life in looser, distinct strokes. Every figure, every feature a small painting in and of itself. Ideas came so fast he knew it was the right time to do it. “The genius has not yet arisen. Zut! Zola will eat his words.”

He sat up straighter. This could turn the tide for him. It could reverse the slippage in sales. Dollfus hadn’t bought anything for four years, Duret and Rivière for three, Murer for two. He’d sold nothing to Ephrussi, Deudon, and Chocquet for more than a year. Why?

Because he hadn’t been progressing. The technical challenge of this painting would force him to move ahead. But how was he to achieve the perspective? Position the figures? Anchor the terrace? Convey the river below? He read the paragraph again. They remain inferior to what they undertake. His arm throbbed, his palm burned. This would be the fight of his life.

The idea was so ambitious that if he couldn’t turn out a masterpiece on par with Moulin, critics would slice it to shreds. If it only came close it would be ridiculed for its ambivalence of styles or its faulty composition. His sales would drop even more, his career would go backward. He’d be plunged into the poverty of a few years ago. His sense of worth as a painter would crack and he would be afraid to try any other style. So, what now? Dive or stagnate?

He had enjoyed a flurry of success, a few years of financial well-being. He’d bought the Peugeot, sailed with Gustave Caillebotte to the coast, developed a few collectors, but his situation today was uncertain.

How could he pay a dozen models even at the lowest rate of ten francs each per session? What would the work require? Ten sessions, at least. That alone would eat up what was left from Bérard’s commission. He would have to rent the terrace if he expected Fournaise to close it off from customers. He’d need a room here to live in and keep the painting in. And the cost of supplies for so large a canvas—probably two or three hundred francs. The commissions he’d have to decline would be a huge loss, and those requests would be snapped up by other painters. No. It was impossible. Claude painting what he pleased without an eye to commissions had always struck him as giddy insanity. That he couldn’t do. He had his Paris studio rent to pay. It was foolish to consider it.

Alphonsine brought up a plate of green beans, fried potatoes, and grenouilles, frog legs sautéed with garlic and parsley, a common dish here because frogs in marshy areas jumped right into your hand. She leaned forward with her elbow on the railing looking at the river. Her breasts hung loosely under her linen blouse and her light brown curls, drying now, moved in the breeze. Her freshness made him feel old. If he was ever going to do this painting, it had to be now.

Fournaise came up with a plate for himself. “You know, Gustave will have stiff competition this year in the sailing regatta. I’ve seen a new racing sloop pass by which looked like a Series Four. Fast as a swallow.”

“It should be an exciting race. You’ll make piles of money from the crowd here. When is it?”

“The second Sunday in September. The week after our own Fêtes Nautiques.”

Fournaise couldn’t have a dozen models and a big painting occupying the terrace during his Fêtes Nautiques, the annual festival of rowing and jousting championships. It would prevent him from filling every corner of his restaurant and grounds with customers. The terrace was the prime viewing spot for the races.

He would just have to finish it by then. But the portrait of Madame Charpentier and her children with only three figures and a hound dog had taken him more than forty sittings. What he had in mind was so complex that he wasn’t sure he could make it work at all, much less under time constraints. It wasn’t just the Fêtes. Autumn would bring a change of light.

He took a pencil and his small sketch pad from his pocket and scribbled with his left hand. Alphonsine stretched out her neck to watch. “Names?”

“Friends who might be willing to pose.”

The wild man Paul Lhôte would, for sure, and if he did, so would Pierre Lestringuèz, his prophet-of-doom protector. Gustave Caillebotte, if he could get him away from the Iris, the qualifying races, and his own painting. He would give Gustave a prominent spot in the composition. All that Gustave had done for the group over the years, renting their exhibit space, paying for advertising, hanging the exhibitions, covering Monet’s and Pissarro’s rent so many times, buying their paintings when they didn’t have a sou for a bowl of soup—this would be a recognition of that. It would tell France how important Caillebotte was to the movement.

Who else? Jeanne. With her last portrait, he’d felt he was approaching what he was capable of doing. It was love that did it. He needed to be in love with someone who loved him back, so he would see everything through the atmosphere of happiness. Love always brought about his best work, and this was too big a risk not to be his best. If Jeanne wasn’t performing on Sundays, if she was over her pique about his last painting of her, if he could make her see this new one as a valuable means of promotion for her, she might consent, but she’d charge him through the nose—the bigger the image, the more per sitting.

He finished the meal. “What would you think if I painted right here?”

Alphonsine sprang upright.

“Anytime. You know that,” Fournaise said.

“I mean a large painting. Lots of people. After one of Louise’s savory luncheons. People enjoying themselves full tilt.”

Fournaise pushed out his bottom lip. “How long would it take?”

He had to get him to agree before he saw what an intrusion it would be.

“It depends on how often I can get models to come.”

“It would make La Maison Fournaise famous,” Alphonsine said.

“Why don’t you just do the setting here,” Fournaise asked, “and add the people in your studio?”

“I can’t. I have two rules for myself, and I’ve rarely broken them. Always paint from life, and don’t do anything I don’t enjoy. I have to paint it where they’ll be living what I paint. Parisians at leisure on the river. The railroad bridge to show how they got here. The light and the feel, right here. I’ll rent the space, and a room in your hotel.”

“How much space?” Fournaise sectioned off one table at the far end.

“The whole terrace. I can’t have people carousing up here while I work. I’ll need it during the week too, not just on Sundays.”

Fournaise planted his feet wide. His bottom lids tightened. The canny entrepreneur, thinking. In order to build a restaurant, a hotel, a fleet of pleasure boats, a big annual fête, acquire a steam touring launch, and buy up most of the upper island, he’d had to consider all angles of a proposition.

“The whole terrace, then. Until my Fêtes and the sailing regatta.”

Not quite two months. It would be tight. “Fair enough.”

“You’re crazy, you know. You with a broken arm.”

True. How was he going to stretch a canvas that large, or even carry it?

“I can paint left-handed. And this cast will come off soon.”

“Not if you keep falling on it.”

Fournaise called down to his son, “Alphonse, lay off of that.”

“I think I can fix it.”

“Don’t. Wheel it into the boathouse and lock it up.” He turned back and put his hand on Auguste’s shoulder. “You’ve got too important a hand to be taking risks with that engin de mort.”

Auguste reached in his pocket for his wallet, knowing there was precious little in it. Fournaise’s hand shot out against his wrist. “Put that away.”

Fair enough. Today Père Fournaise was his host. But what about tomorrow?








CHAPTER TWO

Paris on the Run




Moments later, he looked back from the pedestrian bridge and saw Alphonsine on the terrace watching him. He waved, and she called out, “I knew I had a good idea.”

It would do her good to think she had conceived of it herself. “Good only if you’ll be in it,” he called back.

She clapped her hands over her mouth.

 

The train lurched forward, throwing him back. The half-hour ride from Rueil into Paris always struck him as a phenomenon of speed. He rode in an open-air car in the rear, third class, squinting his eyes against flying soot. The squinting and the speed made the countryside whiz by, transforming market gardens and houses into blurred shapes, momentary sensations of color and light without detail. No wonder he and Monet and Sisley had developed Impressionism. Trains had introduced them to the flash of vision.

Tuesday already. Madame Charpentier’s salon day. A few of the people on his models list were sure to be there. Most were working people only available on Sundays. If he didn’t get commitments from them for this Sunday, he would lose a week.

He stood up long before the train finished its ten-kilometer run, and was the first one out the door at Gare Saint-Lazare. He went straight to his studio on rue Saint-Georges, where Paris proper gave way on the north to the lower reaches of Montmartre, Montmartre d’en bas. He poked his head through the concierge’s wicket. Victor, a former cavalryman now peeling potatoes in his undershirt, twitched his bushy dragoon’s mustache. “Fresh out of the meat grinder, eh?” He slapped the key and a notice into Auguste’s palm.

Aching, Auguste climbed the six flights to his studio under the chimney pots. The notice was the landlord’s new rule that painters had to pay quarterly in advance. Four hundred twenty-five francs. He yanked books off his shelf and found the jar where he kept some money. Disappointing. What was he? A fool? One tiny consolation. In another jar there were plenty of stretcher tacks.

If he stood on place Pigalle in his homespun painting trousers and canvas shoes, he might look pitiful enough with his broken arm that someone would buy a painting right out of his hands. The people of Montmartre were used to such things. He picked a study of two circus girls juggling oranges.

He took avenue Frochot, a one-block haven of rosebushes and villas, because Jeanne Samary lived there. Someone singing the Amours divins aria from Offenbach’s La Belle Hélène made him pause. It was so lovely that he was tempted to call on her to come outside and hear it too, but thought better of it. He used to be welcomed anytime, by Jeanne or her mother who stuffed his cheeks with sweets, but that was last winter. Liaisons in Montmartre changed quickly.

In place Pigalle he greeted old Père Cachin, the charbonnier with blackened skin who squatted by his hole in the ground where he sold lumps of heating coal, grilling charcoal, and artists’ charcoal.

“See? I still have your sign,” Cachin said and pointed to the cardboard drawing Auguste had made showing him in front of his hole with the words Boutique de Charbon in fancy script.

“Has it brought you good business?”

“Not so much in summer. But autumn will come.” The man grinned his toothless grin. “Days will get shorter.”

“That’s the last thing I want to hear right now.”

At boulevard de Clichy, the southern boundary of Montmartre, he turned left so he could use his left hand to hold his painting outward, sign of its availability. Passing La Libération, Pascal’s grim junk shop where the half-blind old man sold used canvases to penniless painters to reuse, he whistled a lighthearted tune to attract attention. An elderly gentleman wearing a bowler, a habitué of the Café Nouvelle-Athènes, gestured with his walking stick for him to stop.

The man glanced at the painting. “Charming. But you’re too late. Pissarro has been here already. I just bought a painting from him.”

“I don’t believe it.”

“I had to. He has such a large family, poor chap.”

“So, because I’ve been careful to be without children, I have to starve? I’m in as bad a state as Pissarro, but no one ever says ‘poor Renoir.’”

What if someone from the Salon jury saw him peddling? He’d be mortified. It would get around. They would think him pathetic, and they would be right.

He turned the painting inward and headed toward seedy rue Rochechouart and the Cirque Fernando, a wooden tent-shaped pavilion painted in garish orange, green, and violet, and smelling of hay and horse manure. Inside, a ballerina was practicing her balance on a horse circling the ring at breakneck speed. He inquired after Clovis Sagot, a clown who dealt in paintings on the side.

“He’ll be back in an hour,” Mademoiselle La-La said.

He hardly recognized the well-known trapeze artist sitting on a bench, knees splayed open, in a nondescript dress instead of hanging by her teeth in an orange tutu the way Degas had painted her, like a slaughtered pig in a charcuterie. Damned rotten way to make a living.

“You can wait right here.” She thrust out her breasts, patted the bench next to her, and made sloppy kissing noises, pointing with her nose to his face. “Kiss, kiss, to make it all better?”

What a tart. Her frizzy black hair, drawn into a puff like a bath sponge, wobbled on the crown of her head. He darted out the door, disgusted with her, disgusted with himself for being a cheapjack. Even Pascal, the junk dealer, didn’t cart around his secondhand wares on the street.

He had an idea, one step up from peddling—Madame Camille’s crémerie across the street from his studio. Once, just this once he’d lower himself, in order to buy colors for this painting that would change everything. And then he’d never have to do this again.

He went in. Camille looked up from drying a cup. “Auguste! What a nasty scrape. You’d think you, a painter, would have a steady hand when you shaved.”

“I was in a hurry.”

“And when aren’t you?”

He sniffed the air. “Patchouli. Don’t let your daughters wear it. That perfume makes every floozy in Montmartre smell like rancid pork rind.”

“I’m sure they’ll appreciate your kind advice. I have some Brie left from lunch, soft but not too runny—just the way you like it.”

“Oh, no, thank you.”

She leveled a look of exasperation at him. “You can’t forget to eat. You’re such a beanpole it breaks my heart. It won’t take but a minute. Sit.”

He lowered his aching body into a chair. It was amusing to watch her ratcheting herself around in the small space behind the counter to work at the stove. Nature had blessed Camille with a rotundity that was ample advertisement for her cheeses and omelettes.

“I know why you came in,” she said, her back to him. “It’s because now that things are more difficult, with your arm I mean, you’ve decided to take me seriously and marry one of my daughters.” She turned around with a broad grin on her face. “Which one do you want? Marie, the seamstress, or Annette, the shoe shop girl? Either one would be a big help to you,” she said in a singsong voice. “It’s my dearest hope. Not because you’ll secure her a prosperous future, mind you—you’re a painter first, last, and always.”

“Then why?”

“Because you’re so irritatingly lovable. Bohemian to the core, but someday you’ll outgrow that, and then you’ll be a proper husband, as solid as a paving stone.” She set down a heel of bread, a plate of cheese, and a café crème on the tin-topped table. “Stop rubbing your nose like that. It’s a bad habit. It makes you look like a bundle of nerves. Who’s the painting for?”

“Anybody. Would you hang it and see who might come along and want it?”

“Anything for you.” She glanced at it. “So sweet. They remind me of my girls when they were that age. How much should I say?”

“If someone offers fifty francs, take it.”

“Forty?”

“Take it. Even thirty. It’s only a study, but don’t say that.”

Camille chuckled. “Just think. Me, an art dealer.” Her hand rested a moment on her motherly bosom before slinging wide her arm, the flesh under her upper arm jiggling. “La Galerie de la Crème.”

“I like it. I could paint a sign for you. Crème de la Crème.”

He finished the cheese and café, kissed her round cheeks, and ducked out the door. “Au revoir, ma reine de la crème.”

He left her laughing and jiggling at the doorway.

By God, he deserved a better showcase for his work than a little neighborhood kitchen. And he’d get one too, in the Palais des Champs-Élysées where the Salon was held. He was not destined to end his days as a nobody.

Up the stairs to his studio to change into the gray pin-striped suit his father had tailored for him seven years earlier. He wanted it to last forever now that his father had passed away. He remembered his father’s insistence on the highest-quality fabric, and his careful fitting. Putting it on was like donning another self for Madame Charpentier’s salon, proper and elegant, someone whom his father would be proud of.

Onward to the Louvre. He bumped into people who looked aghast at his face, swerved into the street around slow walkers, dodged omnibuses, darted in front of mounted gendarmes. Pain shot down his leg. The Louvre, the Louvre.

On the way, he rang the buzzer at the office of the Gazette des Beaux-Arts to ask its director, Charles Ephrussi, a friend and collector, to pose. No one answered. He left a note.

He headed toward the river, passing the spot where his family used to live and have their tailor shop, next to the Roman well. As a child he loved to touch its smooth stones and imagine life in Paris so many centuries ago. Gone. Medieval Paris gone too. Razed to lay out Baron Haussmann’s grand boulevards, begun under Louis Napoléon as a display of prosperity of the Empire. The new Paris was glorious, yes, but someday people would forget the crooked medieval streets, the Roman well, the history in those stones, just as people in the future would forget how Parisians lived now, and how, in spite of bad times, Paris made itself happy again. That’s what he wanted his painting to be. A painting of happiness in his time.

At the Comédie-Française, the concierge recognized him from his many visits to see Jeanne, and let him in the performers’ corridor. Auguste wiped sweat from his forehead. Maybe his skinned cheek and broken arm would soften her heart. He knocked at the door of her dressing room and it opened a little.

“Jeanne?” He opened it more.

A man in a crisp linen shirt lounged on the divan. His waistcoat had been flung over Jeanne’s rose silk dressing gown on a chair. The memory of its coolness as he’d once slipped it off her shoulders swept over him. The man yanked a fan off the wall where Jeanne had pinned it as a decoration with dozens of others.

“She’s not here. Who are you?” the man demanded, fanning himself.

“Pierre-Auguste Renoir. I’ve painted her many times. Even here, with that fan.” He hated having to justify his presence.

The man tossed it onto her marble-topped dressing table and rummaged through her jumble of cake makeup, creams, powders, puffs, and brushes, shoving them about as if he owned them until he found a nail file and went to work on his thumbnail. “I wouldn’t wait, if I were you. She doesn’t want to see you.”

He didn’t want to get into a confrontation with this presumptuous parasite. He would not allow himself to be distracted from his focus. At the concierge’s wicket, he wrote a note.


Chère Mademoiselle,

Please come to Chatou on Sunday by noon, or earlier, to Maison Fournaise on the island. If you are willing, I have a painting in mind that begs for your charms, a souvenir for future ages of life as it was lived in the summer of 1880. It is of crucial importance to me, but I can’t begin it without you. The time of year forces me to start immediately. Please wear a dark blue dress for boating, and a pretty hat. Do you still have the one you wore at the Promenade de Longchamp, the felt one with feathers and gold braid that makes you look so lovely? We will be outdoors. If you have any feeling left for me, if only the fond remembrance of times past, come.

Je t’adore toujours,

Pierre-Auguste



On the bottom, he drew the hat, and folded the paper in thirds.

“Please see that Mademoiselle Samary receives this privately.” He pressed a fifty-centime piece into the concierge’s waiting palm.

He loped into the vast place du Carrousel surrounded by the arms of the Louvre, sacred ground for him. He’d played marbles here as a child, living in the slum of old guardhouses within the arms of the Louvre until Haussmann demolished the eyesore and moved the working class out of the heart of Paris. It grieved him that the house where he’d drawn his first real pictures, on the floor, was no more. But he had lived there long enough to know every inch of the Louvre.

Entering the ground-floor galleries, he felt the calm of the classical marble faces he had drawn as a youth, as familiar as family. He climbed two flights of stairs to the Salon Carré, hungry for what he’d come to see. Not his favorites, Ingres and Fragonard, not even Watteau, whose paintings of fêtes galantes, aristocrats of the last century enjoying a day of love on the wooded isle of Cythera, conveyed the mood he wanted. He had painted hundreds of ladies’ fans with Watteau’s romantic images of Cythera in his younger days. He didn’t need to see them again. It was Veronese he needed now, to study his technical achievement.

There it was, The Marriage Feast at Cana, ten meters wide and nearly seven meters tall. He studied the angles of the U-shaped table positioned broadside in an outdoor pavilion with richly dressed figures balanced right and left according to the Renaissance ideal, gesturing, talking, leaning toward one another. And surrounding them—musicians, jesters, servants, even dogs. The end of the meal, the table opulent with goblets, grapes, sugared fruit. The wine having run out, Christ performs his first miracle, turning the water into wine, and it pours out ruby red from the urns. The festiveness, the wealth of ornament, the splendor of the silks in aquamarine, emerald, carmine, yellow ocher, had always astonished him.

His would use just one angle of tables. He would emulate the close overlapping of figures, several conversations going at once, and the foreshortening, the most difficult perspective to achieve. He would honor Veronese, and he would vie with him—and Watteau and Ingres and Rubens and Fragonard and Vermeer to boot! And he would do it all in two months. He felt hot with the pressure to get started, and to make it the greatest figure painting of the whole Impressionist movement.

Only four more days to prepare. He needed to perform his own miracle.








CHAPTER THREE

To the Left Bank and Back




Crossing the river on the Passerelle des Arts, Auguste was seized by a thought. He was straddling more than just the Seine. The iron and wood footbridge stretched from the Louvre on the Right Bank to the formidable, gold-ribbed dome of the Institut de France housing the Académie des Beaux-Arts on the Left Bank. The new art was a Right Bank school growing out of ragtag Montmartre and the suburban riverside to the west, as far from the classical, tradition-bound Left Bank Académie as it could get. Yet the painting that swirled in his mind, even though modern in subject, required the skill of the classicists. He felt as giddy as he had as a youth the moment before touching the first breast offered to him.

With long-legged steps, he strode through shaded streets of traditional galleries huddled around the Académie, their windows assaulting him with huge battle scenes, teary-eyed Mary Magdalenes, and Roman temples crowded with men in togas. He stopped on rue de Grenelle in front of the Charpentiers’ hôtel particulier, a mansion eight windows wide and six stories high, all theirs, Monsieur Charpentier’s publishing house on the street level, their living quarters above. Open-jawed bronze lions’ heads supporting stone pediments roared their displeasure at anyone not invited. Up the marble stairway, he sounded the heavy brass knocker, another lion’s head, and noticed that his right hand and wrist had swollen.

“Control your arms,” his mother used to say. “Don’t slouch. Tall men should use their height to advantage.” He put his left arm through the sleeve of his coat and tried to drape it smoothly over his right shoulder.

Salons were a strain on him. There was an annoying proliferation of them lately, most of them hosted by Madame de-This or Madame de-That. He disdained the pretension of names with de or du, as if they were announcing their owner’s pedigree like a racehorse naming his sire. Such women hosted political salons, academic salons, literary salons, romantic salons, obsequious salons, critical-of-everything salons, and salon-commentary salons.

Madame Charpentier’s tended toward the theatric and literary because Monsieur Charpentier published Zola, the one man Auguste didn’t want to see on the other side of this door. Conversation would veer toward Zola’s review, and that could get ticklish. Madame needed to round out the arts with a painter of la vie moderne, the name of her husband’s journal supporting the new art movement. Manet had a salon of his own, Monet was living in the country, Cézanne was in the South of France, Pissarro was too politically radical, so the position fell to him. He and Madame fed each other’s ambitions. Her rooms were full of potential clients, so he’d had to learn how to be witty and gallant among the rich and talented, despite his discomfort. He was a craftsman, first and last, and never wanted to be otherwise, but a poor man can’t afford shyness.

The butler ushered him in to the sound of many voices and the clink of crystal stoppers in decanters. He passed through the Japonaise room quickly where teethy stone lions were ready to gorge themselves on his thin, available arm.

Upstairs in the silk-paneled drawing room under a window frame carved in a mishmash of cupids and leaves, he spotted his favorite chair, a simple Louis Quatorze armchair with plain blue upholstery. No one ever sat in it because no one thought it would show a person to advantage. He wanted to hug the thing, but instead, he just sat down in it, crossed his legs one way, then the other, and listened to that academic painter in his outrageous plaid trousers, Carolus-Duran, plucking his guitar. Not only had he painted Jeanne in an off-the-shoulder drape, a portrait that got into the Salon and was purchased by the Comédie-Française, but the lucky devil had won the Prix de Rome! Oh, what he, Pierre-Auguste Renoir, could do with that prize, and the trip that went with it, the chance to study the Italian masters. The craving surged in him so strongly that he could taste it, like a full-bodied Chianti on the tongue. With it he could write his own ticket, paint on his own terms, whatever and however he wanted.

At the opposite end of the long room, Jules Laforgue was reading his poetry aloud. It was hard to catch the gist of it, and he doubted if others did, but they applauded when he finished, and Auguste along with them. He had to respect the man for following his own style. He wanted Jules in the painting.

A servant offered him a choice of canapés from a silver tray. He felt like packing all of them into his pockets for later. He took one and surveyed the room for people on his list. Ellen Andrée, the star mime at the Folies-Bergère, a pretty brunette who had posed for him in an elegant café. Good. Not the cachet of Jeanne Samary, a celebrated actress, but still an experienced model. Degas would rage that he stole Ellen from him. Let him stew. The cabaret singer, Yvette Guilbert? Plenty of cachet, but homely enough to sour milk. Leave her to Degas. Léon Gambetta? No. He didn’t want a national leader, especially one with an eye patch.

“Pierre-Auguste! Look at you!”

He sprang up from the chair. A pain shot through his hip. Madame Charpentier swooped down on him, rustling her mauve day gown, preceded by her enormous, matronly, mesmerizing bosoms that kept coming closer and closer until they were under his nose. She scrutinized him from head to toe.

“I see that you half remembered to put on a frock coat this time.” She offered her ruby-weighted index finger for him to kiss. “What happened?”

“I took a job as a house painter because I didn’t have a sou in my pocket, but I fell off the ladder.” He raised his bent right arm.

“Nonsense. Your cycling cap belies you. Don’t you own a bowler?”

“Yes, but I prefer my cap.” He grabbed it off his head and tried to flatten his hair over his receding hairline. What a bumpkin he was.

“I have new guests whom I’d like you to meet.”

“Potential collectors?”

“Don’t gawk. One is looking at you. Not a collector. A potential paramour.”

“You know I can’t afford one.”

Over Madame’s shoulder he saw her, a porcelain figurine of a woman expostulating coquettishly to Jules, with delicate hands fluttering back and forth at the wrists.

“I told her she would be fascinated by how you can shift between bohemian Montmartre and the society of Saint-Germain and the boulevards. That intrigued her, so don’t disappoint me.”

Heat emanated from the young woman’s eyes. She smoothed her skirt so that it suggested the shape of her thigh. Such a dress. Pale yellow cupped her voluptuous breasts from below. As joyous to paint as to touch, he was sure, but a taffeta evening dress in the afternoon? The top of her sleeves increased in fullness and projected upward above her shoulder, which gave her the appearance of being permanently startled. There was something about her he couldn’t detect that made him wary. Maybe it was the overlarge mouth.

“And the others?” he asked.

“As soon as they arrive I’ll introduce you. Monsieur and Madame Beloir. They may be ready to commission you—portraits and something else. If they do, it will be a juicy offer. They were speaking of a series.”

“Ah. I’m much obliged,” he said before she slipped away to greet others.

Just when he needed money, bless her heart. He caught himself. Was he still a portrait painter, or his own man, painting what he chose? It might be possible to do both—the portraits during the week, and the painting at Maison Fournaise on Sundays. One would fund the other.

He surveyed the room. How was he to ask some of the guests to model, but not all? He tried to follow several conversations—she of the articulated wrists recounting her spring in Italy, a heavily bearded flâneur trying out his cool observations on the behavior of dancers in the Opéra loges before publishing them in a journal of Parisian life, a portly man saying under his breath, “Now is the time to buy. Even his large paintings are going cheap. I happen to know that a year from now, he’ll be fetching high prices.”

Puh! As if paintings were stocks or racehorses.

His portrait of Madame Charpentier and her children was hanging between two porcelain plates perched on the ornate black marble mantel. The plates interested him. Had Madame been taken in, or were they authentic Sèvres ware? His china-painting days at Monsieur Lévy’s workshop beginning when he was thirteen had taught him the difference. He walked over to them, swaggering a bit remembering that he could turn out eight Marie Antoinette plates in the time other workers took to do one, and he’d gotten forty centimes apiece.

“Examining your work?” Gambetta asked.

He jerked back from a figurine. How did Gambetta know of his humble origins?

“No—that is, I was just taking a look at Madame’s china.”

“I meant the portrait. The glow of her flesh is positively radiant.”

“I hate the word flesh. It sounds like she’s a piece of Prussian meat.”

“Quite right. We can’t say that. Nothing Prussian,” Gambetta said. “Inventive of you to have that child sitting on that Newfoundland.”

“Remind me never to do another painting with a dog. They make horrible models. This one snored with such unmelodic abandon that I had to time my brushstrokes between them. Whenever one snuck up on me, I ruined something.”

“Nevertheless, it’s your greatest masterpiece.”

“Then put it in the Louvre. You’re the Ministre de l’Intérieur. Put it in the interior of the Louvre. Greatest! You think I’ll never surpass it?”

“Not at all. I’m sure there are more to come.”

“If you really think so, there is something you could do for me.” Auguste straightened himself to his full height.

“I will if I can.”

“If you could use your influence to get me a post
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