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			The moment the young Jean-Paul Sartre first gazes into Simone de Beauvoir’s eyes at the École Normale Supérieure in Paris in the spring of 1929 is the only time his mind goes blank. When he finally manages to arrange a date with her a few weeks later, in early June, she doesn’t show up. Sartre sits in a tearoom in Rue de Médicis waiting for her. In vain. Paris is lovely and warm that day, with white clouds cavorting high in the deep blue sky, and he has decided not to wear a tie—he plans to take her to the nearby Jardin du Luxembourg after tea and sail model boats on the pond. He has read somewhere that this is what people do. When he has almost finished his cup of tea, after glancing at the clock for the fifteenth time and protractedly tamping and lighting his pipe, a young blonde woman comes rushing up to his table. She tells him she’s Simone’s sister, Hélène de Beauvoir. Simone can’t make it today, sadly. She is very sorry. “But how did you recognize me so easily among all these people?” Sartre asks. “Simone told me you were short, wore glasses, and were very ugly,” she explains.

			Thus begins one of the twentieth century’s strangest love stories.

			

			—

			In the late afternoon, when the sun peeks out again from under the low clouds and its rays angle into Auguststrasse, the poet Mascha Kaléko blinks and stops for a second, savoring the warmth on her skin.

			She always knocks off at four on the dot and runs out of the office of the Jewish Workers’ Welfare Center, where she has worked for the past five years, and down the stairs. Mascha pushes the door open and stands there motionless. She lets the sunshine warm her, lets her thoughts run wild, hears the trams screeching in the distance, the beer delivery carts bumping along the streets, the shrieks of children running around the courtyards here in Berlin’s Jewish quarter near Alexanderplatz, and the cries of the paperboys hawking the latest edition at the top of their voices. But then she blocks out the noise and simply soaks up the gentle warmth. The sun sinks behind the tall buildings around Friedrichstrasse, with a few last rays catching the golden dome of the synagogue in Oranienstrasse, and twilight finally comes. Yet twenty-two-year-old Mascha isn’t ready to go home just yet; she’s attracted instead to bars in the west of the city, usually to the Romanisches Café—a popular meeting place for artists at the end of the Kurfürstendamm, Berlin’s main avenue—where she sits and debates in her sonorous voice. The satirist Kurt Tucholsky, the author Joseph Roth, the actress Ruth Landshoff, and others draw up their chairs when Mascha arrives. They love her mop of curly brown hair, her knowing laugh, the benevolent wit that sparkles in her eyes. They are often joined later at the café by her husband, quiet Saul, a scholar through and through who wears metal-rimmed spectacles and has thinning hair. This skinny man is a reporter for the Jüdische Rundschau, Germany’s best-selling Jewish weekly, and a lecturer in Hebrew; he’s also madly in love. He sees the other men watching his impetuous young wife and notes how she relishes being watched. From minute to minute, quiet Saul grows more and more quiet, and he orders some tea while the others start on their first bottle of wine. After a while he politely makes his excuses, puts on his hat, picks up his briefcase, bids them farewell, and goes home. He is asleep by the time Mascha gets back to their flat on Hohenzollernkorso in Tempelhof. She gazes at him as his earnest features softly rise and fall in time to his breathing. She goes over to the kitchen table, takes a sheet of paper and a pencil, and writes him a love poem—perhaps one of the most moving love poems ever written. It begins:

			
				The others are the boundless sea;

				You, though, are the harbor deep.

			

			She scribbles, “For a man,” places it on his breakfast plate, and is soon snuggling up next to him in bed. She’ll sail away again at six the next morning to her office on the other side of the city. When Saul feels Mascha’s body against his in the safety of her home port, he stirs briefly, reaches behind himself, and, greatly relieved, caresses her tenderly.

			

			—

			No one in 1929 has yet invested any hope in the future, and no one wishes to be reminded of the past. This is why everyone is so recklessly absorbed in the present.

			

			—

			“But who would risk marrying a man for love? I shouldn’t,” Marlene Dietrich states with conviction in the spring of 1929. She speaks these lines on the stage of the Komödie am Kurfürstendamm theater, in a production of George Bernard Shaw’s play Misalliance, drawing languorously on her cigarette and lowering her eyelids in a consummate display of listless elegance.

			After the show, she drives home to the husband she didn’t marry for love, Rudolf Sieber. At home, they perform their own production of Misalliance on a daily basis. She calls him “Daddy,” he refers to her as “Mummy.” Their daughter, Maria, is four years old. The nanny, Tamara Matul, now shares the marital bed with Rudolf, much to Marlene’s relief. At last she doesn’t need to feel guilty about going out drinking every night, touring the bars, and negotiating the shifting sands of sexual identity. After her stage performances or her film shoots at the UFA studios in Babelsberg, west of Berlin, she will often come home first, take a short tour of the marina, rearrange the flowers in the vase in the hallway, kiss the sleeping Maria on the forehead, change her clothes, and drink a glass of water. Then, after applying a fresh dash of perfume, she will float out of the house on high heels with the first warm breath of night.

			

			—

			Klaus Mann has spent the twenties adrift. Though only twenty-two, he often seems washed up. He is desperate to be loved. Yet his father, stiff old Thomas Mann, can’t bring himself to forgive Klaus for happily living out his homosexuality when Thomas has spent his whole life so artfully repressing his own. He offers Klaus no help. Once, back in 1920, he could still write that he was “in love” with his son. Now, though, he hides this love from him and condemns him to a life in the shadows. Later, in Disorder and Early Sorrow, Thomas depicts his son as a “good-for-nothing and a windbag.” Life can be one long process of withdrawal. Klaus writes a letter to his father, complaining that such mockery causes him “hurt,” but he isn’t brave enough to actually send it. His patricide remains entirely literary. His novella The Fifth Child plainly depicts Mann family life in Bad Tölz. It features all his brothers and sisters but not his father, who in the book has come to a sad and premature end. Yet murder cannot heal the wounds of love denied. In his autobiography, Klaus writes of his father: “Of course there was no one’s applause I craved more than his.” But Thomas doesn’t clap. He just clears his throat.

			

			—

			Pablo Picasso paints his young lover Marie-Thérèse Walter once reclining, once standing, and once seated. Then he starts all over again. He’s rented a small flat at 11 Rue de Liège in Paris especially for her so that he can paint her and make love to her in secret. He kisses her and hurries home to his wife and child. No one has noticed so far, but one day his paintings will give him away. The paintbrush is a magic wand, the last remaining means of enchantment in a disenchanted age.

			

			—

			The twenties were a terrible decade for Gottfried Benn. Everything in Berlin was too loud, too fast, and too hedonistic for this lover of the half-light. He has moved into the graceless rooms of his office at 12 Belle-Alliance-Strasse, first floor on the right, which he calls his “retirement home.” Gottfried Benn, only forty-two at the time, treats skin ailments and sexually transmitted diseases from eight in the morning until six at night, but very few patients darken his door. “Rarely does the doorbell interrupt my most welcome twilight,” he writes to a lover.

			In the evenings he has a beer and a smoked sausage at the Reichskanzler pub around the corner and occasionally he tries to write another poem, but his poems never quite come together. The verses always have eight lines, but the words are irredeemably leaden and no publisher will print them. At night he stands at the bedroom window, turns off the light, and hopes that inspiration will return. He listens to the schmaltzy melodies coming from the terrace of the music café at the back of the courtyard. He hears couples laughing too loudly and too gratuitously in their determination that this night will end less depressingly than the previous one. He tries to drink enough coffee to give himself a caffeine rush, goes two or three days without sleeping, takes cocaine—anything to rouse the primal forces of poetry within. But they refuse to be lured out. His wife has died, he has packed off his daughter to a childless lover in Denmark, he had to relinquish his enormous flat in Passauer Strasse, and his brother was sentenced to death for his part in an assassination. Those were his “roaring” twenties. Of course, he kept having affairs, usually with actresses or singers—his preference was for widows—but his stiff manner, his bouquets of violets, his refined military bearing, and his thin voice were not exactly attributes that made the wild young things at the Romanisches Café or in the bars of Schöneberg and the Kurfürstendamm swoon. He always bowed when entering or leaving; he couldn’t help himself. Those women who sought an ounce of solace—in the form of a sensual or chemical narcotic—from the poet in the doctor’s coat and his unshakable melancholia were always in free fall, searching for a way out; they were only looking for some sympathy for the reed-fringed backwaters of their forlorn lives. Benn’s Expressionist poems inspired by the pathology department and the “cancer shed”[*] had caused a furor before the war, but that was fifteen years ago. Nowadays, everyone talks about death and sex as casually as he had back in 1913. In 1929, Dr. Gottfried Benn is a man with a past and hooded eyes—a predecessor.

			On February 1, 1929, his office telephone rings, and on the other end of the line is Lili Breda, his current lover, an out-of-work actress and yet another falling woman, aged forty-one and drained by her unfulfilled hopes in Benn and in life. She says she is on the verge of killing herself and sobs, quietly at first, then louder and louder, grief pouring out from deep inside her. She hangs up. Benn dashes from his office and races to her flat in a taxi. When he arrives, Breda’s shattered body is lying in the street; she has jumped from her bedroom window on the fifth floor. Firemen are mercifully laying a blanket over the dead body Benn has so recently caressed. He places a death announcement in the Berliner Zeitung and makes the funeral arrangements. None of the twenty mourners says a word as she is lowered into the cold earth of Stahnsdorf, near Potsdam. Although it is only half past three, the daylight is already waning. Benn presents his terse condolences to Elinor Büller, Lili’s best friend, before putting on his black hat, turning up the collar of his coat, and trudging off through the light snow. He reaches the station far too early; the next train doesn’t leave for another hour. Back at his empty office in Berlin that evening, steeped in the odors of formaldehyde and hopelessness, Benn realizes he has forgotten how to weep. “Of course,” he writes to his close friend Sophie Wasmuth that night, “of course she died from or because of me, as the saying goes.” That sobbing on the phone was the last sound he had heard Lili make.

			But the next morning, after a dreamless night, Benn rings Elinor Büller, whose hand he briefly clasped by the graveside. They are on the phone for a long time. She talks, he listens. Two weeks later they meet up, go to an exhibition of Chinese art, and have a glass of wine at Café Josty. Afterward they go to Benn’s place and make love. He simply can’t live “without it,” he says later. “The pinnacle of creation, the pig, the man,” as he once wrote in a poem.

			Soon they begin to think about marriage—Büller for the fourth time, Benn for the second. She has some calling cards printed: “Elinor Benn, née Büller.” She will never have the chance to use them, but for nine long years she remains Benn’s lover. “Dear child, let us not get married,” he repeats again and again to appease her, for marriage, he says, is “an institution to paralyze the sex drive.” And that surely can’t be her goal, can it?

			

			—

			“In many works of the Victorian era, not only in England,” the philosopher and cultural theorist Theodor Adorno writes, “the force of sexuality and the sensuality related to it becomes even more palpable through its concealment. . . . There are passages of an overwhelming tenderness, such as could be expressed only by one who was deprived of it.” The hedonistic son of a Frankfurt wine merchant, Adorno had almost everything he could possibly want. As a student in the twenties in Frankfurt, Vienna, and Berlin, he lived a life of plenty as far as his studies, his doctorate, and his advancement toward professorship were concerned—and his relations with women were no different. In his free time he composed, and he wrote music reviews. The woman he has really fallen for is the daughter of a Berlin industrialist, Margarete Karplus, who has a PhD in chemistry. Their fathers made the match. Adorno senior supplied excess tannins from his winemaking to her father, who used them to soften the gloves he produced in Berlin. Throughout her lifetime, Margarete Karplus—later Gretel Adorno—would soften the tannins in her husband’s philosophy by challenging, improving, and typing it up.

			In 1929, however, things are far less straightforward, despite her engagement to Adorno the previous year. This tall, good-looking woman from an assimilated Jewish family has dark eyes and a mind of her own. She is close friends with the playwright Bertolt Brecht, the Hungarian-born Bauhaus professor László Moholy-Nagy, the writer and cultural critic Siegfried Kracauer, the composer Kurt Weill, and the singer-actress Lotte Lenya. Her heart is torn between three brilliant philosophers—Adorno, with whom she maintains their long-term, long-distance relationship, but also Ernst Bloch and Walter Benjamin in Berlin. Her involvement with Bloch is sexual, too, but in her correspondence with Benjamin, as is often the case in letters, the platonic relationship sounds more like love.

			

			—

			On March 27, 1929, Cole Porter first asks the big question: “What is this thing called love?”

			

			—

			
			Initially Dietrich Bonhoeffer loves only God . . . and himself. Before this restless young theology student from a good family in Grunewald takes up his first overseas post with Barcelona’s Protestant community, he writes to the pastor there, Fritz Olbricht, a tough old Bavarian, asking how best to prepare. He has heard that the weather in Barcelona is hot but changeable, and is wondering what kind of suit and fabric Olbricht would recommend. Does he need special sports clothes for the clubs? What suits and ties do men wear to dinner? It is four whole weeks before Pastor Olbricht’s anger at the vain young theologian in distant Berlin abates. He replies that, regrettably, he is unable to resolve the younger man’s clothing dilemmas, but, being a vicar, he would certainly be advised to pack a cassock.

			

			—

			It has been some spring for Bertolt Brecht. Holy Saturday saw the premiere at the Theater am Schiffbauerdamm of his former lover Marieluise Fleisser’s play Pioneers in Ingolstadt. In the program he writes: “This play allows us to examine specific atavistic and prehistoric emotions”—Brecht’s own prehistoric emotions, for example. In the play, Berta, the maid, discovers that her lover, Korl, not only has other women besides her but is married and even has children. This was precisely the shocking discovery that Marieluise Fleisser had once made regarding Brecht, and so she has Berta lament: “We missed out on something important. We missed out on love.” Yet shortly after the premiere, the atavistic and prehistoric Brecht moves on to his next act—he doesn’t intend to miss out on anything in life, other than love.

			On April 10, 1929, he weds Helene Weigel, with whom he already has a young son. He describes her as “kind, gruff, brave, and unpopular,” to which we might add: “the polar opposite of her husband in every respect.” What does he do straight after saying yes at the registry office in Charlottenburg? He races to the station to pick up his mistress. The only problem? He’s still clutching the wedding bouquet—a bunch of tired daffodils. When he confesses to Carola Neher at Zoo station that he married Helene Weigel half an hour before, an “unavoidable” but “insignificant” act, she hurls the wilted flowers to the ground and turns furiously on her heel. She has traveled the whole way to Berlin from Davos, where she had been nursing her dying husband, the poet Klabund (Alfred Henschke), to find that Brecht has gone and gotten married again—and, not for the first time, to someone other than her. The events of that spring come as an even greater shock to Elisabeth Hauptmann, Brecht’s closest colleague and lover. When she hears about the whirlwind wedding, she attempts to kill herself in her flat. However, six days later, as soon as she has recovered her health and her wits, she starts writing a new play and calls it—this is no joke—Happy End.

			She asks Brecht to write the songs for it in return for a third of the fee. He eventually has to call in Kurt Weill for the music, leaving himself free to make tweaks to the play itself during a working holiday in Bavaria with Hauptmann. When rehearsals begin in July, Brecht provides his personal take on happy endings. The leading role in one lover’s play is taken by another, Carola Neher, since she happens to be in Berlin, while Brecht’s wife acts the secondary role of “The Lady in Gray”—a casting that speaks volumes. The male lead is played by Theo Lingen, new partner of Brecht’s ex-wife Marianne Zoff and stepfather to Brecht’s daughter Hanne (I realize it’s hard to keep track). Brecht’s sadistic desire to see all his women suffer simultaneously makes for good drama. It is now, of all times, that Uhu magazine chooses to ask him what he thinks about jealousy. A swaggering Brecht answers: “The bourgeois are now the last representatives of what was once a tragic virtue.” He writes this while smugly contemplating a plaster cast of his own face that sits on his desk. If your whole world revolves around yourself, you have every chance of getting whiplash. With Brecht, however, this only ever happens to the many people who dare to disturb his orbit.

			

			—

			The nights Walter Benjamin has shared with Asja Lācis, the charmless Latvian communist he met on Capri, come to a most unsatisfactory ending. As they lie there, eyes half open, still half asleep, he tries to tell her about his dreams. Asja “didn’t want to hear them and interrupted him, but he told her anyway.” She tells him that her only dream is that he will finally divorce Dora, his wife. This is followed by breakfast, where the mood is like a limp slice of rye bread.

			

			—

			On March 14, Christopher Isherwood, a twenty-four-year-old who has recently dropped out of his medical studies and joined the literary scene, boards the afternoon train from London to Dover. Outside it is raining, with thunder and scudding clouds. He is wearing his Cambridge tie, and he hangs his wet Burberry coat on a peg to dry. In dark, foggy Dover he takes the steamer to Ostend, and the third-class bar is full of loud soldiers posted to Wiesbaden. Two of them recognize his tie and raise their glasses. In Ostend he catches the train to Cologne, where a station official solemnly holds up a wooden sign announcing the train to Berlin like an imminent revelation. Once aboard, Isherwood dozes and watches the dreary winter landscape flash past, his mind empty yet conscious that his future begins here. Though his luggage is light, his desire weighs heavy. He’s thinking of Berlin because Berlin, he knows, “meant boys.”

			Isherwood lives next door to Magnus Hirschfeld’s famous Institute for Sexual Science. He goes there almost every day for five o’clock tea with Karl Giese, the partner of Hirschfeld, the notorious “Einstein of sex.” When Giese talks about Hirschfeld, an imposing scholar decades his senior who boasts a big bushy beard, he refers to him reverently as “Daddy.” Isherwood respectfully calls Giese a “sturdy peasant youth with a girl’s heart.”

			Daddy Hirschfeld acknowledged in his 1928 essay “My Relationship with Great Literature” that poetry had been his “first love” before he dedicated himself to sexual research—it is no wonder that he repeatedly invokes Schiller and Goethe as primary witnesses in his writings on homosexuality. Hirschfeld takes particular pleasure in having an author as a neighbor. Many times, Isherwood shows English friends around the institute’s museum—a “must” for friends of homosexuality, because Hirschfeld has spent decades collecting the finest artifacts, aphrodisiacs, and curios from sexuality’s gray zones. In 1929 he is writing a new book about sexual stimulants that will be four hundred pages long and contain one hundred detailed and instructive illustrations.

			An admiring hum runs around the bar whenever wise old Hirschfeld enters Eldorado, Berlin’s most famous temple of homosexuality, in order to trade theory for practice at the end of the working day. Here, Isherwood tells us, he is known not as “Daddy” but as “Auntie Magnesia.”

			

			—

			Even Albert Einstein, the inventor of the theory of relativity, knows that time and space play a significant role in love and are not easily overcome. “Writing is stupid,” he writes in a telegram to his wife on the lakeshore at Caputh. “This Sunday I will kiss you on the lips.” So Sunday = kiss x time squared.

			

			—

			Billy Wilder is also busy writing in the early summer of 1929. He’s working on the script for his film People on Sunday, one of the last silent films and, more important, a true Berlin film—meaning low-budget but sexy—written in the Romanisches Café over umpteen cups of coffee. Wilder and his colleagues have acquired some cast-off Agfa film from UFA studios, but after filming starts in July, it is interrupted again and again because money has run out. Four of the five main actors have never acted on camera before. The scriptwriter is a dancer, a reporter, and a rogue; the assistants bail on the project; and the actors have to make it up as they go along. The film is initially shot at Zoo station amid the deafening din of arriving trains, and then in a small clearing out in Wannsee. They eat sausages and potato salad, and there is much flirting under tall pine trees, lingering shots of sudden sunlight on skimpy summer dresses, and men puffing on cigarettes when they forget their lines. This suits the two leading actors to a tee—they tend to forget their lines in real life as well, and Wilder and his business partner Curt Siodmak have told them just to play themselves. And so the cabdriver and the wine merchant, the female model and the female record seller are entirely themselves in a film that is as ephemeral and illogical as life itself. Or as life in Berlin, at any rate.

			Lust, quickly satisfied under tall pines on a Sunday, still causes some pain and much melancholy in the light of a bedside lamp that evening. There is no mention of love—and not because this is a silent film.

			

			—

			Around the same time, the satirist Kurt Tucholsky and journalist Lisa Matthias are lounging on a lawn beside a large Swedish lake like two of the lead actors in People on Sunday. This isn’t a silent film, so they can chatter on and on—which is what they’ve been doing from the moment they met at a fancy-dress party. Tucholsky, who has just returned from Paris without his wife to succeed the late Siegfried Jacobsohn as head of Die Weltbühne magazine, has told the thrill-hungry young woman about his marital problems in those first intoxicated hours—“as middle-aged men are inclined to do at dawn,” the seemingly seasoned Matthias later records.

			Lisa Matthias: twice married, twice a mother, with her tomboy looks, her cabriolet, her extravagant love life, and her witty articles about driving and Hemingway’s trips to Berlin, in 1929 and 1931, when he roamed the streets in a charming drunken haze and bought avant-garde art at Alfred Flechtheim’s gallery. She was the model Berliner woman of her time, courted not just by Tucholsky but by the publisher Peter Suhrkamp and the writer Lion Feuchtwanger, too.

			To start with, she and Tucholsky see little of each other aside from short trysts at his pied-à-terre, but “Lottchen,” as he calls Lisa, immediately stars in his features as a typical chatty Berliner. However, as Lisa Matthias becomes more of a fixture in Tucholsky’s articles than in his life, her pout also becomes more fixed. When he does see her, all he wants to do is jump into bed with her. As she complains to a friend: “There’s a bit too much lovemaking with no real love. Neither of us can really stomach it.” No matter, though: “It’s still an interesting affair.” Her intellectual needs are attended to, and one should not be too greedy emotionally: “Love is always a little bitter, Daddy says. It’s true.”

			He was her “Daddy”—and she? Ich war Tucholskys Lottchen (I Was Tucholsky’s Lottchen) is the title she gives her memoirs. There we learn that the sofa is their “meadow of sin” and that Tucholsky snores so loudly that she always stomps off to the guest bedroom at around two in the morning. Yet this is still somehow not enough for Matthias: she wants her poet to herself, without his journalist colleagues, without all the other coffeehouse patrons, without the hum and whir and aggravations of Berlin. She wants to go away with him. Then again, she has yet to experience what it means for a woman to go on holiday with Kurt Tucholsky: it means love as material for his next book. His romantic holiday in Rheinsberg with his lover Else Weil resulted in Rheinsberg, the enchanting “Storybook for Lovers,” and his journey across the Pyrenees with his current wife, Mary Gerold, formed the core of Among Other Things in the Pyrenees.

			As he and Lisa Matthias set out for Gripsholm in Sweden in April 1929, he already has the speech marks in mind. They hurtle northward in Lisa’s Chevrolet, which bears the license plate IA 47-407. And when Tucholsky has crafted their Swedish escapade, with the occasional whimsical embellishment, into Castle Gripsholm: A Summer Story, he will dedicate it to “IA 47-407” in the book’s preface. His wife, Mary, may not recognize the reference in faraway Paris, but the drinkers on the café terraces along the Kurfürstendamm and in Schöneberg certainly will—Lisa used to casually park the car on the sidewalk at all hours of the day and night. To be so easily identified as the partner of the great Tucholsky will fill her with silent pride.

			Anyway, they’re in Sweden, lying alongside each other on an extremely green lawn in Läggesta, across Lake Mälar from Gripsholm Castle and squinting at the camera. Their eyes say, “Let’s see where this takes us.” They soon find a cozy little summer house built of the finest red wood and try living as lovers, even if Lisa keeps reporting that she “has no great erotic interest.” He is funny, though, this Tucholsky, and so she is seduced again and again and leaves their shared bed only when his snoring becomes unbearable at around two a.m., as she so precisely consigns to posterity. And the next morning, when the birds are chirping outside, the sun has tickled the cats awake, and motes of dust are floating around the room, when the kitchen smells of coffee and high spirits, they occasionally even consider themselves happy. They go outside, down to the lake, swim, splash each other, and laugh. They eat pudding with mixed berries; Lisa stands in the kitchen cooking custard for “Daddy” to eat with his. She is his “mother, cradle, comrade,” Tucholsky tells her—and it’s meant to sound romantic. After they have made love in the afternoon and Lisa has gone off to swim in the lake again, so wonderfully cool at that hour, Tucholsky sits down at his desk and writes to Mary in Paris: “Otherwise, it’s all very so-so—I live like a hermit here.”

			

			—

			Picasso still occasionally paints his wife, Olga. In previous years he used to paint her almost constantly, with her graceful ballerina’s body, but Marie-Thérèse Walter is his main model nowadays. “How terrible that a woman can tell so clearly from my pictures when she was replaced,” Picasso says. The sense of having been replaced almost drives Olga mad. She screams, rages, and storms around before sliding into depression for weeks on end and checking herself into clinics on the shores of quiet, distant lakes. In Picasso, her anger kindles the forces of rebellious creativity inspired by guilt and defiance.

			And so, on May 5, 1929, Picasso agrees to paint Olga again. Whereas posing for a portrait was once a game between the two of them, a wrestling match, an erotic trial of strength, now it is a cold war. Neither of them says a word. Picasso stares at her and paints. In her nakedness she feels no longer admired but exposed. She sits on her chair, freezing. Self-hatred is festering away inside her, as well as hatred for the man she once loved so much but who constantly cheats on her now. Picasso paints stoically on. At some point he cuts short his work and adds his signature to the bottom of the still-damp oil painting. Olga wraps herself in a kimono and comes round behind her husband to look at the painting. Her legs give way from the shock. The picture shows not a woman but a monster, its face twisted in horror, its limbs deformed. She dresses and leaves without another word.

			Picasso stands by the window, smoking and thinking of Marie-Thérèse, who is due to come and see him later. Picasso’s paintings of Olga in 1929 are not portraits but exorcisms. Picasso wants to paint her out of his heart; he doesn’t care what effect this has on her. He calls the picture Woman in a Red Armchair. It is the first nude in a long-running feud.

			

			—

			Erich Mühsam often forgets that he’s married. It isn’t that he doesn’t love his Zenzl; no, that’s not it. He does love her—and, above all, her character.

			There are just so many other things to do. Mühsam, the thick-bearded, ever-restless social revolutionary, the communist voice of warning and proponent of “wild living” and a more humane Germany, is still vaunting anarchism and persuading young workers to join the liberation struggle, even after spending five years in jail for his efforts during the Bavarian Soviet Republic. He likes going to the theater, too, loves drinking in the bohemian pubs of Berlin and Munich, plays chess, flirts, writes for the German Communist Party’s Rote Fahne (Red Flag) newspaper, and travels around the country, rushing from one lecture to the next. Whenever he gets particularly excited about some young revolutionaries, he brings five or six of them home to the revolutionary horseshoe-shaped Hufeisensiedlung estate, designed by Bruno Taut, in the Britz district of Berlin. He tells Zenzl that all these people are moving in with them for the foreseeable future. Anarchism doesn’t stop at the front door, he tells her. And she goes to the stove and cooks sullenly for seven or eight rather than two. She knows that he has generally been to bed with at least one of the young female revolutionaries. If she cries about it, he looks at her in astonishment and says he always told her he could only tolerate a “free marriage.” Does she remember agreeing to that? She did, Zenzl replies, but she doesn’t agree anymore. Then she gets angry and sobs and shouts, and Mühsam stays away for a few days, sometimes a few weeks. It’s not much fun being married to an anarchist.

			On May 1, 1929, International Workers’ Day, he’s out in the streets without Zenzl, who has warned him to be careful. He marches through the streets of Treptow with the communists, delivering fiery speeches; there are some small skirmishes with the police, and then the next day he moves on to Neukölln, where the workers have erected barricades and are fighting ferocious running battles with the police. It ends in slaughter, Berlin’s “Bloody May,” after which the German Communist Party’s combat wing, the Alliance of Red Front-Fighters, is banned.[*] However, on May 6, while everyone is still up in arms about the thirty-three dead and two hundred fifty injured, Erich Mühsam, this eternal romantic, joins the Anarchist Youth in Weinmeisterstrasse close to Alexanderplatz and gives a speech about “freedom in love.” It is not known whether he returned home to Zenzl after this or went about his free-loving ways elsewhere.

			

			—

			The only letter Vladimir Nabokov—later such a major author but for now a relatively minor one—writes to his wife in 1929 contains two words and an exclamation point: “Caught thais!” Perhaps he leaves it on the bed while she is still asleep in the sun-filled room in the small hotel in Le Boulou in the Pyrenees, where they are on their first proper holiday together. His catch is a butterfly, a rare Spanish specimen from the Papilio genus. Véra smiles when she sees the note because she knows her husband loves nothing better than to stride across meadows, his feet damp with the nighttime dew, catching butterflies in his white net.

			Vladimir snared Véra a few years earlier, using nothing more than words. “The Encounter,” a poem he published in the Russian émigré newspaper Rul, contained verses no one but Véra could decipher:

			
				I wander, and strain to hear

				the movement of the stars above our encounter

				And what if you are to be my fate . . .

			

			Very soon afterward, Vladimir realized that Véra was his fate, and so he wrote:

			
				I must tell you one thing . . . Maybe I have already told you this, but, just in case, I will tell you again. Pussycat, this is very important—please—pay attention. There are many important things in life, for ex.: tennis, the sun, literature—but this thing is simply incomparable with all of them—it’s so much more important, deeper, broader, and more divine. This thing—there’s no need for such a long foreword; I’ll tell you directly what the matter is. Here: I love you.

			

			That was the moment when Véra, this beautiful, glittering, noble butterfly, knew that she need fly no more. The couple were married and somehow scraped by in the strange world of 1920s Berlin. Most of the Russians who had fled to Germany before the October Revolution had long since packed up and moved on to Paris. But Véra worked for a law firm and translated, and Vladimir gave tennis lessons, acted as an extra in films produced by UFA studios, and taught bright boys chess and old ladies Russian. Mainly, of course, he wrote, and they owed their wonderful southern springtime holidays in 1929 to Ullstein Verlag, which had printed advance copies of his new novel, King, Queen, Knave, paying him the enormous sum—by his standards—of 7,500 reichsmarks. Nabokov had smuggled a reference to his bliss with Véra into the book, giving them a waltz-on part as a couple to whom all eyes are drawn:

			
				Franz had long since noticed this couple; they had appeared to him in fleeting glimpses, like a recurrent dream image or a subtle leitmotiv—now at the beach, now in a café, now on the promenade. Sometimes the man carried a butterfly net. The girl had a delicately painted mouth and tender gray-blue eyes, and her fiancé or husband, slender, elegantly balding, contemptuous of everything on earth but her, was looking at her with pride; and Franz felt envious of that unusual pair.

			

			Véra and Vladimir Nabokov are a very unusual couple: they are happy together.

			

			—

			On July 8, 1929, Jean-Paul Sartre finally meets the popular Simone de Beauvoir for the first time outside the walls of the Sorbonne. He is joined in his small room in halls by his fellow student René Maheu. Only seventy-six students from the whole of France have been entered for the École Normale’s agrégation exams, and successful candidates will get a lifelong job as a philosophy teacher at a French high school. After the written test, everyone is revising for the oral examination, which is regarded as horrendously difficult. The pressure is almost unbearable—candidates must read the entire history of European philosophy. Entering Sartre’s room on a social visit, Beauvoir is shocked by the dirt, mess, and smell, but she tries not to let this put her off; when they are all seated, she delivers a forty-minute interpretation of Leibniz’s metaphysics. Sartre and Maheu find little to add; they imagined a more relaxed get-together. Maheu, who is attracted to Beauvoir, is especially disappointed by the formality of her visit. She’s knocked off her stride only once during her presentation—by the sight of the bedside lampshade, which is a patchwork of red underwear. She’s unaware that it was given to Sartre by Simone Jollivet, his lover from Toulouse, a high-class prostitute with literary ambitions—and it’s better that way. When Beauvoir has left, the two men try to come up with a nickname for her. Sartre is keen on “Valkyrie” because she strikes him as being like a Nordic virgin goddess of war. No, Maheu retorts, she’s like a beaver that gnaws away at the trees of knowledge and assembles them into a new building, so she’s le castor. This meets with Sartre’s approval. The next time they all meet up, they call Simone de Beauvoir “Castor,” a name she’ll keep for the rest of her life.

			When the results of the written examination are announced on July 17, Sartre and Beauvoir discover that they have both passed and are therefore eligible to take the oral exam. Their matchmaker, Maheu, has failed, however, and leaves Paris without further ado. That same evening Sartre invites Beauvoir to dinner for the first time, orders a bottle of fine wine, and declares, “From now on I’m going to look after you, Castor.” The next morning, they continue revising their philosophy—and they go on to spend the next fortnight together, with Kant, Rousseau, Leibniz, and Plato for company. Now and then they go for a cup of coffee or a glass of wine in the evenings, followed by an outing to the cinema to see a western. The next morning at eight o’clock, she sits down to study again. There are no signs of affection for now, but they’re already entwined in thought.

			The results of the oral examination are posted on July 30. Sartre comes first, with Beauvoir second. The happy runner-up departs the next day with her family for her aunt’s house in the countryside and spends a long summer in the fields and vales of Limousin. As she roams the meadows, she thinks of Sartre but more often of his good-looking friend Maheu, noting in her diary: “I need Sartre and love Maheu. I love Sartre for what he gives me and Maheu for what he is.” Yet it is not Maheu but Sartre whom she invites to see her in rural Saint-Germain-les-Belles. He jumps on a train and takes a room at a small hotel nearby, and they meet up every day to laze in a small clearing in a chestnut coppice, drinking cider, eating baguette and cheese, and philosophizing. It’s warm, it’s August, and a light breeze is coming from the mountains. They exchange tender kisses, and as night falls, they dream of a future together. These are the most wonderful days of their lives.

			

			—

			When the erotic dancer Josephine Baker and the Italian count Giuseppe “Pepito” Abatino decide to get married in Paris, they hold a press conference at the Ritz hotel. The world’s newspapers report on the event, printing photos of the happy, giggling couple, and from that moment on they are considered man and wife. It is the Cinderella story of a girl from the slums of St. Louis who has won the heart of a dashing European nobleman. However, the bridegroom would rather not tie the knot at a registry office because it would blow his cover. He isn’t actually an Italian count from a lineage stretching back centuries or a gallant cavalry lieutenant but a simple Sicilian stonemason.

			Josephine Baker, though, really is an exuberant twenty-one-year-old African American girl with no education, no false modesty, and no sense of timekeeping. What she does have is an unerring sense of rhythm and a unique gift for dancing. Pepito the stonemason molds her body into the perfect modern sculpture, and even in the 1920s that means making her into a brand. He celebrates her talent, cultivates her foibles, and annihilates her opponents. Josephine Baker becomes “Josephine Baker,” and soon she is capable not just of dancing her name but also of adding the quotation marks that jiggle around the two words like the skirt made of bananas that becomes her trademark.

			When Georges Simenon, the great crime writer, was Josephine’s manager and lover, he merely kept her papers in order and made sure that the bills for her silk underwear were paid once in a while and that at least twice a week she was on time for her revue. Pepito has bigger ideas. He wants to clean up, and Josephine goes along with this. It’s the first time a white man has been eager not just to bed her but to marry her (or at least claim to intend to), and that’s the kind of emotional support she’s been missing all her life. Pepito is offering her not only stability but a career plan. The posters advertising her revue at the Folies Bergère now read: “Starring Joséphine Baker, Countess Pepito Abatino.” Along with his title, he has bestowed an acute accent on her name.

			Pepito has seen to it that women can buy their daughters Barbie-like Josephine Baker dolls as well as Josephine Baker skin-care products for themselves. He launches a tanning oil, a body lotion, and the famous Bakerfix pomade, with which the woman whose name it bears and her manager love to gel back their hair. As for the men, they can carry on dreaming of the Black dancer’s beauty and abandon, long after seeing her perform. Pepito calls Josephine Baker’s show Un vent de folie (A Breath of Folly). He knows what he’s doing. This is the breath of fresh air that all of Paris has been yearning for in the late 1920s, but he can also see that the effect is gradually wearing off. So first he has Baker publish an autobiography, even though she is only in her early twenties. In this guileless and eccentric book, she talks about cosmetics and her pets, about her pink dressing gown and Paris. Next, they make plans to have the great Viennese modernist architect Adolf Loos build them a house in the center of the city. It would have been spectacular: an iconic building with a black-and-white-striped marble facade and the whole interior designed as a stage for Baker, Europe’s first African American superstar, with a pool in the middle for her to be a swimming Venus. Sadly, though, the plans are never realized—by now her star is on the wane in Paris. Pepito’s response is to organize a grand European tour that veers between triumph and racism.

			Before setting out, Josephine has to bid farewell to her pets. With a heavy heart, she leaves her budgerigars, rabbits, cats, and piglet behind. The only animals allowed on the train are her Pekingese lapdogs, Fifi and Baby Girl. They are joined by fifteen trunks containing 196 pairs of shoes and 137 costumes and furs. It’s not hard to see why Pepito’s mother would write in a letter to a friend that Josephine could easily send a few more clothes and shoes her way. Another item on the customs list: sixty-four kilos of face powder. This is one product the savvy Pepito has cannily declined to market. After all, if everyone knew that Josephine Baker powdered her face before performances to make her look whiter, she could kiss her large Black following goodbye. For the white people of Eastern Europe, on the other hand, sixty-four kilos of powder are nowhere near enough. While the Parisian dance sensation reaps acclaim onstage in Vienna and Budapest by night, by day her detractors bring out the big guns. Everywhere she goes, conservative and religious groups close ranks against her. As her train rolls into Vienna to the sound of cheering from the crowded platform, the bells of the Paulanerkirche ring out to denounce this spectacle of carnal desire and sinful cavorting, with the populace instructed to forswear the “black devil.” At Sunday Mass, priests describe the dangers of the nefarious dances Josephine Baker will perform that evening in such lurid detail that many in the congregation hurry away to secure a ticket as soon as the Lord’s Prayer has left their lips. The result is that, for weeks, Baker plays to full houses at the Johann Strauss Theater.

			On she travels through Europe, with her fifteen trunks, two dogs, and one husband—to Budapest, Prague, Zagreb, and Amsterdam. She is even granted permission to perform in Basel despite Switzerland’s stringent regulations concerning nudity onstage. The sole exception is Munich, due to Bavaria’s 1929 clampdown on public morals. The most violent protests occur in Berlin, although as recently as 1926 it was the scene of her greatest triumphs. Berlin was where she was seduced by the German American actress Ruth Landshoff and revered by the diplomat, writer, and patron of the arts Harry Graf Kessler, who wrote a ballet for her. So dear are her memories of the city—its buzz, its breakneck lifestyle, and its tolerance—that she actually planned to stay for six months and perhaps even establish an offshoot of her French club, Chez Joséphine. But the breath of folly is gone. The day after her appearance onstage alongside a German dancer, one critic fulminates: “How dare you allow our gorgeous blonde Lea Seidl to perform with a Negro?” The far-right Völkischer Beobachter brands her a “half-ape,” and when the newspaper reports aren’t racist, they’re antisemitic. The revue organizers are Jewish, and the combination of a naked Black dancer and Jewish promoters is too much for the Nazi press. When a gang of Nazi paramilitary troublemakers hurl stink bombs during a performance, Baker packs up her things in the middle of her routine and leaves. The show is canceled, and she and Pepito flee back to Paris in the early summer of 1929.

			

			—

			When Anaïs Nin and her banker husband, Hugh Parker Guiler, aka Hugo, relocate to Paris in the twenties and move into a flat at 11 Rue Schoelcher, right next to Montparnasse Cemetery, it’s impossible to guess that thirty years later Simone de Beauvoir will move into the very same apartment. In any case, in Nin’s disillusionment at finding herself newlywed and in Paris, she notes in her diary: “I wish I’d never come. One must be in a romantic mood in Paris or it’s a complete letdown.” Hugo keeps giving her new editions of The Kama Sutra that he buys from booksellers on the banks of the Seine, but in her diary Nin writes: “I love purity.” Other than that, the only things she loves are her diaries, the true elixir of her life. She fits each one with a small lock and wears the key on a gold chain around her neck; she only ever removes it while she’s learning to belly dance. Her teacher deplores her lack of talent. She’ll have to come up with something else. She often doesn’t get out of bed for days on end, and she fills diary after diary with musings about her lethargy. She doesn’t really know how to love, so she tries to learn by devouring D. H. Lawrence’s Women in Love. She writes in her diary that she is entranced by the way Lawrence hurls himself into chaos, “in the sense that delving into chaos is a characteristic of our epoch.” It would soon be a characteristic of her life, too.

			

			—

			At around the same time, Henry Miller is also reading Women in Love on his bed in his small apartment on Clinton Avenue in Brooklyn. Right now, though, he finds himself deeply unloved by that sector of humanity. He can’t get over the fact that his wife, June, has invited her lover, Mara Andrews, into their flat, while he has to sleep on the sofa. Night after night, the two women drink their way around town. One evening Miller feels so desperate that he hangs their marriage certificate on the mirror in the hall, so it will be the first thing they see after staggering up the stairs. But they walk straight past it on their way to the conjugal bed.

			

			—

			Ruth Landshoff always kisses with her eyes open; she likes to know whose lips are glued to hers. In the late twenties she flits around Berlin like an agitated bird, twittering and hopping between Josephine Baker, the set designer Mopsa Sternheim, Klaus Mann, and the playwright Karl Vollmoeller, between cafés, salons, and cabarets, between high and low culture, and between the sexes. People are almost shocked when she manages to sit still for once and even more so if she stops talking. As soon as she smiles, the whole world is bathed in gold. But when she doesn’t smile, she looks as if she’s crying.

			Today she’s picking Charlie Chaplin up from the airport. She is supposed to show him Berlin, but mainly she will show him herself.

			

			—

			On July 6, 1929, forty-nine-year-old Alma Mahler—Gustav Mahler’s widow—finally marries the writer Franz Werfel, eleven years her junior, and becomes Alma Mahler-Werfel. They’ve been living in sin for ten years, and Franz is most relieved to be able to return to Alma’s house in Breitenstein am Semmering as soon as the wedding is over. At the time of their marriage they are, in fact, on the brink of splitting up. Alma’s plan is for Franz to produce “great literature.” She’s usually away traveling, and he is glad to be left alone as much as possible. Not only does Alma love to gossip all day, chattering endlessly about who’s having an affair with whom, but also Franz has become terrified of her antisemitic tirades. Four weeks before the wedding, she ordered him to renounce Judaism, and she categorically refused to let his Jewish parents attend the reception. When her blood is up and she begins to drain glass after glass of her favorite Bénédictine liqueur in her quest for “powerful sensations,” frail Franz packs his suitcases, dons his hat, and heads for the peace and quiet of the mountains. No sooner has she raced off to Venice after their wedding than he secretly rejoins the Jewish community. She writes drunkenly in her diary: “I drink to be happy.” Meanwhile, he writes one book after another so as not to become unhappy.

			

			—

			The poet Hugo von Hofmannsthal was exhausted when he came into the world in 1874.

			
				The weariness of peoples quite forgotten

				I cannot banish from my eyelids

			

			he wrote as an eighteen-year-old prodigy. Yet Vienna was actually just rousing from its slumbers, and the world spirit was awakening wild, creative forces in Egon Schiele and Georg Trakl, Ludwig Wittgenstein and Sigmund Freud, Arthur Schnitzler and Karl Kraus, and many others. Hofmannsthal stood on the sidelines, buffeted by the modernization that was accelerating all around him. At twenty-five he was a legend, but at fifty-five he is a well-dressed fossil, an intellectual aristocrat, an unbearable snob who occasionally furnishes librettos to Richard Strauss. Now and then he produces a piece of prose as exquisitely spun as the tips of his mustache. He had declared that the “conservative revolution” should be the great vision of the 1920s, which for him includes an unflagging defense of marriage. It’s true: every one of his comedies and librettos is a strident glorification of marriage. All his views on the institution, he writes to his friend Carl Burckhardt, are hidden in his plays. So well hidden, apparently, that his wife, Gerty, has to search long and hard for them. For the great theorist of marriage is not a particularly active practitioner. His primary virtue as a husband appears to be his tolerance. He thinks it completely normal, for example, that his wife shows no interest in the issues he discusses with his friends and that she leaves the room when he proposes to read something aloud. “Marriage,” he says, “is not about sharing everything.”

			He expresses this opinion in his books, though in a slightly more convoluted form. Marriage, he writes in Ad me ipsum, resolves the “two antinomies of life—that of passing time and permanence, and that of loneliness and community.” Life without attachment would result in a life without purpose, while a person who did not marry would vegetate in a sort of “preexistence.” It is fairly obvious why Hugo von Hofmannsthal’s theories gained little traction in Berlin and Paris during the Roaring Twenties. In Rodaun, however, the well-to-do Vienna suburb to which he has withdrawn, and at the Salzburg Festival, married couples welcome his sung theories with a grateful smile and briefly clasp each other’s hands.

			How often does Hugo hold Gerty’s hand? It’s hard to say, for there are two people who never feature in his prose or letters—Gerty and himself. He is considered even by his friends the most private of men regarding both his inner life and his Jewish heritage, and he doesn’t intend to change that. As early as the 1920s he warns everyone against writing his biography—it would be “silly,” and he was planning to leave instructions to “prevent such twaddle.”

			He keeps the most private and vulnerable parts of himself under lock and key; his oversensitive soul has outlawed any physical or erotic impulses. For him, marriage is an intellectual affair. But does he realize that this, like so many other good concepts, contains a practical flaw? His wife has three children by him—Christiane, born in 1902; Franz, in 1903; and Raimund, in 1906—but Hofmannsthal makes sure he is away on an extended international lecture tour around the expected time of each birth. Nor is he in any hurry to come back. He has an incredible gift for elusion. Friends, obligations, children, work. And women? We don’t know. Although as a young man he rejected advances from the poet Stefan George, he does cultivate close friendships with a number of homosexuals, including the dramatist and diplomat Leopold Andrian, the poet Rudolf Alexander Schröder, and the writer Harry Graf Kessler. Early on, Kessler perceptively notes that when Hofmannsthal talks to women, he acts “a bit like a diplomat, like an eighty-year-old.” In reality, he has just turned thirty.

			After his first encounter with Gerty Schlesinger, his future wife, he writes to her brother to inform him why he has chosen her as his spouse: “She faces life with assurance and without longing.” This appears to relax him. Gerty is “thankfully devoid of gravity,” or, expressed in far less pleasant terms, she has a wonderful way of “warding off anything that is intellectually beyond her by serenely accepting her intellectual limitations as a fact of life.” She is very happy in this state, he writes, and hence there is no point in “educating her with books or conversation or anything else.” This, then, is Hofmannsthal’s image of the ideal wife.

			The certainty with which he proclaims he cannot “imagine life without marriage” always seems like an amulet to ward off an evil spell. For him, marriage appears to be the epitome of perfect solitude, a lifelong attempt to undercut his attraction to men with a torrent of words. It is as if the author of the libretto for Der Rosenkavalier wished to create a particularly brilliant specimen of “the husband” to protect him from himself. It almost seems as if he managed to conceal his true inclinations from himself by permanently burnishing the veneer and lyric armor of art. There is no Aschenbach casting longing gazes at young men on the Lido as there is in Thomas Mann’s Death in Venice; no smart waiter strutting through his diaries as there is in Mann’s. Hugo von Hofmannsthal’s stance on marriage bears similarities to his attitude toward heroism. During the First World War he loudly extolled the soldier’s virile appetite for sacrifice but moved heaven and earth to get himself transferred at the earliest opportunity from the murderous front line to the comfort of his study.

			There’s no escaping his fiercest battle, though. Scarred by life at only twenty-five, Hugo and Gerty’s son Franz moves back in with his parents in Rodaun. He is battling to step out of Hugo von Hofmannsthal’s shadow by writing poetry, falling unhappily in love, and ranting against an all-powerful father who favors his sister over him. Again and again, though, words fail him and he is left to rage in silence, as if he can’t really express the agonies tormenting his soul. Suddenly one night, on July 13, there is the crack of a gunshot from Franz’s room. In their separate bedrooms, Hugo and Gerty wake with a start. Franz has killed himself. Hugo is reduced to sitting apathetically in his armchair. While attempting to rise to go to his son’s funeral two days later, he dies of a cardiac arrest—a broken heart. “He who has the Son has life; he who does not have the Son . . . does not have life” (1 John 5:12). He is buried two days later in Kalksburg cemetery alongside Franz. Hugo was very attached to the Franciscan Order and, in accordance with his last wish, is buried in a Franciscan robe. This great theorist of marriage thus ends his life as a chaste monk.

			

			—

			Klaus Mann’s obituary for Hugo von Hofmannsthal reads more like an obituary for Franz, full of sympathy for an insufficiently loved son’s need to depart a life where he is suffocated by his father’s fame. “He died as one of us, as our brother. He failed where we too might have failed; we were certainly not much stronger than he. Since we live on, we are now partly responsible for his death and therefore also for his father’s which followed.” What monstrous words for one son to write for another, including the revelation that he has long known that his open homosexuality is a constant embarrassment to his father. In the very few photos of Thomas and Klaus Mann together that do exist, Klaus, who usually loves to strike dandyish poses, is tense, his smile insecure. Life only gets more oppressive for Klaus Mann soon after, when his father is awarded the 1929 Nobel Prize in Literature. Within days of the announcement, Klaus begins to take morphine to numb his pain, in addition to his customary cocaine. He doesn’t attend the Nobel Prize ceremony in Stockholm: his father didn’t invite him.

			

			—

			A cult of coolness is in the air in 1929. Should someone’s eyes well up with tears, people will argue that the heart is just a muscle and romanticism a nineteenth-century style. “We were all very normal children of the cold peace. We were all callously cold, and most of us knew that it would all go wrong again soon enough,” recalls Lisa Matthias, Kurt Tucholsky’s long-suffering Lottchen. The traumatic effects of the First World War and the terrors of ice and darkness ensure that men in particular gird themselves against any display of emotion. Walter Gropius with his starched suits and fixed stare at the Bauhaus in Weimar and Dessau; Max Beckmann in his Self-Portrait in Tuxedo; the author photo of fur-collared Ernst Jünger in Storm of Steel—the New Objectivity artists take a cold snobbery toward themselves and others to the extreme. This imperative of artificiality is a departure from the Expressionists’ ideal of “authenticity.” Now painters look at their models as doctors would: Please undress, but don’t reveal anything to me.

			Otto Dix, a passionate reader of Nietzsche, paints himself as a North Pole explorer, and Georg Grosz boasts about his “pack-ice personality.” In his stiff leather jacket, Bertolt Brecht declares “Praise the cold!” in The Reader for City-Dwellers—and Ernst Jünger demands “below-zero literature.” How best to go about this? In his Guide to “Licentious” Berlin, Curt Moreck recommends that “amid the glistening spotlessness of glass and nickel” in the new bars lining the Kurfürstendamm, “one can cool one’s insides with fantastically mixed American iced drinks.”

			

			—

			Is being cool an exclusively male pursuit? Of course not. Tamara de Lempicka practices it her whole life in her painting, experimenting with materials and effects until she has found her style. Cold skin, as smooth as enamel, reminiscent of billboard messages, the bodies elongated and contorted in the style of the Italian Mannerists. Later, when people notice how precisely what Lempicka paints complements the classic elegance of the French furniture of the period, it will become known as Art Deco. Later still, when Andy Warhol expresses his admiration, it becomes clear that Pop Art Deco would be an even more accurate description. Everyone whose portrait Lempicka paints has the sense that they are becoming an icon. Lempicka, a Polish émigré in Paris, holds her head proudly, like a trophy, her body as smooth as a negligée. She is the female dandy who embodies the new age, and people pay absurd amounts to sit for her, especially since modeling often isn’t the only form of collaboration. “I need lovers to inspire me,” Lempicka says—and men and women inspire her equally.

			The only person to get nowhere with her is the Italian poet Gabriele D’Annunzio, a sex maniac. He has summoned Lempicka to his country estate to have his portrait painted, but first he wants to go to bed with her. On the evening she arrives, the sixty-three-year-old comes into her bedroom and undresses. She asks him to put his clothes back on. He hasn’t realized that, for her, work comes first and pleasure later, and she hasn’t realized that he can only be painted by someone of whose boundless admiration he is assured. After being kicked out of her room, he has sex outside her door with a maid, whose duty it is to be ready to satisfy him at any moment. Lempicka departs the next day. She paints herself instead: Tamara in a Green Bugatti is a commission for the German magazine Die Dame. The original is small, the same size as the magazine cover, just thirty-five by twenty-seven centimeters, but it is a great picture. The lady is holding the black steering wheel with one brown leather glove; you can almost feel her foot on the accelerator. Red lips, eyeliner, a look that is both novel and unstoppable because, as the writer William Boyd will later say, “the steady gaze ahead gives nothing away.”

			Lempicka owns a Renault, but she knows that this is all about mise-en-scène, so she paints a gorgeous Bugatti parked in the street outside the Café de Flore and then, back at her studio, inserts herself in it. The moment they spot this painting on the cover of Die Dame, Ruth Landshoff
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