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For Trent, 
and our boys




And by the power of a word

I begin my life again

I was born to know you

To name you

Liberty.

PAUL ÉLUARD, ‘LIBERTY’, 1942
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Preface

Picnic, 1937

[image: Start of image description, A black-and-white photo taken by Lee Miller shows a scene from a summer picnic. 3 men and 2 women are sitting at a table beneath a pine tree in a wood. The table is laid with plates, glasses, and bottles of wine. The group sits on sheets with cushions on the ground. The men are wearing shirts, while the women are topless and dressed in skirts. One of the men is embracing and about to kiss one of the women, while the other woman looks on with a warm, joyful smile. The expressions of everyone appear relaxed and content., end of image description]

Picnic by Lee Miller.




 

 

 

 

‘There is certainly another world, but it is in this one’

PAUL ÉLUARD
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A woman tips her head back, laughing. Her dress is peeled to the waist and a pair of shoes lies discarded beside her. A man’s hand wraps around her neck as he moves to kiss her. In one hand she is clutching what looks like a piece of bread, while her other hand lies inert at her side. This is a private performance. The unseen photographer, two clothed men and a topless woman who are sitting at the other side of the table make an audience of four. This second woman is grinning, her bare legs outstretched beneath a napkin as she leans back on her arms. The man to the right of her looks on amused and the man beside him smiles as he turns away and into the light. They’re sitting on a blanket on the ground around a makeshift table, resting on striped cushions against tree trunks that act as backrests. The setting is a secluded clearing; sunlight is streaming down through the trees. The cork from a wine bottle lies discarded in the grass. The empty plates suggest their lunch is finished, and appetites have shifted.

A photograph is inherently, seductively unknowable. It obscures as much as it reveals. Our instinct is to pick apart the moment, to impose a narrative. And although we can look and invent and think we know what’s happening it will never entirely yield its secrets. I’ve always been fascinated by this photograph, its sensuality, its enigmatic sophistication. It’s as if we’ve stumbled upon a moment of intimacy in a sun-bathed and seemingly carefree world. Surely this is a spontaneous moment of desire and happiness, of men and women enjoying each other? This group, so at ease and unguarded, seems to invite us to stay and watch, to witness the spectacle. The atmosphere is charged, erotic, playful: an Arcadian idyll. But it’s also a complicated image. There’s a jarring asymmetry to half-naked women sitting amongst fully clothed men. Are they making themselves objects of desire, offering themselves up for the delectation of the men? Or is this brazen breast-baring a daring act of rebellion that goes far beyond the immediate company? It could be both. And, then again, it could be neither – merely an expression of complete ease, and freedom.

Two years after this photograph was taken the world would be at war and the lives of these friends thrown asunder. There lies its narrative. Not in the minutiae of its gestures but in what it represents, in the world beyond its frame. Set against the turmoil of 1937, the ephemeral moment captured in this photograph becomes an act of defiance, a riposte.

It’s an image radiating with a shared joy and fierce hope, its subjects vibrantly alive. There’s warmth and light and shade, food, friendship and the promise of conversation. It seems to spring from a world where pleasures supersede ordinary bourgeois cares. A world that’s devoid of responsibility and childless, where communality is all. In an age of urgency and action, of political extremes, of nationalism and borders, of brutal racism, a time when contemporary art was dismissed as degenerate and decadent and women were to be tethered to their children and their hearths, here an international group of artists – amongst them a black woman, a Jewish man, a Quaker, women baring their breasts – sit around enjoying their right to do nothing. They’re crossing borders. They’re libertines par excellence. Perhaps there’s an homage to Manet’s Dejeuner sur l’herbe, so shockingly ambiguous and provocative in its day. They’re making art of their lives.

However fleeting the moment, time is suspended in a photograph. They’re always young and happy and the sun will always be shining. It celebrates, elevates and memorializes the moment. And yet it’s an image that feels perpetually modern and defiantly immortal.

This photograph wasn’t a public gesture. The two-and-a-quarter-inch-square Rolleiflex contact print would be squirreled away in an attic for decades. Rather, it was a private act of freedom. It’s as if the group were thumbing their noses at fascism, offering a corrective for how to live. It’s a manifesto for an alternative world to the one that was coming into being.

Lee Miller’s iconic photograph of her lover Roland Penrose, and friends Ady Fidelin, Man Ray, and Paul and Nusch Éluard, was taken one day during a picnic on the Île Sainte-Marguerite – a lush, pine-wooded island off the coast of Cannes. It is the inspiration and starting point for this book and its themes of friendship, creativity, freedom, complicated gender dynamics, connection, bodies, sex, free love, desire, sensual exchange, action (and retreat), communality (and isolation). It’s an exploration of photography, performance and play, and also the artist’s commitment to sharing a new way of looking at the world, of living within art, and the limits of that life.

A Vast Horizon is the story of the picnic photograph, the people in it and other friends with whom they spent several weeks in the late summer of 1937 at a small hotel in the south of France, the Hôtel-Restaurant Vaste Horizon. It was the poet Paul Éluard and his wife Nusch, a model, who had discovered the Vaste Horizon several years before. That year, joining them were the photographer and artist Dora Maar and her lover, and fellow artist, Pablo Picasso. They had also invited the photographer and artist Man Ray and his lover Ady Fidelin, a dancer and model; the photographer Lee Miller, with her new lover, the artist and art collector Roland Penrose; and the artist Eileen Agar with her lover, the writer Joseph Bard. Éluard was one of the founding fathers of surrealism; Maar, Man Ray, Miller and Penrose were all surrealists too, some officially, others in all but name. Picasso and Agar, the group hoped to lure into the fold.

Hundreds of photographs were taken on that holiday; Picnic is one of many. Some were staged, others were spontaneous. Everything was recorded. The photographs offer a sense of the group’s vitality, their elegance, their pleasure in friendship and connection, and their ever-evolving self-discovery. The quotidian, the ordinary, is rendered extraordinary in the hands of these photographers.

Some were old friends and others new acquaintances. Some were lovers or had once been. At the Vaste Horizon in Mougins their lives momentarily collided. They became a temporary community, brought together by a shared way of seeing the world, their elective affinities. When the group went its separate ways, some remained friends and others never saw each other again.

That year everything was in flux, febrile. Life felt provisional and urgent. There was a sense of living on borrowed time. And it was a momentous year for what it meant to be an artist. As photographers, artists, a poet, a model and a dancer, they had all, in different ways, deconstructed and reconstructed their own identities. They were in rebellion, against class, families, nationalities, fascism and the social dictates of gender. They lived outside and in defiance of convention. Fugitive spirits, their searches for independence and autonomy had sent some of them to the other side of the world, either in self-imposed or necessary exile from the place where they were born and grew up. There they embraced communism and/or surrealism, changed their names, eschewed the conventions of marriage, lived radical, reimagined lives and dreamed of a better future.

There were successes and failures; the things they sought, they did not always find. The vast horizon becomes something that they’re striving for, a freer life, ever-shifting, a search without end.

And then the Second World War smashed into their lives. When Paul Éluard wrote ‘Liberty’ in 1942, France was under German Occupation and the poet, as a member of the Resistance, was in hiding from the Nazis. Within the repetition of the poem’s emphatic refrain – ‘I write your name’ – Éluard writes the name of liberty on everything that surrounds him. It is this gesture of resistance in dark times, of reclaiming the world around him, and the redemptive power of creativity, which is central to this book. Creativity as an act of response, exchange and engagement. Creativity as something life-affirming, hope-inspiring and an agent of change, showing the promise of an alternative world, and evidence of our ability to make the world we want. The idea that freedom is not static but dynamic, something that must be practised.

The book follows those lives from that holiday, through the trials and deprivations of the Second World War and into the ruins, the rehabilitation and the new reality of the post-war world. When lives were at risk and culture was being policed or destroyed, how did this group of friends respond? What choices did they make in wartime? Do they advance into the world, take action and confront the darkness, or do they retreat from it? How did they see and make sense of the world? What did it mean for them to produce art and to be living through that moment? What freedoms did they seek and how did that seeking impact others around them? How did wealth, skin colour, gender, nationality, faith and power either buttress or undermine them? As for the women, though inevitably their lives were interwoven with those of their partners, what are their own stories, those which run alongside the ones that have been imposed on them by men and by history or mediated through art, as wives, mistresses and muses?

And what if there is little of their story that we know, as is the case with Ady Fidelin? The Martiniquan poet, writer and philosopher Édouard Glissant’s theories were shaped by his experience as a colonized subject. He believed in a right to ‘opacity’, the right to not be understood, to be different, to hold complexity, to resist reductive categorization, easy interpretation, objectification. Opacity is humanity and enchantment, an antidote to ‘transparency’, which he considered flattening, deadening, a colonial method of suppression and control. ‘It is impossible,’ writes Glissant in Poetics of Relation, ‘to reduce anyone, no matter who, to a truth he would not have generated on his own.’ The gaps in Ady’s archive demand this opacity. I’ll write only what I’ve learned about her and describe only what we can see of her. I won’t try to speculate, to impose a narrative upon her life, but instead acknowledge the unknowable shadows, the lacunae in her story.

These are vast themes, unfolding in epic times. Most of my subjects, about whom thousands of books have been written, were huge characters with stories, archives and bodies of work to match. It is not my intention here to be exhaustive, biographically or art-historically. I have a more modest claim. I’m spellbound by these people, drawn into their distant world by their photographs, their (to me) unfamiliar way of living, their (for some) commitment to surrealism, their paintings and their poetry. A Vast Horizon is an attempt to understand them, to dip into their lives, to look at the work they made, at the thousands of photographs they took of each other and the world around them. The book is an exploration – of ideas, images, artefacts, letters, poems, encounters and fragments. It is a collage.

THE TERRIBLE YEAR

Visions of new worlds on a grander scale were on display at the International Exposition of Art and Technology in Modern Life, which had opened in Paris earlier that year in May. Its optimistic ambitions were of inclusivity and internationalism, a celebration of innovation, of diversity and of cultural exchange between nations. Forty-four countries gathered to showcase the contemporary achievements of their arts and industries. Millions flocked to the national pavilions which had been designed and decorated by some of the most celebrated artists and architects of the day.

But what was meant to be a global village instead reflected a world in turmoil. International tensions and rivalries played out in microcosm along the banks of the Seine. Conflicting national ideals and ideologies jostled for attention. The Spanish Civil War had broken out in July 1936 and the Spanish pavilion was financed by the beleaguered Republican government, which was already losing the war. Belying the Exposition’s technology theme, the pavilion was a single-minded exercise in propaganda which sought to show the world the terror that Franco wrought in Spain. Its centrepiece was Picasso’s enormous Guernica, officially unveiled in July.

For all its retrospective fame, the Spanish pavilion was considered a failure at the time. It stood in the shadow, both literally and metaphorically, of the monumental German and Soviet pavilions, which faced off across the newly created Jardins du Trocadéro. Boris Iofan’s Soviet pavilion was clad in marble and topped by Worker and Kolkhoz Woman, Vera Mukhina’s gargantuan sculpture of a man and woman striding forth, bearing a hammer and sickle in their raised hands. But eclipsing this with its sheer scale was the Nazi pavilion designed by Albert Speer, chief architect of the Third Reich. Hitler had contemplated withdrawing Germany from the Exposition but Speer convinced him otherwise and, on a trip to Paris some months before the opening, had secretly obtained Iofan’s architectural plans. And so Germany’s pavilion – a soaring monolith of granite topped with a giant eagle and swastika – towered over the Soviet pavilion and dwarfed the other buildings in the Exposition.

To the prophetically-minded this standoff was a terrible sign of things to come. Between the two pavilions, on the far side of the Seine, the Eiffel Tower, symbol of Paris and liberty, appeared trapped by the opposing force fields of the two totalitarian powers. Fascism was bubbling up in France, the left-wing alliance of the Popular Front was holding on to power only by a thread, and all the talk that summer was of war, but Paris was enjoying her freedoms while they lasted. It was as if everyone was dancing on the edge of an abyss. Nightclubs throbbed to the sound of jazz and on teeming cafe terraces people argued about how to make the world anew. For them Paris was still a city of fantasy and chance encounters. Though France had been pummelled by the Depression and there was mass unemployment, politics was dangerously divisive, anti-Semitism rife, and women wouldn’t get the vote for another seven years, the idea of France, and particularly Paris, still meant liberty, democracy and revolution. It meant modernity and possibility, in art and in life. ‘Paris was where the twentieth century was,’ wrote Gertrude Stein in Paris France: Personal Recollections.

Artists had been flocking to the city for decades, escaping intolerance, persecution or the stultifying boredom of bourgeois life, lured by cheap rents and the chance to live differently. The freedoms they sought were social, sexual, creative, political, physical, psychological. Paris, with its libertine culture, was permissive and excessive. It was progressive, decadent and seductively impure. The city promised fellowship and the exchange of ideas. It proposed different models of community beyond the family and, for women, the potential for a life beyond marriage, motherhood and monogamy. It offered a space for experiments in living just as artists were experimenting with form and finding new ways to see and respond to the world.

If the real Paris was never quite the Utopia it appeared to be, it was still a city where people were striving to achieve it. Amongst the vanguard of its artistic life were the surrealists. Heavily inspired by Freud’s theories – the unconscious, the interpretation of dreams, hysteria and of desire as a driving force – for them a radical freedom was to be found in liberating the unconscious as a wellspring of creativity. Surrealism meant embracing the irrational and the uncanny, rebelling against order and rejecting bourgeois values. It was both playful and deadly serious and it spilled out beyond art and literature, becoming an entire way of life. It was exactly this kind of art, and this kind of artist, which the Nazis planned to eradicate.

Nazi society was based on order, efficiency and blinkered subjugation to the state. It relied on violence, eliminating all opposition, the oppression of minorities and the lie that Germany was in the stranglehold of a Jewish-Bolshevik conspiracy. Freedoms were rapidly and brutally diminished. Individuality and identity were sacrificed in favour of collective subordination. Male superiority was all. And for the German woman, as Hitler declared in a speech in 1934, her world was her husband, her children, her home. Nazi dominance relied entirely on the ability to control. Germany was being held in the state’s ever-tightening grip. The press, academia and the Church were all at its mercy.

From the early years of his rise to power Hitler understood the importance of harnessing the potential of culture and the aesthetics of politics in order to control minds. Art could be weaponized and used as propaganda. Ritual, ceremony, symbolism and theatre were paramount. Dissenting voices were silenced. Language was corrupted and meaning debased. What was truth and what was a lie was no longer clear. Certainties evaporated, opinion was discouraged, words were manipulated and became redundant except in their power to promote misinformation. Everything was simplified and reduced to the language of inclusion and exclusion. Books considered un-German were burned.

The Reichskulturkammer, the Reich Chamber of Culture, ensured that cinema, fine arts, radio, newspapers, literature and the theatre were all under the same aggressive control and all became cogs in the propaganda machine. Exploiting a growing antipathy for cultural liberalism in the ordinary German people who had voted them into power, the Nazis began to sanitize culture, promoting certain kinds of art and banning others. The German people and the world were to see that the Fatherland was culturally superior to other countries. In 1937 Hitler appointed his favourite painter, Adolf Ziegler, who specialized in kitsch Aryan nudes, to lead a commission charged with cleansing German museums of undesirable art.

What was acceptable and what was not became very clear that summer in Munich, with the opening of the Great German Art Exhibition on 18 July and the Degenerate Art Exhibition the following day. At the former, which opened to great fanfare in Hitler’s newly designed House of German Art, Nazi ideals and Aryan aesthetics were on display in all their glacial glory. Floodlit marble halls were lined with paintings upholding racial purity, extolling the virtues of the bucolic ideal of German peasant life, promoting family and the home. There were folk paintings, sentimental scenes, statuesque nudes and fecund mothers. There was heroism, toil, muscular manliness and self-sacrifice. And there were plenty of landscapes, Hitler’s favourite genre. Most were painted in a Classical style or in imitation of nineteenth-century realism. The message was explicit: youth, strength, optimism and victory. All was reason, realism, grandeur, order and facade.

Viewers weren’t required to think or to form opinions. There were no invitations to explore the subconscious or use the imagination. There was only surface and sterility. Hitler declared at the opening that works of art needed to be understood without a user manual and that, thanks to him, the German people would no longer have to engage with art that did. There was no room for depth or doubt, for interpretation or nuance, for complexity and opacity, only a deadeningly unambiguous rationality. ‘In the context of Nazi Germany, perfectibility is lethal,’ writes Jacqueline Rose in Women in Dark Times, ‘it is the death of freedom’.

Hitler planned for the opening of the exhibition and the House of Art to mark the beginning of a renaissance in German art. In his speech he railed against degenerate artists – modernists, decadents, communists and Jews – as enemies of Germany: ‘From now on,’ he ranted, ‘of that you can be certain [. . .] all those [. . .] cliques of chatterers, dilettantes and art forgers will be picked up and liquidated. For all we care, those prehistorics can return to their ancestors and there apply their primitive international scratchings.’

The Degenerate Art exhibition, which opened the following day, was the brainchild of Reich Minister for Propaganda Joseph Goebbels. But it represented something of a personal vendetta for Hitler. As a young man in the early years of the twentieth century he’d been an aspiring artist, twice rejected by the Academy of Fine Arts in Vienna. His polite little paintings of landscapes and buildings failed to make any impact in an art world then dominated by the new abstraction and modernism. The avant-garde was dreaming optimistic dreams of a new world without social inequality and war, just as Hitler was beginning to formulate his own ideas. He would fix his hatred on Dadaists, soon to be at the peak of their celebrity, who represented a radical disruption of the old order, nonsense and anarchy. Over the years, Hitler’s hatred of modernism became irrevocably interwoven with the fabric of his political manifesto.

In pointed contrast to the German Art exhibition, the Degenerate exhibition took place in dark, cramped rooms and the work was hurriedly and haphazardly installed in less than two weeks. Six hundred and fifty paintings, sculptures and prints by a hundred and twelve artists considered an offence to the Fatherland were exhibited, having been removed from museums or seized from private collections across the country. ‘Degenerate’ applied to most German modernist art, especially anything abstract or expressionist or by a Jewish or communist artist, and many works by international artists were also confiscated. There were pieces by expressionists, Impressionists, post-Impressionists, Dadaists (of course), Cubists, New Objectivists, fauves and the surrealists, amongst others. And compared to the relative obscurity of the artists in the German Art exhibition, the ‘degenerates’ were celebrities: Max Beckmann, Emil Nolde, George Grosz, Ernst Ludwig Kirchner and Otto Dix, as well as great international names like Edvard Munch, Henri Matisse, Piet Mondrian, Paul Klee, Oskar Kokoschka, Wassily Kandinsky and Pablo Picasso. The German artist Ernst Barlach was also included. The Nazis had confiscated almost four hundred of his works by the summer of 1937, and he renamed one of his sculptures Das schlimme Jahr 1937 (The Terrible Year 1937) in response. Works were taken out of their frames and hung without care and without space. Walls were daubed with insulting slogans such as ‘An insult to German womanhood’ and ‘Revelation of the Jewish racial soul’ to emphasize the degeneracy and insanity of the artists.

This art was experimental, abstract, non-representational. And it was personal, irrational, sensual and subversive. Here were dreams and nightmares, sex and violence, chaos and death. Here was dissonance, and freedom: the freedom to shock and to get under the skin. Weimar Berlin, twentieth-century Paris, aspects of modern life revealed: queerness, nightclubbing, sex work, face painting, sexual deviation, poverty, misery, joy. To the Nazis this art was depravity. Minds were for controlling, not liberating. Individualism, irrationality, decadence and free love were all contrary to their master plan.

The exhibition travelled to twelve other cities over the next few years and the Degenerate Art Law was passed in 1938, placing a permanent ban on art of this kind and allowing art deemed degenerate to be confiscated from museums and collections, without compensation. Both exhibitions were popular – the German Art show had half a million visitors – but there were queues around the block for the Degenerate Exhibition. Of its two million visitors it’s unclear who was for and who was against the modernist work on display. But, tellingly, though the Great German Art Exhibition was repeated annually, the Degenerate show was a one-off. Much of the art was locked away in a Berlin depot, or it was auctioned in Switzerland or burned. The Nazis rightly feared the power of creativity.

•

Where once for some people (not everyone), Europe had offered freedom, openness, internationalism, migration, the exchange of ideas and influence, now, increasingly, it meant borders, nationhood, distrust and disunity. In place of migrants there were exiles and refugees. More than ever, differences – of colour, ethnicity, faith, sexuality – mattered. Loyalties were being tested and limitations, moral codes, laws and labels were all to be considered. Artists of the avant-garde had been transgressing boundaries, disrupting the old order and dissolving the limitations of tradition, convention, gender and sexuality. They’d been exploring the frontiers of the self, the thresholds of the mind and irrationality.

But the Nazis were even infiltrating dreams. Not long after Hitler came to power in 1933, the German writer Charlotte Beradt began collecting accounts of the dreams of hundreds of Berliners. It became clear that the Nazi hold was so absolute that it even penetrated that most personal and intimate of places: the subconscious. Beradt described these dreams as nocturnal diaries whose authorship had been co-opted by the dictatorship. The collection would be published in the 1960s, with the help of Hannah Arendt, as The Third Reich of Dreams.

It was increasingly difficult to stop the outside world infiltrating the canvas or the page and be a private artist. The English poet and critic Stephen Spender, writing his autobiography after the Second World War, recalled that he felt ‘hounded by external events’ in the 1930s. For artists and writers who found themselves out of favour and living in countries under totalitarian rule this was all too literal. They were persecuted, interned or forced into exile. Even for those in countries still clinging to democracy there was a feeling of anxiety and impending doom, of waiting for the inevitable war. For many artists, there was a conflict between private lives and public responsibility. Was it better to withdraw or engage? To retreat into what could be perceived as the ivory tower of introspection and aesthetics or to step up, take action, resist? And was it even possible to be immune to the outside world, to separate the personal and the political?

For the surrealists, who’d been mobilizing against fascism for some years, there was no debate. There was a necessity to question and an urgency to communicate ideas. There was a need to defend the right to create, to defend the right to live how they wanted and to dream without being controlled. Acts of creativity were a powerful weapon in the fight for freedom. Art gave agency, offered resistance, exerted influence, had consequences. Totalitarianism dehumanized and desensitized people, but art helped to make them feel again. It bore witness and offered alternative perspectives. It countered the separation and isolation, and could cross borders. Art and literature were more important than ever.
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A Dance of Freedom

[image: Start of image description, A black-and-white photo shows three people standing on a sandy beach, with low waves in the background. Man Ray and Eileen Agar are holding Rolleiflex cameras, taking photographs of each other, while Lee Miller, in a swimsuit, appears to be directing them., end of image description]

Man Ray, Eileen Agar and Lee Miller, by Roland Penrose, 1937.




 

 

 

 

They all owed each other a tender nudity 
Of sky and water, air and sand. 
Everyone forgot their appearance 
And that they had promised to see nothing but themselves.

‘LA PLAGE’ FROM Les Mains libres, 
PAUL ÉLUARD, 1937
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ROOFTOP

Eileen Agar is dancing on the roof outside her hotel room. Behind her a glimpse of tiled rooftops, chimneys and palm trees, hazy in the morning sun. She’s turned away from the camera, absorbed in her dance, her head in profile and her arms aloft. The sheer slip of a dress she’s wearing is belted at her waist with her breasts clearly visible. The fabric floats about her legs as she dances. Except for the prim 1930s bow in her cropped curly hair and her high, gathered collar, there’s something Greek about her dress and her posture: a bacchant on a vase. She’s dancing for her lover Joseph Bard and for the camera with which they’re recording their trip. But this is about showing, not being seen. Perhaps she’s dancing mostly for herself: her body, her canvas, her own.

They’ve spent the night in Cannes, en route to Mougins, a village tucked away in the hills a few miles inland, where Lee Miller and Roland Penrose will drive them later that morning. It’s been a sleepless night, disturbed by bats from a nearby derelict church that invaded their room. Eileen would remember cowering under the sheets as Joseph leapt up naked to swipe at the swooping creatures. Perhaps she hadn’t slept but she couldn’t look more awake, more alive. In her autobiography she’d caption this photograph ‘after a bat-infested night. A dance of freedom’.

‘A HAPPY FAMILY’

The rhythm of their days was slow and simple. Each one much the same as the next. And yet from photographs and written memories of that time we get a sense of how intense, how inspiring it was for the people who lived through it; community as a modern counter to the long-held Romantic notion of the tragic artist, solitary in his garret. Everything, everyone, was photographed, recorded, memorialized: living as creation, as performance and collaboration. Daily life seen through the eyes and cameras of Dora Maar, Eileen Agar, Man Ray, Lee Miller and Roland Penrose transmuted – a kind of alchemy – into beauty, enchantment, spectacle. There are so many photographs in the archives that, seen together, they become a diary, like a flip book, reanimating their days and their nights. In those photographs there is light and shade, the powerful Provençal sun bestowing upon everything the drama of chiaroscuro. We get a powerful sense of physicality, of bodies, of limbs and breasts and bottoms and penises, alone or entwined, still or in action. We feel the warm sun and salt water on bare skin and sand between toes, intimacy and proximity and responsiveness and desire. The photographs crackle and shimmer with sensuality, kinship, happiness, creativity – reflected and refracted, all urgent, all interlinked.

After breakfast they would drive to the beach armed with picnic baskets, beach mats, parasols and cameras, piling into Roland’s Ford V8 and Picasso’s Hispano Suiza, driven by his chauffeur (and factotum) Marcel Boudin. Sometimes they went to the beach at Juans-les-Pins, west of Antibes, or to hidden coves along the coast. Other times they drove to La Garoupe, a secluded beach at the end of the Cap d’Antibes.

The women wear the elaborately folded and knotted two-piece swimsuit of the era then considered very modern and daring and soon to be known as a bikini. Sometimes they wear it with a matching sarong, as well as leather sandals, sunglasses, headscarves and traditional straw hats (perhaps bought nearby) tied with ribbons beneath chins. Sometimes they’re topless or have rolled up their swimsuit tops to bare as much skin as possible to the sun as they sprawl on the sand. But never Dora, whose swimsuit remains resolutely intact in all the photographs. Often, she is wearing a chunky, gnarly necklace of bright white shells, crafted by Picasso from finds at Juan-les-Pins. He, the southerner, at ease on the beach, in tight white bathing shorts which contrast with his deeply tanned skin. The other men appear in varying states of undress: Roland Penrose and Man Ray in dark swimming shorts, the latter in espadrilles tied at the ankle and usually with a white cap on his head; Paul Éluard in trousers and a long-sleeved shirt. In several photographs taken by Eileen, Paul and Picasso sit on the sand beside an upturned boat. Next to Picasso, Paul looks rather formal and out of place, but for his bare feet. In one of these, Paul’s eyes are closed but Picasso smiles at her and looks deeply into the lens, a penetrating gaze, as he toys with a cigarette in his fingers.

They’re usually talking, often smoking, and sometimes swimming in the sea or dancing on the sand. The wind whips hair and sarongs and the sunlight glitters on the water. There are groupings, and regroupings, arms slung across shoulders, smiles, hands shading eyes from the glaring sun. Eileen’s photographs best capture the spontaneous, the ephemeral and the unposed. But her observations, their informality, the skill of her perspectives and framing, reveal the art in the moments, the artist behind the camera. Nusch rearranges her swimsuit top, a cigarette clamped between her lips, her gaze caught directly by Eileen’s camera. Flanking her, as if revealing her for an instant, Dora stands on one side, wisps of her hair caught in the breeze as she holds some piece of clothing aloft. On the other side, Paul in a jaunty hat, looking at Eileen, and in the foreground Picasso, his bare back to the camera. In another image Dora adjusts her camera as Picasso walks away from her along the beach. Something has been happening here. Perhaps a conversation. Does it hint at their complications, their arguments and power struggles? Or perhaps it was nothing of the sort. This photograph, like so many others, invites questions, imaginings.

In another photograph, Lee captured something of Dora and Picasso too. Lee must have been sitting beside him on the beach. Dora, her hair wet from the sea, leans down to speak with or listen to Picasso. Though it’s Dora whose body fills most of the frame, it’s Picasso who dominates it. Her pose though looming is somehow supplicatory. We see only a torso, a hint of head and nose, an arm bent to shield his eyes from the sun and a cigarette in his fingers, but the body, in the lowest part of the frame, with the hairy, puffed-out chest, the insouciant grip on the cigarette, is unmistakably Picasso.

Sometimes there’s more; a frisson of some greater intimacy that exists or is yet to come between the subject and the photographer. Roland took many photographs of Ady swimming in the sea, she’s smiling, laughing, splashing about or diving into the waves, the shapes made by her naked body refracted by sunlight on the water. In one image she’s standing in the sea at the entrance to a cave and in another she is lying back on some rocks beside the water, the bottom half of her legs beneath it. Her arms are flung down beside her. She is topless, her breasts upturned and her face beaming at Roland and at his camera. In another photograph, of Lee, again by Roland, she is lying on her back on the beach, wearing only swimsuit bottoms and sunglasses. She has swung one leg up into the air; her arms are outstretched above her head. This is what ease looks like, and nascent desire.

Picasso, restless, ever itching to create, drew pictures with a stick on the sand. And with Eileen, a fellow treasure-seeker, he combed the beach for pebbles, shells, driftwood and cuttlefish bones that had been smoothed by the sea. All these objets trouvés he kept in his room in a black trunk he’d bought in Cannes. Eileen writes in her memoirs about her first encounter with Picasso. She’d been walking on the beach, gathering things for her collection as she went. Picasso, who was with Paul, was lying on his stomach on the sand. Paul introduced Eileen and she proceeded to offer up her finds to Picasso as a greeting, a tribute, an act of affinity.

And then back to Mougins, and to long lunches on the hotel terrace. The Vaste Horizon was a simple pension, with a few clean, spare and shuttered rooms. Different iterations of the group of friends had stayed there in the past few years. This year they had taken over the entire hotel. There was only one room with a balcony, bougainvillaea-framed and looking down beyond a hillside covered in vineyards, cypresses, olive trees and hot pink oleander to the red rooftops of Cannes and the bay of Juan-les-Pins, beyond it. This room was claimed by Picasso for use as a studio.

Meals were taken on the terrace that nestled between two right-angled sides of the hotel and a lane that led up to the village, seated at basic trestle tables, with wooden benches and wicker chairs. Much of this terrace was shielded from the sun by a vine-covered bamboo canopy that cast a tiger-striped shade over faces and tables. Several giant terracotta pots holding palms stood sentinel outside the hotel and sun loungers were scattered here and there.

In photographs their lunches and dinners look much the same. At the head of the table sat Picasso, naturally, their mercurial, tyrannical, charming host, ‘le Peintre Soleil’, holding court. His attentive, attendant courtiers, the ‘bande à Picasso’, were ranged around the table. He set the tone, not just for lunch, but for the pattern of their days. At the table he entertained the group with his effortless bravura, his restless fingers etching pebbles from the beach, crafting sculptures from torn and twisted napkins or scribbling portraits on tablecloths using wine, spent matches, lipstick or whatever material was within his grasp. One afternoon he broke apart a matchbox and reconstructed it in the shape of the landscape that rolled out before them to the rooftops of Cannes. Eileen marvelled at his dexterity and economy. His impish sense of fun was the prevailing mood. In Picasso: His Life and Work, Roland would write that Picasso had been ‘seized with a diabolical playfulness’ during those weeks.

Photographs show tables with white tablecloths, scattered wine bottles, half-drunk glasses, coffee pots, ice buckets and bread baskets. We feel the sensual pleasure, the intimacy as the friends eat together. They sit in animated conversation, often huddled or entwined. We see their gestures, their embraces and almost hear their laughter. They were, as Man Ray would recall in his autobiography, ‘a happy family’. They smoked cigarettes, played cards or word games, discussed politics and collaborated in drawing ‘exquisite corpses’. This was a technique developed by the surrealists to celebrate chance, in which a piece of paper was drawn or written upon and then folded, and then drawn or written upon once more, folded again, and so on, with each player ignorant of the preceding addition, until at the end of the game the paper was unravelled to reveal the result of this unconscious collaboration. Sometimes Paul improvised poems in honour of his friends or read aloud to them from what he’d been working on. Eileen was intrigued that, though Picasso had not long finished Guernica, which had dominated his life in recent months, she never heard him mention it at Mougins. She thought this was deliberate, that Picasso was sceptical about its reception. He told her that he would never return to Spain. He was no longer an immigrant; he was in exile.

John Richardson would later recall (in an article in the Guardian) how Picasso could be a great friend, when he chose to be, and quite the opposite when he chose to be too. He likens him to a vampire, who demanded – required – love. And somehow he absorbed the energy of everyone and everything around him, which he used to fuel his work. Picasso’s strong sense of self-discipline dictated hard work and Eileen would remember him crying out after lunch that it was time to work, as the others dozed on the terrace or sloped off for siestas or to make love in the cool of their rooms. His afternoons were spent painting, occasionally landscapes, but mostly light-hearted, riotously coloured, carnivalesque portraits of his friends at the hotel, à l’Arlésienne (in the costume of traditional women of Arles), perhaps an homage to van Gogh, who loved the city and whom Picasso greatly admired. Were these paintings catharsis after Guernica, or did they represent more? That summer Picasso had discovered that he (along with van Gogh) was amongst the artists branded as degenerate by the Nazis. Perhaps painting such bold, playful, kaleidoscopic portraits and appropriating the colours and the costumes of the Dutch artist was an act of fraternity, an act of defiance.

If they posed for these portraits at all, it was brief. Lee later recalled how she didn’t sit for Picasso; he just presented her with the finished work. He preferred to paint from the images that memory forms, essentializing and reworking their likeness into distorted and yet immediately recognizable versions of themselves.

Though perhaps with less commitment, the others worked too, at collages and drawings and paintings. That summer, Dora, with Picasso’s encouragement, was favouring painting over photography, and producing polychromatic canvases. Man Ray worked on drawings, Roland on collages made from postcards. Eileen took photographs of her lover, Joseph. Other times they cycled or wandered through the narrow streets of the medieval village or sat in the shade of plane trees in the village square. Picasso sometimes wanted to be alone. Other times, accompanied by Paul, he would be driven off by Marcel to visit Matisse in Nice, or to explore the old pottery factories in nearby Vallauris.

At night, Picasso went for walks with Dora beside the sea at Antibes or Juan-les-Pins. Eileen, meanwhile, would recall a late-night drive; Lee dancing trouser-less in front of the car’s headlights. And she would write of how small the world then felt, how free, how pleasurable. And though they knew that the apocalypse was coming they could still live in happy denial and swim and sunbathe and sit around a table in the shade of a terrace, eating lotus.

PICASSO AND LEE

There are six portraits in all. Perhaps he couldn’t quite capture something he saw in her, so that he was drawn to paint her compulsively, again and again. Or perhaps it is that each portrait represents some different aspect of her. The French expression Arlésienne evokes the epitome of female beauty, but also the dangerously seductive power of that beauty, and it is in this spirit that Picasso painted Lee. He was clearly beguiled by her, her sensuality, her warmth, her vivaciousness, her impetuosity and her luminescent beauty. There’s a photograph of Lee and Picasso at the Vaste Horizon where he’s laughing at something she’s saying – deeply, heartily laughing. It’s a joy and rapport that carries into the paintings.

In all of the portraits she’s wearing the headdress with its flowing ribbon and the fichu of traditional Arlesian costume (a square or rectangular shawl, usually of white lace or embroidered cotton), but each is different in mood. These paintings are the most saturated with colour of those Picasso painted that summer at the Hôtel Vaste Horizon: fleshy Pepto-Bismol pink, jade green, turquoise, red, azure blue and acidic yellow. Her face is there in each portrait, her almond eyes, her Cupid’s bow, her huge, gap-toothed grin, the green tinge of her curly blonde hair. In one, her torso becomes a black triangle, like a witch’s hat. Another is a grid of black lines and black-ringed breasts overlaid on the brightest of colours. There’s a portrait in which Lee’s skin is blue, and her breasts appear to float from her chest. And in one her vulva is also an eye. There’s a sense of the urgency with which Picasso painted, of how provisionally he worked, in the still-visible drips of paint on the canvases. One falls from an eye like a long tear.

Roland delighted in the fact that Lee inspired Picasso. He later bought the pink painting with the weeping eye and gave it to Lee, uniting painter and sitter and the man who loved them both.

LEE AND PICASSO

Picasso looks at Lee, at her camera. His magnetic, unwavering gaze, the focus of the photograph, the punctum. He’s sitting on the terrace of the hotel and has turned his head to glance at her. Immediately behind him there’s an inexplicably upturned parasol, a surreal note. Further back we see plants in terracotta pots by the steps to an open door. He is wearing a jacket, its cuffs rolled back, and the sleeves pushed up to reveal his tanned forearms. Beneath the jacket is a polka-dot shirt; white spots on a dark background. There is someone sitting beside him, but we see only a part of their back in the foreground. They too are wearing white spots on a dark background and become a strange extension to, or echo of, Picasso’s body. This is presumably Dora, as she wears a blouse like this in other photographs. It’s a moment of easy intimacy, of complicity between Picasso and Lee. He is a little vulnerable, trusting, off his guard. Did they have sex from time to time? Lee’s son Antony believes they did, but he thinks that it was the least interesting thing about their relationship, that it didn’t matter. As if it was merely an organic aspect of their bond, rather than its raison d’être. Perhaps there is something of that in the gaze. But there is also respect, and friendship. Picasso considered Lee an equal. They would remain close for the next thirty-six years and this was one of the first of many photographs – more than a thousand – that she would take of him.

LEE AND ROLAND

Roland is crouching on the tiled floor in his bathroom at the Hôtel Vaste Horizon. Behind him the window shutter is open, and sunlight pours in. On the floor a suitcase, a pencil, papers, some screwed up and discarded behind him. A tangle of linens hangs on the wall, perhaps drying. Roland is wearing trousers, a short-sleeved shirt and strappy leather sandals, the traditional Provençal kind. He has a cigarette in his fingers, his head is down, focusing on the work at hand, a collage constructed from postcards with local scenes which he’d bought nearby.

Roland was layering copies of the same postcard, splicing them together, fanning them out to form bold, dynamic patterns. He was bursting with the urge to create. He had been in Mougins, less happily, the previous year with his wife Valentine. But this year, 1937, was different. Earlier in the summer he had met Lee for the first time at a fancy-dress ball in Paris. She had escaped her husband and a stifling life in Cairo for a summer in France. For Roland, whose hair was bright green and one hand dyed blue for the occasion, it was a coup de foudre, and they had been inseparable ever since. He would later give some of these collages to Lee and she hung them on the wall opposite her bed when she returned home to Egypt, as loved and loving souvenirs.

MAN RAY AND PICASSO

For Picasso everything was a surface on which to make his mark. At the beach one day he drew a woman with a stick in the sand. She’s unmistakeably Picasso – all full, curved limbs and sinuous lines. She’s reclining, or is she swimming? One hand reaches for the hair that sprouts like a fountain from her head. She’s two-dimensional lines but for her breasts, which are tenderly, carefully crafted little cones of sand that look like walnut whips. And then one work becomes two (or three if we count the negative), as Man Ray photographs it and the ephemeral drawing in the sand takes on a new life as something fixed, a collaboration, a memory.

PICASSO AND NUSCH

A few sketched lines in pencil, coloured with wine and lipstick. It has been torn from a paper tablecloth, suggested by the honeycomb of tiny indentations on its surface. Nusch, immediately recognizable, a vignette in impromptu miniature, adjusting her little round sunglasses, a rosebud mouth and corkscrew curls held back by a slim band around her head.

GUERNICA

Picasso had arrived from Paris licking his wounds. Back in January he had been visited at his studio by a delegation from the Spanish Republican government, who had pleaded with him to produce a painting for their pavilion at the Exposition that summer. Though he’d lived in France since 1904, he was still a native son of Spain. They wanted him to create something enormous, a powerful piece of propaganda, something which would illustrate the extent of the fascist threat and tell the world that Spain was in peril.

Picasso reluctantly accepted the proposal. He hated working to commission and had, for the most part, sought to avoid making explicit political statements with his work. Though he was currently creating a series of prints satirizing Franco, had given money to the Republican cause and recently accepted the position of Director of the Prado in Madrid, it irked him to be used as a political puppet.

As the months passed, he was still struggling to fix on a subject. He’d begun sketching on a habitual theme, that of the artist in his studio, with himself painting Marie-Thérèse Walter, one of his lovers (who he kept a secret from most of his friends) and the mother of his infant daughter Maya, born in 1935. He had recently leased a studio on the top two floors of the seventeenth-century Hôtel de Savoie at 7 rue des Grands-Augustins, which Dora Maar had found for him. Balzac had set his 1831 story ‘The Unknown Masterpiece’ there (which had long fascinated Picasso). And it had more recently been used by Georges Bataille and André Breton for meetings of their left-wing, anti-fascist group Contre-Attaque, founded at the end of 1933. The vast, labyrinthine attics of Picasso’s studio were reached by a spiral staircase. Balzac wrote that the daylight never made its way into the darkest
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