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To Marina Bayliss, who was rescued from France as a child in June 1940 by her grandmother, Alice Cahen d’Anvers – one of the Renoir Girls – and whose generosity and curiosity meant this book could be written.





‘Through art alone are we able to emerge from ourselves, to know what another person sees of a universe which is not the same as our own and of which, without art, the landscapes would remain as unknown to us as those that may exist on the moon.’

– MARCEL PROUST, In Search of Lost Time, Vol 6: Time Regained

‘The portraits that [Renoir] exhibits in the present Salon are charming… These works figure, absolutely, among the most sumptuous at the Salon.’

– J.-K. HUYSMANS on Renoir’s portraits of Alice and Elisabeth, and Irène Cahen d’Anvers, at the Salon of 1881

‘Inevitably and inexorably, history reduces the personal to the impersonal, subsumes the individual into the collective, renders the immediate remote.’

– From RICHARD SEAVER’S introduction to Auschwitz: A Doctor’s Eyewitness Account by DR MIKLOS NYISZLI






Cahen d’Anvers
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de Morpurgo
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Ephrussi
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INTRODUCTION

The Museu de Arte de São Paulo Assis Chateaubriand (MASP) is suspended in the air above the traffic and the trees of the Avenida Paulista. By some architectural wizardry of concrete and glass the pictures inside stand to attention, as if they, too, are suspended in time and space – a collection that faces in one direction, in orderly fashion, like the Terracotta Army. We are very far from the jostling walls of the Salon of 1881 in Paris, where one of these pictures first hung – necks craning, silk skirts bustling, and all the artworks so tightly packed that they stared back at the audience like faces in a teeming crowd.

But here it is in 21st-century São Paulo, in the heart of the museum: a painting of two girls, in the ‘glass easel’ designed by the museum’s architect, Lina Bo Bardi. You can walk right round it on the black rubber floor and see it from every angle; Pink and Blue, the Misses Cahen d’Anvers, the portrait of Alice (pink) and Elisabeth (blue), is the most beloved picture in this modernist museum. It’s easy to see why: all the beauty and defiance of childhood and all the wonder of Belle Époque Paris is in this painting, in those two sweet faces, in its shimmering colours, its artful light, its rich backdrop. The artist, Pierre-Auguste Renoir, was then as avant-garde as MASP’s design is today.

Nearby are some other paintings by Renoir: Bright Girl with Flowers (1888); another child, Marthe Bérard (1879), more sombre in blue-sashed black; and the Comtesse de Pourtalès (1877), in a daring evening gown. But none are quite so affecting as this snapshot of a moment in childhood, when two young daughters of a new Parisian banking family were reluctantly posing in their lace dresses and silk sashes.



It may be that some works of history arise from an overpowering emotional pull mixed with the spirit of enquiry. This book is certainly that. As the art historian Colin Bailey has written of Renoir: ‘No other artist of the nineteenth century bequeathed such an enduring and endearing image of elegance, comfort and prosperity – one that, as Proust noted, was not to be found in the canvases of any of the more fashionable artists of the Third Republic.’1

In that lush interior (he had decorated so many of their interiors), the frothy dresses (he had drawn so much of their fabric), the sheer richness and exquisite prettiness, Renoir takes us by the hand and leads us into that gilded life, when flourishing, flamboyant Paris was the heart of the civilised world.

But in some ways, this gilded life, this civilised Paris – even, in fact, the Cahen d’Anvers family – was a lie.

All the artistic glories of Impressionism – its inventiveness, its innovative way with light, its joy – concealed profound social ambivalence, in this instance the ambivalence of painter to client, but ultimately of France to newcomer, of one people to another. Renoir painted the Cahen d’Anvers sisters, including their elder sister Irène, when France was coming out of a national crisis, turning itself from empire to republic; deciding what and how to be. The country was nervous, divided, traumatised.

This book came about because of a fact that the author was unable to grasp: that one of these girls painted by Renoir in full Belle Époque loveliness was, six decades later, murdered in Auschwitz, having been arrested and sent there by her fellow French citizens.

Not just Elisabeth, but Irène’s daughter and grandchildren, other friends and relations and thousands more.

In 1880, a year before painting Alice and Elisabeth, Renoir, then a modish, ambitious Impressionist, not yet forty, had painted Irène Cahen d’Anvers in the garden of a town palace on the Avenue Montaigne, steps from the Champs-Élysées. The 8-year-old girl sat obediently for her portrait, her hair dappled in light against foliage.

Renoir’s paintings of these children evoke a Paris of pleasure; that rapturous era of opulence, expansion, and burgeoning empire, with its faith in reason, progress and the Enlightenment, an age in which the Cahen d’Anvers, the Jewish banking dynasty who co-founded Paribas, are hosts, collectors and patrons of the arts. Their uncle, Albert Cahen d’Anvers, (his Renoir portrait is in the Getty, Los Angeles) is a composer. Marcel Proust, Paul Bourget and Guy de Maupassant, alongside royalty, diplomats and politicians, are guests at the salon of their spellbinding mother, born Louise Morpurgo in Trieste. Paris is in its most creative period. For the Cahen d’Anvers, patronage and assimilation into France’s Third Republic go hand in hand.

When they were painted, they were drenched in all the promise and privilege of a pampered girlhood. They are celebrated as some of Renoir’s most tender and beautiful images of children. It is impossible to imagine, looking at their portraits, that the future of these girls will be anything other than as gilded as their infancy.

But the mention of Alice and Elisabeth in Edmund de Waal’s mesmerising book, The Hare with Amber Eyes, which lived with me way beyond the last page and inspired this one (along with his later work, Letters to Camondo) led me to realise that nothing could have been further from the truth. Some of the great patrons of Parisian art, such as the Cahen d’Anvers family and their descendants, would be brutally let down by the nation they enriched with their possessions and their patronage, because of their Jewish heritage.

If every period of creativity has strife before it, then it was the shadow of the Franco-Prussian War, which insulted Paris’s dignity, humiliated and starved and turned its people against each other, that was the forerunner of the golden glow that followed. But the divisions continued, particularly when Captain Alfred Dreyfus, a Jewish officer in the French Army, was falsely accused of being a spy in 1894. The case became a battleground for the soul of France. To some, he was guilty not by action but by ancestry. Even when he was exonerated, France was left fractured. Beneath all the splendour, the couture, the balls and the opera, lurked an undercurrent of hatred, one that would fester and erupt in ways both insidious and catastrophic.

But although few, then, could possibly have foreseen the cataclysm of the twentieth-century wars, the hatred was already there in the antisemitism of old France, in the divisions over Dreyfus. The First World War brought down the curtain on a whole world and way of life, but united France: every available man in the wider Cahen d’Anvers family (children, grandchildren, in-laws) fought on land or in the air; some were wounded, one died; Louise and her daughters became nurses. Yet somehow, two decades later, the viciously antisemitic Vichy regime planted itself in power; a shocking betrayal by France of some of its most loyal and generous supporters, in a dehumanising toxic swamp of suspicion, judgement, envy.

This book traces the story of these three sisters painted by Renoir to see how the effects of Dreyfus, of ever-rising antisemitism and two world wars governed their lives. Unlike their brothers, through marriage they had the chance to conceal their Jewish heritage, by changing the surname which their mother’s romantic entanglements had already seared with rumour. Though Renoir has cast a kind of immortality onto the young Cahen d’Anvers girls, the rest of their lives are out of focus. To tell their story we must first go back to the Judengasse in Bonn and the free port of Trieste, where their parents Louis Cahen d’Anvers and Louise Morpurgo were raised, before they, like so many others, such as their fellow Jewish banking dynasty, the Ephrussi, converge in Paris before the outbreak of the Franco-Prussian War and the foundation of the Third Republic. Throughout the Belle Époque, Louis and Louise establish themselves among the Parisian artists, writers and aristocracy; before they take in the further reaches of the world in Africa and India and then the world wars, which saw not just cold horror but also incredible bravery.

Louise Morpurgo – muse, salonnière – had brought the girls up in a milieu that was completely turned on its head by Dreyfus and by war. She expected them to have arranged marriages like hers, and to somehow create a life for themselves around it, as she had done. But that arranged marriage and obedient daughter trope was changing too, even before Dreyfus, as women began to demand suffrage and self-expression. And Louise herself knew better than anyone the reality of such a marriage, its dynastic convenience and inherent deceit.

This is a chronicle of marriage and identity and paths through war – escape, resistance, deportation, collaboration. In desperate irony, the chance to change name and religion, their very integration into Parisian society, sometimes bred a false sense of security. The girls’ whole lives were moulded by an initially invisible force in ways obvious and less so; even in peace they were shaped by others’ hate as much as love – that invisible, kaleidoscopic effect of Dreyfus.

When I embarked on this project several years ago, I could not have suspected just how excruciatingly relevant the story might seem. As I wrote about the oldest hatred of all, and its genocidal result – the long twentieth century coloured by ‘never again’ and the resolve of 1945 to see off fascism, antisemitism, for good – the Hamas massacre of 7 October 2023 and the ensuing tragedy and death toll in Gaza prompted an outbreak of global antisemitism that became more potent than any criticism of Israeli government action. Fear of the other in all its forms is as enduring now as it has ever been.

Nor did I suspect that modern science might enable me to discover that even among the sisters, all was not what it seemed.

Based on papers, letters and interviews with descendants, this book – being the story of women in a world in turmoil – is necessarily often impressionistic. It starts as a portrait of a vanished world, the Faubourg, the gratin (the ‘upper crust’) of Paris, in that period of galloping growth and invention, and the rise of a dynasty remembered in art, forgotten elsewhere. It is bookended by wars: the Franco-Prussian and the Second World War, as the optimism of the nineteenth century tips into the hellish disaster of the twentieth. The magnetic muse of a mother becomes a grandmother, brides become divorcees, children become soldiers.

But none of the largesse or sacrifice could save Irène’s daughter, or grandchildren, or Elisabeth herself. It only emerged in 2015 that Elisabeth, the elder ‘blue’ sister in Renoir’s portrait, had died in, or on the way to, Auschwitz because she was betrayed in her sixties by the Vichy-supporting mayor of the small town in which she was hiding. Irène’s daughter, Béatrice, and Béatrice’s children, Fanny and Bertrand, and her ex-husband Léon Reinach all perished in Auschwitz too.

The tragedy of French antisemitism did not end with Dreyfus’s vindication; it merely evolved. The same prejudices that sought to destroy him slouched in the shadows. The Vichy regime, born in the humiliation of the fall of France in 1940, proved an all-too-eager collaborator in the Nazi project, surrendering thousands of its Jewish citizens to their deaths.

As much as the past is political, it is personal too. As I wrote this story, the wonders of 21st-century science helped me solve a riddle that had preoccupied the family for a century.

In that distant gallery in São Paulo, you can walk round the painting and examine it from every angle. This book aims to do the same.

In 1881, two young girls from a rich Parisian family of the Faubourg were taken downstairs by their nanny, in white dresses and blue and pink sashes, to be painted by Pierre-Auguste Renoir. In that transient moment, they knew little of their past, and nothing of their future.

This is their story.

Catherine Ostler

December 2025





PROLOGUE

WEDNESDAY, 26 JANUARY 1944

The River Sarthe runs quietly into the Maine and from there into the Loire, through the green forest in the valley around the village of Juigné-sur-Sarthe. It flows under the stars, past the bells that ring out from the thousand-year-old abbey, its charter signed by William, Duke of Normandy, known to us as William the Conqueror. So it is now – so was it in January 1944, when the snow lay thick on the ground, muffling sound and blurring the landscape with white. In this small, half-frozen town in rural France, a humble dwelling, its garden covered with a smooth sheet of fresh snow, is yet to wake from the warmth of sleep. Living there are Étienne Foucaud, his wife Marguerite and their frail guest, Elisabeth Cahen d’Anvers.

From the neighbouring house, Raymond Dubois,1 a sculptor of modernist Madonnas and saints, sees a black Citroën Traction Avant draw to a halt outside and feels his heart pound.

Boots crunch on the gravel pathway. A rap on the door. Voices, shouts, papers. The kindly couple within seek to protect Elisabeth, who cannot walk unaided. Their protests are as nothing. The frightened woman is arrested; her crime, being born Jewish. For months, the mayor’s office has harassed her and her hosts with demands on innocuous-looking typed documents, the paperwork all so dry, so laconically expressed. As the war has begun to turn – the Germans have seen defeat in North Africa, at Stalingrad in Russia, in southern Italy, and there is talk of an allied land invasion – the pace of arrests has accelerated.

The Wannsee Conference two years earlier had one declared aim: the extermination of the Jews of Europe. The targets were listed – 11 million of them, 875,000 in France. 175,000 of those were estimated to be in the occupied zone, of which Juigné-sur-Sarthe is part. Evacuation – a synonym for the trains rolling into Poland – has become a kind of mania. How deceitful is all that bureaucracy, so bland in presentation, so evil in aim.

Dubois watches the Citroën that has taken Elisabeth head in the direction of the river. It disappears over the bridge. For the rest of his life he regrets not calling the abbot, Dom Cozien, who might have hidden Elisabeth’s friend, because today in Juigné it will be the turn not only of Elisabeth but also of a 70-year-old retired Sorbonne professor, Marguerite Aron. Marguerite is arrested on the doorsteps of the abbey as she comes out of mass at half past eight in the morning, on the minor saint’s day of Alberic of Cîteaux. Both women had converted to Catholicism. No matter. Marguerite pleads with them, says she is too old to go. Under eighty will do, comes the reply.

With that, the two women are taken from Juigné-sur-Sarthe, never to return.





PART ONE






CHAPTER ONE RENOIR CALLS

Between the bare horse-chestnut trees in the early spring of 1881 on the Avenue Montaigne, a wide, graceful street that leads south-west from the Champs-Élysées all the way to the Seine, steps a bearded figure in black, a large bag on his arm. He weaves past horse-drawn carriages on their way to the Bois de Boulogne, their harnesses wet from rain and glinting in the sun; carts, walkers with hats, canes, and the preoccupations of business; nannies with skittish children and yapping dogs. Too haphazard for a doctor, neither well-heeled nor quite upright enough for a social caller, he knocks on a grand door.

Inside the golden townhouse, a classical revival ‘petit hôtel’1 at no. 66, with its piano nobile, leafy frieze and pilasters, four urns atop the roof balustrade, a salon-as-studio awaits him: a thick, dark-red woven Smyrna carpet, a fringed and tasselled profusion of draperies and gilded furniture that look part Second Empire, part seraglio.

Pierre-Auguste Renoir sets up his easel: the square palette fits neatly into the corner of his paintbox; he squeezes his miniature mountains of colour, ground by hand by his dealer on the Rue Pigalle, until they overlap and cover the wood beneath. A forest of brushes; a picnic of rags, linseed, and a glassful of turpentine at his side. A smooth coat of silver white dries on the canvas, adding luminosity to whatever is painted on top of it. He begins to mix colour on canvas, painting pink or blue strokes with, in his brother Edmond’s words, ‘anxious rapidity’, each one the ‘zig-zag flight of a swallow’:


[image: A historic three-story building with ornate architectural details, including arched windows and decorative carvings, viewed from the street.]
Louis and Louise’s first family house, 66 Avenue Montaigne, Paris, where their three daughters were painted by Renoir

‘Pensive, dreamy, a far-away look in his eyes, you’ve seen him run across the boulevard twenty times; forgetful, disorganized, he’ll come back ten times for the same thing without remembering to do it; always running on the street, always motionless indoors;… if you want to see his face light up… [and hear him] hum some gay refrain… try to catch him while he’s working.’2

A call, a brush of silk, an ushering, a scramble: two small girls in lace scamper in. His eye takes in two sisters dressed in bright white, now holding hands, one in a pink satin sash, the other blue, a duet of sugared-almond-coloured sweetness. In the picture we will see his love of eighteenth-century art, the peachy softness, the rococo bloom of Fragonard, Boucher and Watteau. He will paint their spirit, the freshness of skin with good circulation, the literal picture of health, with their rosy colour, their fair hair. There is nervous energy in the room. His brother says that like a child, he experiences ‘eager curiosity and constant astonishment’.

Louis and Louise Cahen d’Anvers have commissioned this portrait of their two younger daughters. Perhaps, as was later said, the idea for this painting came from the widow Madame Mina Ephrussi, whom the girls adored. Mme Ephrussi lives in a newly built house on the Rue de Monceau, the area developed by the Pereire brothers,I with her sons Ignace and Charles; the latter a bachelor art historian and collector who will become director of Paris’s leading art review, the Gazette des Beaux-Arts; an ‘exquisite man’,3 Alice told a journalist later in life. It is he, the scion of grain traders and bankers from Odessa, who first suggested to their mother that his friend Renoir should paint her children. And so, a year earlier, Renoir had painted the elder sister Irène, with her ripples of red hair and faraway eyes. That picture, known as ‘Little Irène’, or ‘the girl with the blue ribbon’, led to the second commission.

Little Irène was submitted to the Salon of 1881. ‘An interesting portrait of a child by M Renoir,’ recorded the Gazette des Beaux-Arts, accompanied by a sketch of the picture (titled Portrait of a Child) done for the publication, at Charles Ephrussi’s request, by Renoir himself.4

Renoir had been hoping for two more separate commissions for the younger sisters, not one. That might have been double the money, which would have been welcome, because Renoir, on the cusp of forty, was newly installed in an apartment in Montmartre, in the north of Paris. If the 8th arrondissement of the Avenue Montaigne is high finance and high society – that part of the fashionable world known as the ‘gratin’ (the browned cheese on top with the crunch and the flavour) or the Faubourg (after the Faubourg Saint-Germain, the most resplendent part of Paris) – Rue Houdon in the 18th arrondissement is quite different: a ‘bizarre land’ that is the ‘home of every kind of artist’,5 a still part-rural hill outside the city with windmills, vineyards, lush gardens, music and raucous entertainment (the world’s first cabaret, Le Chat Noir, will open there in November). Renoir has become part of Manet’s Impressionist gang. Each Thursday or Sunday they meet at 5.30 p.m. in a café such as La Nouvelle-Athènes on Place Pigalle, with its globular lights shining through the smoke over marble tables. With Cézanne, Sisley, Degas, Pissarro, critic Edmond Maître, photographer Nadar and Émile Zola the novelist, they have all become friends, brothers-in-art, so many of whom will redefine the rubric of the painting through loose brushwork, colour, light and ambience.

Renoir has had some success, but not enough. In the middle of a period of intense productivity, he is accepting commission after commission, painting rich patrons and their families. Madame Georges Charpentier and Her Children (1878),II a picture Proust describes as rivalling ‘Titian at his best’, has been a hit at the annual art show, the Salon, in 1879. Proust wrote: ‘Will not posterity, when it looks at our time, find the poetry of an elegant home and beautifully-dressed women in the drawing room of the publisher Charpentier as painted by Renoir, rather than in the portraits of the Princesse de Sagan or the Comtesse de la Rochefoucauld by Cot or Chaplin?’6 The peacocks of JaponismeIII on the wall cast an avian eye on the publisher’s wife, Marguerite Charpentier, in the venue of her literary salon frequented by Zola, Gustave Flaubert and the diarist Edmond de Goncourt; with her two curly-haired, soft-cheeked, blue-silk-clad children: Paul, three – locks uncut, not yet in breeches – and Georgette, six, sitting on Porthos, the family’s Newfoundland dog. Mme Charpentier wears a black silk gown with lace and white tulle at the neck and bodice by the foremost couturier of the day, the House of Worth. After the Salon, she hangs the painting on the wall of her townhouse, where everybody sees it.

The picture of Alice and Elisabeth, which requires many sittings, will emerge as a dazzlingly affectionate portrait of a radiant, transient childhood moment. ‘The little girls’ muslin dresses that look like dancers’ tutus,’7 notes Proust’s narrator of a work of his fictional Impressionist Elstir (who owes something to Renoir, as well as to Whistler, Monet and Helleu).

Renoir’s feelings about the parents are less warm. His is a world of bohemians – dancers, rebels, actresses, taverns, rogues in boaters – and he is ill at ease among the crystal and silver, the patina, the millefeuille of money on the Avenue Montaigne. His paternal grandfather François had been left as a nameless baby on the steps of Limoges cathedral in 1773, and adopted by the Renouard family who gave him their name, later mistranscribed as Renoir. François’ son Léonard became a tailor and married a seamstress, Marguerite Merlet. Pierre-Auguste was Léonard and Marguerite’s middle child, and trained as a porcelain painter, once attempting to decorate Sèvres china faster than machinery to stem the tide of industrial revolution that threatened his livelihood. His porcelain past shows in the lucid colours, in the china-doll face of the younger sister, Alice, which resembles the ‘Bébé’, or ‘Triste’ model of the Jumeau doll brand, the obsession of junior Paris in the 1880s. In Renoir’s painting, the girls are porcelain dolls with spirit.

What is a portrait? An exercise in likeness, a work of art, a study of character, a thing of beauty, a statement of identity? Renoir’s precarious existence depends on pleasing his patrons, who might refuse to pay him if they do not like his work, which must not only be beautiful but, as he complains, a perfect resemblance to their loving, subjective, parental eye. Renoir is on his way to becoming a fashionable portraitist, but for now his artistic freedom is still restricted by his patrons’ desires. As the new medium of photography commands the same price as his paintings, he needs to please. But beauty comes naturally to him. ‘A picture has to be pleasant, delightful and pretty – yes pretty. There are enough unpleasant things in the world without us producing more,’ he once said.8

Like the infantas of Velázquez or Van Dyck’s children of Charles I, this painting shimmers with both innocence and privilege. It will become known as Pink and Blue because Alice, four, is illuminated by the pink glow of her silk slip, sash, socks and hair ribbon; blue-sashed Elisabeth, six, seems more defiant. Alice is bored of posing; her only compensation is that she is wearing a new dress of point d’Irlande, hand-sewn Irish crochet lace.9

As a breadline-dwelling Catholic of working-class origin, Renoir is almost as different from those who have commissioned him as it is possible to be within Paris. His pictures encapsulate the nature of the city, in which new money and new art, bohemians and bankers, are a magnet for each other, and runaways, romantics and dreamers jostle alongside financiers and women of fashion.

The Cahen d’Anvers paterfamilias, Louis, is a second-generation Parisian banker: wise, respected, gentlemanly. The girls’ mother is a more exuberant figure: Louise Cahen d’Anvers, née Morpurgo of Trieste, is an aesthete, a lover of art, music and literature. Her dandyish friend and advisor, the mining heir Charles Deudon, has introduced her to the handsome, clever, sensitive Charles Ephrussi. Ephrussi, in turn, has been sought out by Renoir in 1878 at the house of collector Henri Cernuschi near the Parc Monceau, where art critic Théodore DuretIV has taken his painter friend to receptions in order to do exactly what he did – find someone to introduce him to rich patrons.

Here is the Paris art world: where the artist’s need for money coincides with a patron’s desire for social power and status.

Renoir had come across the publisher Georges Charpentier at the auction house Hôtel Drouot, where the Impressionists had held their first organised sale in 1875. Madame Charpentier became his patron, commissioning him first to paint family portraits in a panel on the stairwell at their house, 35 Rue de Grenelle, and then, in 1878, the picture of her and her children. The charm of this picture – which took a month to complete, and for which he was paid 1,500 francs – brought him attention. Charles Ephrussi, Charles Deudon, Édouard Manet and many others came to see it at the Charpentier house, and Friday attendees at the Charpentier salon started commissioning him. The Charpentiers advised Renoir to submit pictures to the Salon of 1879 in his new style (the Impressionists had branched out alone, but their third independent exhibition, in 1877, had been a disaster). After much lobbying by the well-connected, ‘energetic, ambitious, determined’10 Madame Charpentier (who knew the jury, including the painter Jean-Jacques Henner) four Renoirs were accepted – Cézanne and Sisley’s work was rejected. But with pictures crammed up to the rafters, just being on display was not enough to create a stir. Of the four, only the Charpentier family portrait was hung in a prominent position. And so this depiction of childhood became a beacon not only of Renoir’s talent, but also of a new kind of taste, both domestic and fashionable; free, textured brushstrokes that somehow revealed character, so different to the mythological and historical subjects and sharp lines of the Academy painters.V

As the only working-class Impressionist, Renoir had a more obliging attitude than the others. He decorated Mme Charpentier’s menus and place cards, for example. So close was he by now to the Charpentiers that he became, at his own suggestion, the fashion illustrator of their weekly magazine, La Vie Moderne. His brush so easily brings to life the colour, the drape, the folds of dress – as the son of a tailor, he had been observing fabric since birth – as we see in his portraits of the Cahen d’Anvers sisters.VI We also see his aptitude for interior decoration: in his early career he was as familiar with painting houses as people. With his background in ceramics, he also painted murals, in his own words ‘for at least twenty cafés in Paris’, wall panels, ceilings (for example, for Prince Georges Bibesco), door panels, and made frames and sculptures. Even before he was a painter, he was a master of the decorative arts.


[image: A portrait of Pierre-Auguste Renoir with a beard and mustache, wearing a suit and tie, looking directly at the camera.]
The artist: Pierre-Auguste Renoir, circa 1875

Renoir’s career was now on the rise – so noticeably that Cézanne wrote about its trajectory to his childhood friend, Émile Zola – as a flurry of portrait commissions came to him. The requests were diverse. Most were from French Catholics, but subjects also came from the expansive web of interconnected Jewish families in Paris such as Marcel Bernstein, the banker-proprietor of the weekly, conservative Journal des Débats and his wife, Ida Seligman; their cousins, the Ephrussi, the Foulds, the Grimpels, and the Nunès. And the Cahen d’Anvers. There were Protestants, too, such as Paul Bérard, the banker and foreign affairs attaché who became Renoir’s close friend.

In 1878 the Bérards invited Renoir to spend the summer at their eighteenth-century chateau, Wargemont, near Dieppe in Normandy. Between 1879 and 1885, he spent one to two months there each summer as if he were one of the family, painting forty pictures including Louis Cahen d’Anvers’ younger brother, the composer Albert, a vital portrait of a smooth, smoking flâneur, completed in September 1881.

According to the artist Jacques-Émile Blanche – who had befriended Renoir when his mother had hired him to paint panels at their family house in Dieppe – Renoir’s face was ‘already lined and wrinkled with a sparse and ragged beard, brilliant teary eyes under bushy and fierce eyebrows’. He spoke ‘like a working-class labourer with a rasping, guttural Parisian accent’, with his peculiar, pointed hat, a pipe permanently in his mouth, chatting to staff as much as subject. Mme Blanche considered him ‘too common’ to teach her son to paint.11

Divided by belief system, expectations, and the tensions of class and money, Renoir and the Cahen d’Anvers were worlds apart but united in at least one thing other than their hopes of Paris: they were the keepers of secrets. In love, in parenthood.

On Renoir’s part, he was already the father of a 10-year-old daughter, Jeanne, who took her first communion in that same year of 1881. She had been rejected by her own mother, Lise Tréhot,VII once a Renoir model herself. Tréhot had had two illegitimate children with Renoir before they split: a boy, Pierre, given away and never heard of again, and Jeanne Marguerite, born in 1870. Although Lise gave her up to a foster mother, Renoir maintained covert contact. Her letters were never sent to his home. Did this introduce an element of longing, of paternal tenderness to this delicate painting of texture and light?

The Cahen d’Anvers had their own hidden world: the family life that seemed so flawless, the five children, the beautiful houses and elegant salons, contained whispers of affairs and rumours of disputed paternity, particularly of the younger siblings.

Patrons and artist were both quite new to Paris. Renoir’s family migrated to the capital in 1844, just five years before the arrival of the Cahen d’Anvers. Both the tailor’s family from Limoges and the financier’s family from Antwerp moved near to the Louvre. Léonard and Marguerite Renoir and their five children settled into a poky, three-room, fifth-floor apartment at 23 Rue d’Argenteuil. Pierre-Auguste Renoir visited the Louvre as he grew up, studying pictures with his special copyist’s pass. Now a chain-smoking secret father with a voice like a ‘good-natured ogre’12 and a nervous tic – he continually rubbed his index finger under his nose – he was a complex man. But while he was anxious, calculating, non-confrontational, his pictures were (to borrow the title of his son Jean’s filmVIII) a ‘grand illusion’ of joy, beauty and sensuality, indulgent and dream-like. He was in love with painting, specifically with the Impressionist form of pervasive light and bold, indistinct strokes in place of defined lines. However disconcerting he could be in person, his pictures show only happiness. They do not contain the sufferings of the world, their creator, or their subjects.

In a city of ruined streets after the Franco-Prussian War of 1870–1, in which Prussia had defeated France and united Germany, a ruptured Paris, which under siege had turned on itself in devastation and loss after loss, the work of Renoir – indeed, the whole Impressionist vision – was a light-filled antidote, or fairy tale.

Renoir had suffered his own sorrow – the death in the war at just twenty-eight of his fellow Impressionist pioneer Frédéric Bazille, the man who had shared his studio with himIX and introduced him to another early patron, the Romanian prince Georges Bibesco. Bazille agreed with his hero, Manet, that the rules of art had to change: ‘All those great classical compositions, that’s over and done with,’ he told Renoir.13 Bibesco commissioned Renoir to paint the ceilings of his Paris house, bought some of his pictures and took him out into the beau monde where Renoir first saw some of his subjects, those bare-shouldered women in evening gowns, the darlings of society.

During the war Renoir was drafted into a cavalry regiment and trained horses in the Pyrenees. When he returned to Paris in 1871, it was said that he was found painting on the banks of the Seine by the national guardsmen, the Communards who took control of Paris between March and May of that year. They presumed he was a spy. He was only released because he was recognised by a friend of Bibesco’s.

Now, a decade after that war, Renoir had found love and was living with dressmaker and sometime model Aline Charigot, eighteen years younger than him and from a working-class background similar to his own, and about whom he had told no one apart from his brother. Their financial instability meant he insisted that their affair remain hidden, just as he had with Lise Tréhot. Perhaps her presence in his life enabled him to be prolific and gave his pictures extra spirit. But he had neither creative nor personal freedom.

In spite of the secrecy, he did not exactly hide Aline away. There she is, in full view, in a picture he painted at the same time as the portrait of Alice and Elisabeth. And, strangely, this other picture also connects to the hidden life of Louise Cahen d’Anvers: Renoir’s patroness, the Parisian hostess and mother of five young children, has a rumoured lover, painted into the picture with Aline. It is Charles Ephrussi.

Lover of artist and lover of patron are both seen in Luncheon of the Boating Party,X painted at the Maison Fournaise restaurant at Chatou on the Seine over a period of sixteen months from 1880. Pouting in a floral hat, Aline is in the foreground, playing with her pet dog, Kiki, opposite the painter-in-vest Gustave Caillebotte; in the background, top-hatted, red-bearded Charles Ephrussi talks to his secretary, the poet Jules Laforgue. The result has a spontaneous, bright, riveting beauty; brimming with life, it is one of the largest canvases Renoir ever painted and, even in his time, one of his most famous; you can hear the chat and the flirting and the wine-fuelled warmth.

In Proust’s In Search of Lost Time the picture appears (in a hybrid with Renoir’s Le Moulin de la Galette) as a work by the fictional artist Elstir on show in the house of the Duc de Guermantes. Basin de Guermantes disapproves of Impressionism. When Marcel, the narrator, asks him the name of the man in the top hat in the picture – Charles SwannXI/Charles Ephrussi – Guermantes, indicating the hold that Swann/Ephrussi had over his wife’s decisions, replies that:


it was he [Swann] who made Madame de Guermantes buy all that stuff. She is always too good-natured, afraid of hurting people’s feelings if she refuses to do things; between ourselves, I believe he’s landed us with a lot of daubs… the gentleman you mean has been a sort of Maecenas to M. Elstir – he launched him and has often helped him out of difficulties by commissioning pictures from him. As a compliment to this man – if you call it a compliment, it’s a matter of taste – he painted him standing about among that crowd, where with his Sunday-go-to-meeting look he creates a distinctly odd effect… [in his top hat] among all those bare-headed girls, he looks like a little country lawyer on the spree.14



Flattering or not – no doubt Ephrussi was pleased to be in the picture – there they all are: Ephrussi/MaecenasXII/Swann; Aline, friends, sunshine…

What does it tell us that Renoir immortalised the effervescent luncheon and the sugar-spun Cahen d’Anvers girls at the same time? That he was happy in love, and with his ramshackle life of patrons and artists, actresses and models, despite being financially insecure? He painted most of both with his ‘wrong’ arm, having recently broken his right arm falling off his bicycle. By some miracle of effort and talent he became ambidextrous and his painting seemed only to benefit. But while the background – the glasses, the sailboats – is impressionistic, the figures themselves are well-defined; it has been argued that Luncheon of the Boating Party was his farewell to Impressionism, which he felt was not making him enough money.

Good husband, father, ‘loyal monarchist, practising Christian’ and, when it came to art, an ‘out and out gambler’, said Renoir of Paul Durand-Ruel, the entrepreneurial dealer who made Renoir’s career, and indeed the Impressionist movement. Durand-Ruel paid 6,000 francs for Luncheon of the Boating Party on 14 February 1881, and it was this payment that had enabled Renoir to move into his flat with Aline. One of Durand-Ruel’s guiding principles (alongside the necessity of solo exhibitions) was to link art to the world of finance which could keep it afloat.

A much-needed commission then, but after the picture of Alice and Elisabeth was finished, Renoir was weary. Asking the ever-present Charles Ephrussi to enter his pictures into the Salon in his absence, he headed for warmer climes, to Algeria, to seek a cure for both his pneumonia and his artistic malaise. Perturbed by the image-to-order market, he was in a ‘crisis of Impressionism’,15 and as far as portraiture was concerned, of confidence. On his arrival in Algiers on 4 March he wrote to Duret, ‘I left immediately upon finishing the portraits of the little Cahen girls, so tired that I can’t even tell you if the painting is good or bad.’16

In his struggle to complete the picture, to reconcile his aims as a painter, his desire for it to be in the Salon and the need to please his client, he told his friend Jacques-Émile Blanche, ‘if I rework a head the next day I’m done for; but it’s a portrait, it’s necessary for a mother to recognise her daughter’.17 In other words, a portrait is more than a painting: the need for verisimilitude and approval limits artistic freedom.

The 1,500-franc payment from the Cahen d’Anvers arrived too slowly for Renoir’s liking. In February 1882, recovering from pneumonia again, in sun-splashed, rural L’Estaque near Marseilles, where he was staying and working with Cézanne, he complained to his friend Deudon. He found the amount ‘pretty stingy’. AntisemitismXIII crept in: ‘I really give up with the Jews,’ he wrote.18 In this, as we shall see, he was, unfortunately, aligned with the times. Jean Renoir described his father’s view of himself as a ‘cork in the current’,19 a man who moved in the common direction without remorse or resistance (a peculiar trait for someone who arguably changed the history of art). If Renoir blamed low and late payments on ‘Jewishness’, then this was part of the Parisian narrative about their Jewish emigrés.

If Louis Cahen d’Anvers paid slowly, it could have been – like Proust’s Basin de Guermantes – because he just did not like the picture his wife had ordered. Perhaps he thought it was (to use Guermantes’ word) ‘rubbish’. In the end, where Little Irène had been hung in a salon, the portrait of her younger sisters was relegated to the servants’ floor. Alice later believed her parents, who were traditional in taste, fans of the ‘nymphs of Nattier’ and portraits of Léon Bonnat, found it too avant-garde. In this they were hardly alone. Art critic Albert Wolff wrote in Le Figaro in 1876 of the Impressionist’s palette: ‘Try to explain to M. Renoir that a woman’s torso is not a mass of decomposing flesh with green and purple spots that indicate the state of total putrefaction in a corpse!’20

Renoir had been an unlikely choice for the family in the first place. For Louis and Louise Cahen d’Anvers, Léon Bonnat was indeed always the preferred artist. The chosen portrait painter of the French society with whom he could merge like paint colours on canvas, Bonnat was a professor at the École des Beaux Arts, and became a close friend of Louis. He was an almost scientific realist, one with a muted palette, a man who once had a cadaver nailed to a cross so he could copy it for a religious painting; so rigorous and productive he became known as the official painter of the Third Republic. A definitively safe choice.

And yet, Renoir, to others, was irresistible – the only Impressionist who flattered his subjects; as his friend Georges Rivière wrote in a piece called ‘To the Women’: ‘Wouldn’t you like to have in your own home a ravishing portrait where one can see the charm that floods your dear being?’21

Renoir had envied Bonnat’s position and success and sought to emulate it, but would soon abandon this path – scorning not just the Salon, but Charles Ephrussi and his Jewish patrons, the Cahen d’Anvers among them. He had ‘always felt like an outsider in the upper-class art world’.22

Behind this decorative Parisian tableau of pastel dresses and portrait commissions – of aesthetic display and artistic brilliance – lie secret tensions. Yet the city that had emerged from the recent trauma of war embraced its creative recovery. The art market had reignited, with newly built trainlines bringing artists to Paris and canvases to the provinces. The state-sponsored Salon, then the most important art market in the world, was the way to bring pictures to public attention and raise prices, as many patrons would only buy from artists who had become stars there. Renoir had started trying to get into the Salon back in 1863. The Salon’s splendour – it was the whole art market in microcosm – lay in part in its cosmopolitan character.

Contemporary literature – Louise’s friend Paul Bourget, in his novel Cosmopolis (1892), Proust’s In Search of Lost Time or Philippe Burty’s Grave Imprudence (1880), the story of a painter who falls in love with his society subject – recorded this milieu, the artists, writers, hostesses and patrons mixed in a cassoulet of talent, money, affairs and ambition.

But Renoir’s portrait of Alice and Elisabeth ended up unloved. Perhaps because of taste, lack of likeness, or something about the circumstances of its commission, rumours about which proliferated. Many years later, Alice and Elisabeth’s sister-in-law, Sonia Cahen d’Anvers, wrote that Charles Ephrussi had presented the picture to Louise as a surprise. This seems unlikely, as Louis paid for it, and the girls had to pose for it. But why did it become a family myth?

Perhaps because – what with the late payment, the lack of display; could it even have been, as the family would later suspect, something else entirely – that one or both of those children were not Louis’, and so not Cahen d’Anvers, at all?

But the story of the family starts much earlier than this painting or the rumours surrounding it; it starts in another city, far from Parisian light, in the riverside ghetto in Bonn.





CHAPTER TWO BONN, TRIESTE, ODESSA

Like the RothschildsI before them, and the Ephrussi after them, the Cahen d’Anvers arrived in Paris as part of a wider Jewish emigration towards ‘the capital of the nineteenth century’,1 as the writer Walter Benjamin called it: a dreamscape of elegance, of velvety, gilded interiors, iron-and-glass-covered arcades, flâneurs and street-sellers, with an inbred mania for interior decoration, commodities and collections. Of course, everyone wanted to be there. It promised industry, opportunity, sophistication, beauty, civilisation at its height.

It was another world from when the Cahen d’Anvers were plain Cahen. The patriarch, Louis’ father Meyer Joseph, was born in the cramped former Jewish ghetto of Bonn in the Rhineland on 25 February 1804. Just six years earlier, the conquering French revolutionary forces had torn down the wooden gates of the ghetto, which had been locked at night. Equal rights for Jews were granted under Republican, then Napoleonic forces. In 1814 Bonn came under more restrictive Prussian rule and the French period acquired a nostalgic halo of liberty.

Bonn’s Jewish community had endured a chequered eight-century history of crusades, black death, expulsion and pogroms. The ghetto where Meyer Joseph was raised had been founded in 1716 by the Archbishop-Elector of Cologne, Josef Clemens. A couple of sun-starved streets that narrowed down to one metre in width before the Rhine promenade contained a small synagogue and a series of four-storey houses of varying styles. It survived earthquakes and frequent floods: in 1773 there were just 19 (permitted) dwellings2 housing just under 300 people (including children), with a tax of 1,500 thalers for the privilege.3 Meyer Joseph Cahen, the second of four children from his father’s second marriage, was born at no. 821 Rue des Juifs, a terraced house with a mansard roof, a few doors down from the philosopher Moses Hess, born at no. 807 in 1812.4 His Ashkenazi parents were the merchant Joseph Lambert Cahen and his second wife, Sophie. Joseph Lambert’s mother came from a family of rabbis, and Sophie was the daughter of a Düsseldorf rabbi and the sister of bankers there. It is likely that the family were observant, praying three times a day, keeping the Sabbath, studying the Torah, the first five books of the Hebrew bible,II and observing the principles of kashrut, the dietary laws. An elder half-brother, Lambert, became a shareholder in a sugar factory in Bonn and conducted his business between their home city and the port of Antwerp. The most prominent family in the former ghetto were the Oppenheims, court JewsIII whose daughter Helena had married into the Fould banking dynasty and made her way to Paris (another daughter similarly married a RatisbonneIV).

Young Meyer Joseph moved to the dynamic, expanding city of Antwerp to be a sugar broker, and there, within the small Jewish community, he met the Bischoffsheim brothers, intelligent Louis-Raphaël and conscientious Jonathan-Raphaël. He married their sister Clara, a woman ‘full of heart and intelligence’, in 1829.5 The Bischoffsheims had come to Antwerp from Mainz to seek their fortune. Although their father had been moderately successful as an army supplier, the brothers married the Goldschmidt sisters, daughters of a Frankfurt banker, and were now making the connections that would embellish their future. In Antwerp, following his marriage, Meyer Joseph entered the family business as a banker, working alongside his energetic brother-in-law Louis-Raphaël who was building his network across Europe. A year later Meyer Joseph became head of the thriving Bischoffsheim family firm in Antwerp. But it was birds that made him real money. During the war between Belgium and the Netherlands, which came to resolution in 1839 with Belgium’s independence,V he ingeniously dominated arbitrage with homing pigeons – a tiny piece of paper inserted in a tube attached to the pigeon’s leg would relay the price difference – a forerunner to simultaneous online trading across different markets. This ‘pigeon post’ became his business, and one he would expand, with family help, throughout Europe. Eventually, both the Cahen d’Anvers and the Bischoffsheims would establish the bank that became the modern BNP Paribas.VI

In 1848 a wave of revolutions, the ‘Spring of Nations’, swept across Europe. There was unrest and political instability in Belgium and seismic change in France, where the revolt against the corruption and incompetence of the July Monarchy (the constitutional monarchy of the last French king, Louis-Philippe, of the house of Orléans) resulted in the end of his eighteen-year reign. It was supplanted by the Second Republic. After 1848, the rights of 1789 – equality of all men in the eyes of the law, including Jews – were reasserted. The first minister of justice in the Republic, Adolphe Crémieux, was Jewish (he was also a cousin of Proust’s mother, Jeanne Weil), as was the minister of finance, banker Michel Goudchaux. For those of Jewish origin, Paris was now more magnetic than ever.

Meyer Joseph left Antwerp for Paris in 1849. With his wife, Clara, and their five children, Édouard, Emma, Louis, Raphaël and Albert – all with French, not Hebrew, names – he aimed not just for commercial success in the city, but social advancement into the life of the French nobility. To this end, he added ‘d’Anvers’ (‘of Antwerp’) to his name for the French aristocratic air. This affectation opened him to mockery: ‘He was travelling in Germany with a banker from Cologne, M. Oppenheim. They went to a museum where distinguished visitors signed their names: he wrote “C d’Anvers” to play the noble and not unmask his original rank – to tease him, the other wrote “O de Cologne”.’ (Oppenheim was Meyer Joseph’s friend from the Bonn ghetto.)6

The title of count came later, a present from Victor Emmanuel II, King of Italy, in 1866, in gratitude for the endless loans required during the Risorgimento that led to the unification of Italy. Alongside the title, he commissioned a stately coat of arms, at the heart of which was a rampant lion holding a golden harp, ‘which evoked King David’s lyre’.7

The Cahen d’Anvers initially lived in an imposing apartment at 6–8 Place de la Concorde, next door to the tinderbox of the Revolution, the Hôtel de la Marine,VII from where the cannons were taken that fired the first shots at the Bastille on 14 July 1789. The neoclassical palace in that gracious row commissioned by Louis XV overlooked Paris’s vast city square where Louis XVI and Marie Antoinette were guillotined. Meyer Joseph and Clara then set themselves up in 1858 at the Petit Hôtel de Villars, 118 Rue de Grenelle in the 7th arrondissement on the Left Bank, a golden, eighteenth-century horseshoe-shaped house built for the Duc de Villars, a Marshal of France under Louis XIV, where they had a staff of twenty.

Conveniently for Meyer Joseph, the house was on the same street as the central telegraph office. He now used cyclists to post dispatches from the Paris Bourse by telegraph, the pigeons having been outflown by technology. And soon came a chateau. In 1855 he bought the Château de Nainville-les-Roches, Essonne, Ile-de-France, 50 kilometres south of Paris, an eighteenth-century counterfeit of a Louis XIII red-and-white house, with a hunting estate. As if he had been the feudal lord for centuries, Meyer Joseph became the mayor of the local village. The interior of the chateau was an elegant chimera of the Ancien Régime, with heavy furniture resting on gilded leonine feet, crystal chandeliers, Beauvais upholstery and a dash of orientalism in the form of Chinese screens; a billiard room, a smoking room, a library furnished with the history of his adopted land. In 1865 Meyer Joseph became a French citizen. Guests at the chateau included the journalist and senator Hippolyte Fortoul, Napoleon III’s Minister for the Navy and the Colonies, then for Education and Religious Affairs, who often played whist with the formidable Clara’s fellow guests, such as the Prince of Brunswick, an exiled, litigious eccentric in full make-up. Another visitor was Louis’ boyhood friend Florimond Jacques, Comte de Basterot, who wrote that Nainville, nestled among picturesque hills in otherwise flat country, was ‘badly constructed but large and gay’.8

Along with Meyer Joseph’s Italian title and coat of arms, his family motto was ‘Deus mecum nihil timeo’ (‘With God at my side I fear nothing’). The boy from the Bonn ghetto was now the owner of a town palace, a landowner with a chateau, a count and, to all appearances, an aristocrat of France.

His four sons are quite different in temperament. After finishing their education in Paris, the oldest, Édouard the aesthete, moved to Italy, first to Milan, where he would be made the Marquis de Torre Alfina by Umberto I in 1885, again in gratitude for loans. He began to restore a medieval castle, the gargantuan, gothic Monaldeschi Palace, in the hamlet of Torre Alfina on the border of Lazio, Tuscany and Umbria. While Édouard embraced the state finances of Italy, dutiful, gentlemanly Louis and impulsive Raphaël took over the banking business in Paris. Albert, the youngest, became a man of music rather than a man of business; a composing flâneur.

His father had laid the foundations already, but it was Louis who showed the most initiative and gained the respect of his fellow financiers.

Their banking careers on track, it was time for the brothers to marry. Family lore said that a suitable pair of sisters was recommended by the Rothschilds, who liked to weave a social and business network around themselves. Louise and Irène were from the Morpurgo family, the Rothschild agents in (Italian-speakingVIII) Trieste, the seaport at the north-east corner of the Adriatic, which formed part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. From Vienna, Trieste was considered the Empire’s Jewish-tolerant city. Venice, its rival, was only about 50 nautical miles across the sea. Trieste was said to be Austrian by state and Italian at heart – the two nationalities, let alone the third, the Slavs, did not mix with each other. Citta Vecchia, the oldest part, was ‘filthy and antiquated’; the whole city was beaten by violent dry winds from the sea and hot wet winds from Africa. Jews, Greeks and Italians shared a hatred of their Austrian overlords. Social life consisted of ‘hen teas’ for women, with dancing, singing and recitals, and evening parties for both sexes; entertaining was exuberant, as was dress. There was a swimming club in the harbour, with a little stall to change in; the women’s bathing costumes were ‘short trousers, with bodice or belt of blue serge or white alpaca trimmed with red’.9 Twelve soldiers taught beginners how to swim: with a pole to hold on to and rope around their waists, they were pulled along the harbour edge like paddling dogs in an expanse of sea surrounded by a loaded net to keep out the sharks.

Most Jews had come to Trieste during the reign of the antisemitic Holy Roman Empress Maria Theresa,IX because here they were exempt from military service and free to worship and invest. The family had been court Jews, originally from northern Italy, who once financed the Austrian emperor.

Ashkenazi by origin, the Morpurgos had been expelled from Vienna. They went to Marburg, Hesse, where they took the name, Marburg, that they later made Italian. They were one of the first families allowed out of the ghetto in 1721, and moved to the free port of Trieste. Their business partners, the Parentes, had arrived in the Middle Ages; together they founded the Austrian Lloyd’s on the British model.

The Morpurgos built boats, machinery and railways; Joseph Morpurgo was Trieste’s representative at the opening of the Suez Canal, with which he was obsessed. He raised money for the Trieste–Bombay railway line so that the Austro-Hungarian Empire could compete with Suez. For this, the Emperor Franz Joseph made him a baron on 18 March 1869. He also ran the Chamber of Commerce, and was a major banker in Milan at the Banca Generale.

Louise and Irène were well brought up, beautiful, Jewish, suitable in every way. While the men took part in business across Europe, the Morpurgo daughters, decked in diamonds and fluent in languages, had been waiting in the port city to be dispatched with a husband to a family their parents thought suitable. Their elder sisters, Virginia and Ida, had already been married off within the gilded Jewish trading network to a Landauer and a Bauer (the latter, Ignacio, the Rothschild agent in Madrid). Louis and Raphaël made their way to Trieste to meet the sisters. It was said that when Louise’s parents told her she was to marry Louis, a virtual stranger, she was so shocked she contracted jaundice. It was also said that he first wanted to marry her younger sister Irène, until he saw that she had kept a photograph of his brother Raphaël.

Louise and Louis celebrated their marriage in Paris on 30 June 1868, and Raphaël Cahen d’Anvers and Irène Morpurgo’s Parisian contract was signed on the 6 October and was announced on the 7th, in the 7th arrondissement.10 Both couples had previously wed in the Schola Grande,X in the Ashkenazi part of the synagogue, a Venetian-style building connected to a nearby palace in the Citta Vecchia. The ceremony took place under a chuppah (canopy) representing their new home and was not complete until the groom broke a glass underfoot, a symbol of the destruction of the Temple in Jerusalem.

Once the Cahen d’Anvers brothers made their suit, the two sisters had been married off and taken back to Paris. But something of Trieste, that opera-loving, literate city with a fierce Italian heart, went with them.



Just as the family began to settle in Paris and build their married life, the city was engulfed in a bitter conflict. In 1870 the horror of the Franco-Prussian War turned the resplendent haze of Paris in the Second Empire into a dystopian city of disorder and starvation. Louis and Louise Cahen d’Anvers fled to London, where Louise gave birth to their first child, Robert, in May 1871. Prussian Prime Minister Otto von Bismarck had manipulated France into declaring war; there were many who believed that without capturing Alsace and Lorraine there could be no German Empire. In July 1870 French troops were mobilised; in the first week of August, France and Prussia invaded each other; Marshal Bazaine’s strategy collapsed as Prussian victories came swiftly, with Bazaine and the French troops trapped under siege inside the fortress at Metz, where typhus broke out and as the troops began to starve, they ate their own horses. The battle at Sedan in the Ardennes on 1 September 1870 resulted in the capture of Napoleon III. Bazaine surrendered at Metz. The emergency Government of National Defence, an uneasy alliance of Republicans from left and right, was formed in Paris in September. But Paris was still under siege from Prussia. The National Assembly, the constituent legislative chamber, relocated to Bordeaux while the minister of the interior, Léon Gambetta, left the capital by hot-air balloon to direct the war from Tours.

The twenty mayors of Paris gathered food and hoarded supplies. Some Parisians managed to escape; others, from nearby villages, chose instead to come into Paris for safety. As a result, no one knew how many people were inside the city walls, how much food there was, and therefore, how long Paris could hold out. Whether Paris could survive the siege became a symbol of French pride. Soon the only way in and out for man or message was by balloon or pigeon post. Jules Favre, vice president and minister for foreign affairs in the Government of National Defence, went to meet Bismarck at the Château de Ferrières, the Rothschilds’ palace of power that had been seized and made into the German headquarters, to negotiate an armistice. But they were unable to agree terms.

As food began to run out, horses, cats, dogs, rats and eventually even the elephants in the zoo, Castor and Pollux, made their way onto the table, stewed, fricasseed and turned into pâté.

Abroad, only Russia and Britain – Gladstone did not want Alsace and Lorraine to go to Prussia – were sympathetic, but both decided to remain neutral. Once Metz had fallen, the Prussian Army was no longer divided and the race for Paris was on.

After four months under siege, starving and desperate, Paris had no choice but to surrender, on 28 January 1871. A humiliating armistice with Bismarck was signed, complete with reparations of 5 billion francs. A month later, on 26 February, the Treaty of Versailles completed the uneasy peace. The German Empire had been created, declared in the Hall of Mirrors at Versailles – with a new Kaiser, Wilhelm I, formerly King of Prussia. Most of what was now Alsace-Lorraine, including Moselle, now fell under Germany rather than France – apart from, that is, one small area of Belfort, where the Germans were unable to defeat the French under Col. Pierre Denfert-Rochereau. He became known as the Lion of Belfort, perhaps the only national hero of the war. It is a surname we will hear more of later.

Paris was furious at the ignominy; as a result, in March 1871 the Paris Commune was formed, an independent government that would see the capital detach from the French state and turn the city in on itself in bloody fashion. As France lost to Germany, Paris went to war with France. A rebellion at the Hôtel de Ville, the city hall, saw a minister taken hostage; it was down to the pragmatic future president Jules Ferry, prefect of the Seine region, to break a siege within a siege. The army of the Loire stayed the matter with an unlikely victory over the Germans, but success was brief. The Communards even took the Archbishop of Paris, Georges Darboy, hostage. Two sorties by the national guard failed; the French government launched a military offensive on the Communards, known as the ‘bloody week’. Negotiations over Darboy’s fate and that of other captured priests and politicians collapsed. On 24 May 1871 Darboy, along with the others, was executed, their bodies dumped in a mass grave.

But the Communards were finally suppressed, and France’s Third Republic was born amidst the blood and turmoil of a political war. All summer a city bathed in fierce heat began to rebuild itself from the trauma.

Thus it was that Paris’s most glorious, creative period, the one that would become known as the Belle Époque, had been preceded by one of its most terrible. Germany now had control of Alsace-Lorraine and, in protest, Paris had rebelled against France itself, the national guard defending its honour at the cost of thousands of lives.

The Cahen d’Anvers had moved to London six days before Paris was surrounded by Prussian troops. Louise’s first experience of motherhood would be as a refugee displaced by war, albeit a privileged one. On 13 September 1870 their arrival from Paris at the Alexandra Hotel on Hyde Park Corner was recorded, with that of Louis’ parents, Meyer Joseph and Clara, in the Naval and Military Intelligence column of the fashionable Morning Post. Louise’s father, Baron Morpurgo, the affectionate ‘Baron Pepi’, was with them too, and perhaps her mother, although she was not mentioned in the press. The Alexandra Hotel, later bombed into oblivion in the Second World War, was a magnificent palace of suites, ‘cheerful, healthy, pleasant’, according to advertisements, well placed, attracting royal guests and overlooking Rotten Row, with an ‘ascending room to every floor’ (a description soon to be replaced by the catchier ‘lift’). Louise gave birth to a son on 27 May 1871, at 99 Eaton Place in Belgravia. Like his future siblings, Robert was born at home, with a midwife and doctor on hand but only chloroform as possible pain relief for his mother. This house, a white, five-storey corner house belonged to Edward Sartoris,XI Liberal MP for a Welsh seat and a cousin of the Parisian socialite Comte Greffulhe, and Sartoris’s wife, opera singer and writer Adelaide née Kemble, a friend of Lord Leighton and William Makepeace Thackeray. It was ‘a beautiful house with a very fine drawing room and a chapel at the top in the roof’ according to one visitor. Chopin had played his first London concert in their drawing room.

But beneath the civilised sheen, it was a disquieting exile during a miserable war. As soon as they could, the family returned to Paris. With peace and the establishment of the Third Republic, a second child, Clara Elise Irène, known as Irène, was born just over a year later on 20 September 1872, at the family’s rented country house, the Château de la Jonchère in Bougival, 10 miles west of Paris, a tranquil commune loved by the Impressionists. Louis Cahen d’Anvers rented the Avenue Montaigne house for his family in 1873. Elisabeth and Alice – the blue and the pink – followed, both born at home in Paris: Elisabeth on 27 December 1874 and Alice less than fourteen months later, on 24 February 1876. Finally there came Charles, born 8 September 1879 in the western suburb of Boulogne-Billancourt.

Since the French Revolution in 1789, almost uniquely in Europe, Jews had been granted the same rights as other citizens. Few Jews had lived in the country under the ancient kings of France; the 1648 capture of Alsace and Lorraine, which both had substantial Jewish populations, had changed that. Particularly after 1848, France promised a dream of liberty, fairness and republican calm. For Meyer Joseph, alongside those fellow immigrants who became citizens, the aim was assimilation. Rich Jewish families adopted the houses, the art, the manners and the rituals of their fellow French. In this, they became a mirror of French virtues and flaws: fashionable, charitable, sporting, intellectual, obsessed with status. The chateaux themselves were available, emptied by revolution or by aristocratic owners who could no longer afford to maintain them. In Paris, their exquisite contents were often for sale, particularly at Drouot’s auction house. Where family portraits and furniture tended to stay on site in England, in France, revolution had displaced not only people, but art, estates and belongings. It was a redistribution of heirlooms, not to the masses, but to the more recently rich. Their skill in acquisition, their taste in art, could embellish – or diminish – the image of the buyer.



Another family who found their way to Paris, along with the Cahen d’Anvers and their Morpurgo brides, were the Ephrussi. From their base in the seaport of Odessa, in the Pale of Settlement (that part of imperial Russia where Jews were allowed to live), the family controlled the wheat coming out of Ukraine and, by 1860, they had become the world’s largest exporters. They then founded a bank, which they seeded around Europe beyond Odessa in Paris and Vienna. In Paris, Baron James de Rothschild was ‘le roi des Juifs’XII, the king of the Jews; the Ephrussi were ‘les rois du blé’, the kings of grain. Charles Ephrussi was born in Odessa, in 1849, where he lived for a decade; raised in Vienna, tutored with his cousins there – polyglots, classicists, they spoke French at home, rode, fenced, danced and drew – and moved to Paris in 1871 just as the Cahen d’Anvers returned from London. His father, Léon, came to establish the family bank in Paris but his heart gave way in 1871. Charles lived with his mother and brothers near Parc Monceau, in the caramel-elegant Hôtel Ephrussi, now no. 81, followed later by no. 11 Avenue d’Iéna. At the house on Rue de Monceau he had a suite on the second floor – an antechamber, two salons (one a study), a dining room, two bedrooms and a ‘petite’, a small room, like a dressing room.11

Charles was handsome, ‘slightly built with a neatly trimmed dark beard’ with a glimmer of red in it; a high forehead; ‘eyes grey and alive and he is charming’, writes Edmund de Waal of his great-grandfather’s cousin and the original collector of the family’s netsuke, intricately carved Japanese toggles that secured pouches, pipes or medicine containers to a kimono cord, including de Waal’s titular ‘Hare with Amber Eyes’.XIII At eighteen, Charles’s nickname was ‘Le Polonais’, the Pole, or the waltzing boy (it could mean either), ‘well-dressed, his cravat beautifully folded’; and as a third son, he was free to do what he wanted.12

After a year in Paris he started going to Italy, buying, collecting, an altarpiece here, artworks in the manner of Della Robbia or Donatello there. In the Victoria and Albert Museum there is a picture of his dauphin bed, with its embroidered ‘E’, its rich curtains and canopy – a lit de parade of burgundy and gold, fit for Versailles. So well-read, so well-informed, he wrote and sketched and had a discerning eye. Ephrussi, as de Waal writes, was an art historian of rare feeling and judgement. He was the author of a monograph on Dürer, Albert Dürer et ses dessins. His 21-year-old secretary Jules Laforgue rhapsodised in a letter about Ephrussi’s aesthete’s apartment, his yellow armchair, his pictures by Sisley, Monet, Berthe Morisot, Degas, Pissarro and Renoir, including Renoir’s ‘dishevelled little savage’ (La Petite Bohémienne) and ‘the Parisienne with red lips and a blue jersey’. The man who wore Chinese dressing gowns at home, brushed top hats, a cane under his arm in the street, eventually became editor of the Gazette des Beaux-Arts. Laforgue was ill paid and had to stay up half the night working, but was still
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