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For Laura, Lucinda, and Eloise




The Armistice offered us influenza, inflation and loss. In such a seething epoch of personal tragedy, the only thing left in which we could believe was art.

—Bryher,

The Heart to Artemis (1962)
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People pay money to see others believe in themselves.

—Kim Gordon,

“I’m Really Scared When I Kill in My Dreams” (1983)
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Prologue

THE JOCKEY, SUMMER 1925, EVENING

KIKI’S NEVER SURE IF SHE’LL PERFORM, UNTIL SHE does. Sometimes she’s not in the mood, says she’s too drunk. It’s different now that people come here to watch her, now that she stands in front instead of among them. They clang their cutlery and chant her name until she takes her place in the light and starts her slow-motion dance, no distance to lend her mystery, no stage to make her majestic, everyone sharing the same heat and smelling the same sweat.

She crafts her performances to suit the needs of their small society. She tells them stories about themselves they already know but want retold. Stories of orphanhood, widowhood, lovesickness, soul troubles, deceptions, gunshots, stories of ghosts, of sailors lost at sea. But also stories of pleasure, ingenuity, mischief, connection, of charming swindlers and sweet revenge, stories of good food and red wine, lucky cards and long-shot horses.

Her melodies are sweet and repetitive, music for organ grinders and dancing bears. She distorts her messages as she sends them, sways her head, runs a hand through her bobbed black hair, wrinkles her pointy nose, slumps her shoulders, fusses with her thin shawl, grinds her hips, flutters her hands. She knows when to purr, when to growl, is an expert in the well-placed sneer. She can be haughty, even cruel. But a warm bass note thrums throughout. She’s carried along by joy. She tells the dejected they’re worthy, only misunderstood. She promises shelter to the misplaced and broken. She plays to the lie that village folk are simpler and so wiser than city folk.

She never strives for the sublime. Her voice is earthbound, she knows. If a singing voice could smell, hers would be garlic hitting a pan’s hot butter and wine. And with her restricted range and lack of training comes the threat of disaster, though the anticipation of her fall only heightens the excitement when it fails to come. She hits her marks and stretches no further. She invites them to laugh with her and at her, so long as they keep laughing. She never blares. The city’s noisy enough.

Unlike so many others performing to these kinds of small and discerning crowds across Paris, and in London and Berlin, she doesn’t try to move like a machine. She moves like an animal, or many animals, impishly begging like a dog, or hunching her shoulders and raising her elbows to squawk like a bird, or stretching her mouth to bare her tiger’s teeth. “A beautiful animal,” as one who saw her put it, “wonderful like a deer.”

Her words are ancient ones. Among so many would-be messengers from the future, she does no dealing in premonitions. Everyone’s been told the best work neither stands still nor looks backward, which is why so much of their culture comes out half-baked under the pressure for so much fresh prophecy. But Kiki is older and slower than her time and place. Her songs don’t run—they lilt. She reminds her audiences, in her various guises, how in this violent, money-mad world that makes no space for its Kikis, its Kikis have always found some way to make themselves feel at home.

Her friend Robert Desnos, half mystic poet, half junkyard gleaner, has helped to craft her persona as her sometime lyricist, digging through another generation’s flotsam for scrap words to reinvigorate. Desnos who so loves music and sings so badly, who can recite Hugo and Baudelaire from memory and knows the plots of every Fantômas novel, who twists old jokes and bits of doggerel to speak to the problems at hand. Kiki can always find the sunken wreck beneath a song’s placid surface. She takes pleasure in how certain words feel in her throat, on her tongue, talking as much as singing. The words she and Desnos string together serve as shibboleths for the initiated.

Working the crowd is another friend, more like a sister, a dance instructor calling herself Thérèse Treize, a nickname coined by her sometime lover Desnos. She does acrobatic dances in front of Kiki as she sings, turning the performance into a kind of duet. And then she breaks from her dancing to go around with a hat taking collections, berating those she suspects of underpaying relative to their social station.

Kiki sings what has become her signature tune, an old folk song whose lyrics Desnos has reworked:


Every girl from Camaret swears she is a virgin

Every girl from Camaret swears she is a virgin

But when they’re lying in my bed

They’d rather hold my little head

Than a candle for the Virgin



For this she has a candlestick she rhythmically swings. Next she sings about the man who, after a thug slices open his belly with a switchblade, stuffs his guts back into his body and patches himself together with tape while waiting for the ambulance.

The affection between Kiki and her most ardent watchers springs from the recognition of shared circumstances and the understanding that surviving them can be helped by striking several poses as needed: ironic, operatic, anarchic, tender, world-weary, sinister, excessive, fearless, threatening, bored. Kiki is no diva veiled in stardust, demanding submission. She will never command an audience. All she does is let her watchers imagine that by singing about her sins, she’s hearing their confessions. Telling them that they too can live how she lives if only they could access her same supposed confidence. A lie but one they enjoy hearing.

To outsiders, come to observe the bohemian tribe at its ritual, she’s an entertaining creature from the lower depths, a quick thrill before returning home with reports of exotic fragrances, eerie sounds, and looming carnal violence. The tourists see only the sex and smoky eyes and miss the ceremony’s sadness and solemnity. Again and again Kiki repeats her refrain to those who listen closely: that love is suffering, but suffering is beautiful so long as it’s done with someone else.

They stand together in that tightness, the anthropologists and the initiates, everyone watching everyone else watching Kiki. Tonight at the Jockey they must feel as if they’re standing at the white-hot center of the earth.

BUT HOW DID IT HAPPEN? Many of her watchers must have asked the question, thinking back, years later. How did it happen that this young woman, born poor, obscure, and illegitimate, who in her brief life barely made enough to eat, by singing old songs for tips, posing for the art of others, selling sketches to fellow drinkers spied from her barstool—how did it happen that this young woman should be the one to capture the spirit of their age like no one else, and by doing nothing more than making a performance of herself?
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OLD SONGS SUNG FROM A MARBLE TABLETOP

THE MAN KIKI WAS TOLD WAS HER FATHER SOLD charcoal from his buggy. When making his deliveries, he announced himself by playing on a silver trumpet. The charcoal he made by tending bonfires deep in the forest beyond the village. She remembered him inviting her into the woods and her many refusals. She never knew if he meant to harm her or if he’d only wanted to embrace her, finally recognizing her as his daughter, someplace safe, away from the gaze of others.

She was born Alice Ernestine Prin on October 2, 1901 in Châtillon-sur-Seine, a village in Burgundy 150 miles southeast of Paris and 30 north of the source of the Seine. It was a place where life’s rhythms flowed in concert with the duties of the land, as it did in most of France beyond the capital. Alice liked to tell of how, clamoring to be born, she’d forced her mother into a labor so fierce her mother had to lie down in the street, threatening to give birth on the sidewalk until someone carried her home. She said she arrived with the cord wound around her neck and was going purple until “fortune dictated” that she “be given the chance to live.” She said she was named for an aunt whose own uncomfortable life had ended in reform school, dead at eighteen for reasons never known to her namesake.

Her mother, Marie Prin, was eighteen and poor. Her supposed father, Maxime Legros, was ten years older and a bit better off. They’d seen one daughter stillborn and another reach only four months. They’d kept this third pregnancy secret for as long as they could. Maxime’s parents opposed the relationship and later pressured him to marry a woman from another village deemed a better match than Marie. She brought a dowry of a thousand francs and a pig.

Alice joined five cousins born out of wedlock to her two aunts. All of them—three boys, Alice, and two girls—had been left to be raised by their grandmother, Geneviève Prin in her stone house on rue de la Charme. Marie went to Paris to work as a nurse at a maternity hospital, following the path of many unwed mothers sent to such institutions to escape their local scandals and, their guardians hoped, be reminded of the noise and blood waiting for them should they repeat their misdeeds.

From Paris, Marie sent home five francs a month. Grandmother Prin meanwhile took in the neighbors’ cleaning and sewing. Grandfather Prin worked as a road hand, the first in generations of Prin men not to make his living herding sheep.

Twice weekly Alice and her cousins lined up before the Sisters of Charity of St. Vincent de Paul for helpings of vegetable broth and rice. Theirs wasn’t an observant family, and the nuns dealt scorn with the soup. If Alice’s mother was living it up in the big city with the rich folks, they would ask loudly, why was her girl standing in front of them hungry and in tatters? In a drawing she made of this memory, many years later, Alice placed herself as a skinny child at the end of a line of people waiting to be served by a nun rendered as a terrifying presence, three times the size of the villagers she feeds, her white cornette headdress spanning far beyond her broad shoulders. “You wouldn’t believe what came out of the mouths of these representatives of God on earth!,” she wrote later in her memoir; “those thin-lipped mouths, ravaged by all the bitterness and wickedness that poured from them.”

Alice found happiness where she could. Pots of red beans made her happy. The bread soup they served when she went to kindergarten made her happy as well. But this was one of the few joys she found at the village’s public school. She could tell the headmistress hated the charity cases, with their tattered clothes and rickety legs, who were made to sit at the back of the classroom. The headmistress scratched at Alice hunting for lice with her sharp nails, even though Grandmother Prin had taken the precaution of cropping her hair like a boy’s. If Alice fought against the scratching, it ended with her standing in a corner, nose pointed to the wall.

The other children adored her. Across from the schoolyard, she played at scaring them by walking on tiptoe along a low limestone wall running the edge of the Seine, a ten-foot drop below.

By the time she was ten, Alice spent most days away from school. She’d figured out no one could force her to go. Elementary school was by then compulsory across France, a bedrock of the modernizing mission to forge a national identity, which meant inculcating the peasantry with Republican values while trying to stem the influence of traditional folkways and “backward” local languages. For Alice, however, the rules went unenforced. “Grandmother often screamed at us,” she wrote of growing up alongside her cousins, “but we always screamed louder.” Neighbors chided Grandmother Prin for being too soft on her wards. She tried to fool them by smacking a broomstick against a table outside while her coconspirators wailed as if she were beating them blue.

Alice preferred life outdoors, where she could always find something to eat. After heavy rains, she would root out snails from freshly made crevasses and head off with mud-darkened fingers to find more in the cracks of old houses. She picked wild strawberries and mushrooms tasting of earth. And there were always dandelion roots that, when washed and separated from the leaves and stems, could be sold by the bowlful for making tea.

Among the cousins, Alice was the only one with a father still living. One day she heard one man telling another that a girl in the village was her half-sister, laughing as he remarked that the resemblance was obvious, since “one was just as ugly as the other.” Alice and this other girl fought whenever they saw each other, as if by instinct. When the other girl threatened to tell her father about their fights, Alice answered that she didn’t care since he was her father, too. Grandmother Prin meanwhile told Alice that if she ever went to see her father, he would “kill” her “just like the others.” Writing as an adult, she inferred this to be a reference to the two children that Marie and Maxime lost before her birth, whose deaths her grandmother somehow blamed on Maxime.

Another man, who Alice referred to in her writing only as her “godfather,” helped to raise her. He collected the village trash in a horse-led dump truck. When he took his haul out for disposal in a faraway field, she rode along, digging among the rags and bottles, “playing Alice in Wonderland.” After the job, they would stop at a bistro where she sneaked drops of Pernod from glasses not yet collected for washing while her godfather, who made moonshine, conducted some business. She would climb sometimes onto one of the marble tabletops to sing old drinking songs, belching out the well-worn rhymes with her licorice breath, after which she went around to be rewarded with coins and sips of wine.

ALICE WAS TWELVE WHEN her mother called her to Paris. With Grandmother Prin (her grandfather had died a few years earlier), she traveled the two hours to Troyes, where her aunt lived, and there was transferred to the care of a train conductor who put the crying girl in a first-class cabin hoping to calm her. When she unpacked her meal of pungent garlic sausage with red wine, whimpering for her grandmother between bites, she saw the woman across make a face as if someone had kicked her dog. Years later she could still summon the shame she felt there in the rumbling compartment, skinny and jaundiced, her crow-black hair spilling out in all directions from her blue beret with its pompom of red. She recalled crying all the way to Paris.

She loved the city the moment she stepped out from the Gare de l’Est and into its symphony of whistles, horns, and clacking hooves. As she and her mother mounted into one of the waiting horse-drawn coaches, she asked her mother how long it took to wax the streets to make them so shiny.

But theirs was an unhappy reunion. Her mother was like a stranger, unseen aside from holidays when she’d whisked into the village laden with toys, pretty dresses, patent leather shoes, and other items from Paris meant to signal the middle-class respectability Marie so craved. She’d left her job at the hospital and was working as a linotypist at the Calmann-Lévy publishing house, preparing text to be set in molten lead. She lived at the edge of Montparnasse at 12, rue Dulac, the ugliest street in the neighborhood, sharing a ground-floor apartment with a man named Gaston, the foreman in charge of her linotype machine. The publishing house owned their apartment building, which made the rent manageable so long as they remained employees.

Marie sent Alice to a school, close by on rue de Vaugirard, to learn reading and numbers so she too could become a linotypist. She dreaded going back to a classroom and was embarrassed at being put in a class with kids five and six years younger than her. But there she discovered that alongside enjoying history—especially stories about Napoleon—she loved reading. Best were the pulpy Fantômas books, published monthly (thirty-two in all), each detailing the misadventures of the brilliant, occasionally murderous arch-villain Fantômas, the “genius of crime,” forever escaping the Sûreté’s Inspector Juve thanks to a revolving set of aliases. Each night Alice opened her window before getting into bed still dressed, ready for Fantômas to come get her. Her mother teased her for it, though Marie was also a secret Fantômas fan. But Alice knew he was coming to steal her away to wreak havoc on the sleeping city, their identities hidden behind domino masks and under capes as they dashed along the mansard roofs. It was Fantômas who initiated Alice into the power and pleasure of an effective disguise.

Marie pulled Alice out of school after a few months. She was thirteen and legal to work a factory job. “I know how to read, count—that’s it!” she wrote in her memoir. She worked as a knitter’s apprentice, a bottle cleaner, and a bookbinder’s apprentice, this last job offering the added excitement of exposing her to books she never would have seen at home, such as the Kama Sutra, whose pictures produced “a feeling between my thighs like the movements of a fluttering bird struggling to fly.” And then with what was not yet called the Great War under way, she worked at disinfecting and oiling dead soldiers’ boots before they went back into rotation, and at repairing fabric for observation balloons, and at soldering military equipment. Alice’s earnings were vital to the household. They helped her mother feel less dependent on Gaston. Marie earned just enough to hover at the poverty level. The average Frenchwoman’s salary, 2.25 francs a day for ten hours’ work, was then a third of the average man’s. Alice ate many of her lunches at the local soup kitchen, where they served a watery lentil soup that people joked had more pebbles than lentils.

Saturdays Alice and her mother helped some friends, the Guinoiseau family, run their flower stall in the open-air market on rue Mouffetard in the Latin Quarter. The eldest Guinoiseau daughter, a tall girl with brilliant blond hair, worked alongside Alice as they tried to make the withered low-quality irises and lilies look sellable, propping up broken stems with a bit of matchstick, and adding a touch of rosewater to old roses. (She recalled no great outrages over their deceptions but also that the stall didn’t get a lot of repeat customers.) Admiring the Guinoiseau girl’s fine hands, Alice wondered if she wasn’t a secret princess in exile. They would play at making themselves up like gitanes, oiling their hair and plastering down their kiss-curls, whirling combs adorned with brass charms and many-colored stones to mimic the untamed Carmen who’d seduced an older generation a world away across the Seine amid the gold and velvet of the Opéra-Comique.

After their shifts, their mothers let them go unsupervised to the flea market at the city’s southern outskirts to rummage for clothes. They shared meals of fried potatoes with white wine before heading back into Montparnasse to the movie house. There Alice would rub a stolen flower petal on her lips and cheeks before meeting Dédé, who must have been nineteen or twenty. She figured his wife supported him since he never mentioned any kind of job, until the night he got caught trying to rob a shoestore, which only heightened his appeal to a teenaged devotee of Fantômas. Her time with Dédé came to an end when her mother discovered purplish blotches on her neck.

A FEW YEARS INTO the Great War, Alice was sent to live with her aunt Laure in Troyes. The mill there paid three times what she could earn in Paris. She liked her aunt, who looked to her like a policeman shrunken down a couple sizes and given the body of a woman. A big eater and a bigger drinker, reeking of snuff and always barking orders. She was generous with what little she had. She rented a two-bedroom house at the edge of town. Alice shared a bed with her thirteen-year-old cousin Madeleine, who she called sister. Aunt Laure slept with her oldest daughter, Eugénie, while Eugénie’s baby, whose father had been killed in the war, lay between them. Alice would remember her time in Troyes as a happy one. She and Madeleine had come up together under Grandmother Prin until both turned twelve and were returned to their respective mothers. Now the two of them walked together to the mill as if they were grown-ups, rushing home on their lunch break for black coffee and herring. At dinners, Kiki would hide some of her meal to give later to Madeleine, who never got enough to eat since Aunt Laure thought that Eugénie, older and prettier than Madeleine, would make better use of the calories. But three months in, Alice hurt her foot. No more spinning. She was sent back to Paris in early 1916.

Her mother had split from her foreman by then and was living with a soldier named Noël Delecoeuillerie, who had returned from the front with an injury and was pretending to be her boarder for the sake of appearances. Alice heard them at night and wondered at the sounds. Noël was eleven years Marie’s junior, closer in age to Alice. The apartment was tight. Marie decided it was time for Alice to leave.

She arranged a job for Alice in a bakery on Place Saint-Charles, just south of the Eiffel Tower. Alice got thirty francs a month and a room with the elderly couple who owned the bakery. She was up at first light to serve the laborers who came for the morning bake, then went out for deliveries, came back to sift flour, went out again to buy supplies before running back to bring the last batch from the oven, the assistant baker leaning into her the whole time, stripping down in the heat to show her his prick, telling her she would “never see one so beautiful.” Evenings she cooked and cleaned for the owners.

Nights were hers. She liked to look out on the lamp-lit square outside her window where couples met up on the benches. Watching their indiscretions would set her off. She was scared by how much she enjoyed her pleasure, how eager she was to know about bodies and what they could do. “Two or three times a day, I’d have to go off somewhere to be alone,” she wrote. One night she invited a boy, “small, stocky, and mean-looking,” to the bakery’s backroom. He went to embrace her, but that frightened her, and she told him to stop.

She dreamed of falling in love with a poet, painter, or actor. She felt something big was going to happen to her. Badly educated country girls weren’t meant for big lives, she knew, but she was hungry to see people and places. “I wanted to run away. But where was I going to go without money?” Still, she loved Paris deeply, even as she longed for Châtillon-sur-Seine and her grandmother’s affection. Alice saw that her future lay in the capital, much as it hurt to turn her back on her first home.

Mostly she felt tired. She could never get enough sleep. And then one day she punched the baker’s wife. She’d blackened her eyebrows with burnt matches, and the older woman, seeing her in makeup, called her a “little tart,” so she hit her. The assistant baker had to pull them apart. Afterward, under his breath, he told Alice that she threw a great punch.

THE BAKER AND HIS WIFE refused to give Alice her final month’s pay. She drifted from place to place, staying with friends, looking for another job. She ran into one of the bakery’s regulars who’d always had an eye for her. A sculptor, he wore a huge beret. She never saw him without the silver-tipped cane she mistakenly took as a sign of enormous wealth. She told him her story. He said if she needed money she could pose for him. He kept a studio a few steps from where her mother lived.

She’d never stood naked in front of a man before. She wasn’t too concerned about this one, with his paunch and his silvery beard. She figured he was too old to do her any harm. She arrived at the Impasse Ronsin, a hive of artists’ studios and workshops tucked away in a tiny oasis of a dead-end street overgrown with vines, where one heard songbirds, pigeons, cats, dogs, and the chickens that one of the other artists living there, the Romanian sculptor Constantin Brancusi, sometimes tempted into his kitchen so he could cook them for dinner. The place had earned the nickname Crime Alley for a double murder committed there in 1908: the victims were the popular French miniaturist Adolphe Steinheil and his mother-in-law, the alleged murderer the painter’s wife, Marguerite. Acquitted after a sensational trial, she was already notorious across France as the mistress of the late president Félix Faure, who’d reportedly died while in office—in his office—from a seizure suffered as they were having sex.

At first Alice felt anxious, “shivering as much from fear as from cold,” as she wrote, and was shocked when the sculptor put a measuring compass to her thighs. But she found she liked the work, being captured in clay. It was simple enough, sitting, standing, lying there, becoming another version of yourself while someone watched. Outside people were sweating, screaming at each other, chopping up meat, packing crates and unpacking them, running over the river to catch some early tram or motor bus. In the studio, all you had to do was be still and breathe. Who said work had to be hard? It was more exciting than running around with baguettes or pouring cream for the gâteaux basques. And for their three-hour session, he paid her as much as she made in a week at the bakery.

She posed for him three times. “My first contact with art!” as she described it in her memoir. But then a neighbor spotted her walking into Crime Alley, headed for the fourth session, and an hour later Marie came banging on the sculptor’s door, accusing him of corrupting her daughter and threatening to call the police. She pulled Alice out into the street and hit her, called her a “miserable whore,” and screamed that she no longer had a daughter.

Hearing the words, Alice felt no surprise, only calm, understanding that whatever last threads had tied them together were torn. They would find other people to love.

SHE’D JUST TURNED SIXTEEN. She found occasional work posing for other artists, knocking on studio doors, but not enough to keep her going. Finally, like so many other Frenchwomen supporting the war effort in industrial settings and enjoying the measured liberation that came with their new circumstances, she landed a factory job in Saint-Ouen, one of the northern suburbs. She found a cheap apartment, preferring to stay in Montparnasse despite the long commute.

At the outset of the Great War in the summer of 1914, the French president Raymond Poincaré had called on the nation’s citizens to show their resilience against the enemy as a “sacred union” (union sacrée). The first heady weeks were followed by terror at the sight of Germans encroaching on the capital, then jubilation when they were repelled in the “Miracle of the Marne,” when the city’s taxi drivers shuttled troops to key positions (while charging full fare). Parisians then tried to settle into something resembling normalcy. An impossible task in the face of intermittent bombing raids from Taubes and Zeppelins, which tore craters through the Tuileries Garden and just missed Notre-Dame cathedral, whose stained-glass windows had been removed and stored, replaced by panes of washed-out yellow. People struggled to sort through the swirling rumors of imminent defeat, and false stories in the press about German guns firing blanks and German troops surrendering in exchange for a single slice of French bread and butter. There were scattered reports of mutinies from both sides of the front. There were mass strikes and shortages of food and fuel. Wide boulevards once neatly lined with chestnuts looked ragged, as swaths of trees were felled for firewood. And yet while more than twelve thousand square miles of France would be destroyed in some way during those years, Paris managed to escape massive physical damage. The war’s most immediate wreckage in the city was psychological. People across the social spectrum were made to understand how tightly they were all held together by the same vise of history, how quickly and completely their lives could be broken by events far away and people they would never meet.

The war pushed and pulled at Alice just as it did everyone else. She woke often to air raid sirens, marching down with the building’s other tenants to the black basement. One day she went to work to find that her factory’s owner had to fire the unmarried female employees to free up spaces for women with children, or with husbands who were serving.

Alice had no savings and could no longer afford her rent. One night she stood hungry and alone, admiring the exquisite window display of a store, the falling snow having ruined her hair. She heard a man approaching from behind, offering to treat her to hot chocolate in his studio. She would remember being attracted both by the chocolate and by the hint of adventure in the word studio, which “made me think: artist.” Robert was tall, thin, and angry and was indeed an artist, or rather he sometimes painted watercolors, but never sold any. He showed little interest in Alice once she’d moved in. He mostly used her for the money she earned from her occasional posing.

One evening, after modeling for someone who’d stiffed her for the day’s work, she was crying on a bench, worried about coming home empty-handed, when an old man approached and said he would pay her three francs to show him her breasts, motioning to a spot behind the train station. She was hungry and worried about Robert’s hunger, too. She cried on the way home. But as soon as she entered their studio, showing Robert the bread and cheese she’d bought with the old man’s money, and seeing his expression, she “no longer had any regrets. … You’d have thought I was the sun, the way that empty-bellied man’s fevered eyes lit up at the sight of me.” They ate and drank, and he took down his guitar and played. “Life was beautiful,” she wrote. “Robert was beautiful playing the only two chords he knew. He was beautiful being ugly. I felt perfectly happy. … I sang and sang.”

They didn’t sleep together. Robert blamed her. One night he brought two women back from a café and had sex with them while Alice was in the bed beside them, telling her to watch, to show her how easy it was. She wrote that as deeply as it wounded her and as jealous as it made her, she refused to show any reaction. She wondered if her pain was just how it felt to be in love. (She would title her memoir’s chapter about Robert “Is This Love?”) Following that episode came an even harder period when she struggled to find any posing work, and they had so little money they went days without eating. Robert tried to put her out, taking her across town to rue Saint-Denis, well known for prostitution, and ordering her to go with the first American soldier she saw. She refused and survived his violence. “He beat me and yelled that I was ‘good for nothing!’” she wrote.

And then one day Robert kicked her out without explanation and headed for Brittany with a friend. Alice wandered the city in a daze for weeks, sleeping in Robert’s friend’s studio. Eventually she moved in with a dancer she knew. She gave Alice a “Ninon” cut, styling her hair in long ringlets after the look of a famed French courtesan. Next she moved in with a painter who worked in an airplane factory and got her a job as a riveter. After getting her first pay, she found an apartment on the corner of rue de Vaugirard and boulevard du Montparnasse. It stank of mushrooms and mold, and the dramas of the pimps and prostitutes who were her neighbors kept her up. She got a brief taste of luxury during a short-lived affair with a Brazilian diplomat she met, who was notorious for the orgies he hosted in his villa west of the city. He or another admirer introduced her to cocaine. “It made me happy right away.”

One night, wearing only an overcoat, she staggered to a nearby public assistance hospital complaining of a heart attack. She swore that a rival had slipped something into her drink. The on-duty nurse told her to stop taking cocaine. They kept her for four nights. The nurses treated her roughly. She heard the wailing of unseen patients who shared the large hall where they placed her. She was horrified when the nurses mocked an elderly patient who’d wet herself before she could ask for a bedpan.

After they let Alice out, diagnosed with an untreatable “problem of the nerves,” she suffered waking nightmares and fantasized about hurting strangers she passed on the street. At first it felt like she had a raging devil shut up inside her. And then the anger subsided as she felt herself disappearing into depression. She compared the feeling to wanting badly to dance but being unable to move. She got hold of some arsenic but, as she told an interviewer years later, “didn’t have the courage to swallow it.” She said that staring at the vial of poison in her hand was what saved her. “I knew then I would make it through.” Gradually she started to feel lighter.

SEEKING MORE MODELING WORK, Alice set her sights on the Café de la Rotonde. Though its ornate facade belied a shabby sawdust-floored interior, the local artists prized it for its warmth in the cold months, for its wraparound terrace (nicknamed “Raspail Beach”) in the warm ones, and because the owner, Victor “Papa” Libion, genuinely enjoyed their presence among the laborers, drivers, hawkers, and washerwomen who made up his regulars. Artists went there looking for models and models for artists, each side wagering something on the other’s future. But you couldn’t just walk in and announce yourself as one or the other and be taken seriously. Unspoken codes of conduct dictated who could be granted a place in the order and when.

The Rotonde occupied the northeastern corner of the carrefour Vavin, a wide crossroads dominated by two tree-lined arteries bisecting the heart of Montparnasse: boulevard Raspail, spanning much of the Left Bank, running south to the Parc Montsouris and the suburbs, and boulevard du Montparnasse, running northwest by southeast past the Luxembourg Garden and toward Les Invalides, Napoleon’s resting place. So much modern art and literature could be traced in one way or another to the cafés clustered around this crossroads that the novelist Henry Miller deemed it “the navel of the world.”

The varied clientele of these cafés reflected the recent history of this mostly residential, largely working-class neighborhood. Montparnasse had started attracting artists as early as the turn of the nineteenth century. They came initially for the low-rent workspaces, many of them located on the ground floor and big enough to accommodate the creation of large-scale works, and because Montparnasse lay fairly close to the Parisian campus of the national École des Beaux-Arts, a half-hour’s walk north. For centuries, the Beaux-Arts academy had trained and minted “master” artists, promoting its progeny across France and beyond in a lucrative operation reliant on long-standing traditions and networks of influence, which bred a conservatism among its teachers and students. A few smaller schools opened in Montparnasse in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century to offer an alternative. Schools like the Académie Colarossi and the Académie de la Grande Chaumière fostered an independent spirit that spread from the classroom to the neighborhood, but slowly. Many among the first influx of students at these academies were lured from abroad by France’s reputation as a leader in the arts, and they took their vocations seriously. They spent more time training than they did lounging on café terraces. It was across the city in Montmartre, birthplace of Impressionism, where café life flourished most intensely.

In the years before the Great War, Montparnasse started pulling in a new generation of artists. They were still seeking cheap studios, but fewer of them had connections to any of the academies. Cafés started popping up around the neighborhood. Entrepreneurial art dealers opened galleries in modest spaces, mostly around rue de Seine. Developers built blocks of studios, quickly and on the cheap, to meet demand. The best known was La Ruche (The Hive), where Alice sometimes found work. A round three-story building at 2, passage Dantzig, originally built as the British India pavilion for the 1900 world’s fair, it looked like a beehive. Alfred Boucher, a sculptor who’d come into some money, wanted to help his fellow artists and had converted the pavilion into studios radiating out from a central staircase so that each was shaped like a wedge of pie, their fat ends dominated by tall windows. Small huts went up haphazardly around the central structure. The chaotic atmosphere extended to the management of the rentals, so that La Ruche functioned almost like social housing. The Hungarian sculptor Joseph Csáky recalled paying the first installment of a year’s rent when he moved in and then never being asked for anything more, as if he’d been forgotten about.

By the 1910s, some of the Montmartre-based artists were relocating to Montparnasse, as their neighborhood filled with tourists and gaudy cafés. Leading the charge, as he did in so many other realms, was Pablo Picasso. In 1912 he moved to a newly constructed apartment building on the edge of the Montparnasse cemetery. (In 1918, after getting married, he returned to the Right Bank.) While Picasso’s move set a very public precedent, the poet and artist Jean Cocteau suggested that Montparnasse’s usurping Montmartre as the city’s new hub for artistic experimentation happened organically. To Cocteau, certain districts simply emerged at different times for no clear reason, as if a group of people had collectively decided to reach toward the light of art and escape the drudgery of their lives.

Foreign artists, too, started looking at Montparnasse as the place to go to learn their craft and be taken seriously by dealers, buyers, and critics. Among the artists pining for Paris was the expressionist painter Chaïm Soutine, who grew up in the mostly Jewish village of Smilovitchi near Minsk. He’d read so many letters from artist-friends who’d left their own villages for Montparnasse, gushing over its Café de la Rotonde, that when Soutine emigrated in 1913 he walked three miles, luggage in hand, straight from the station to the Rotonde. Paris—sophisticated, cosmopolitan, modern, holding the potential for untold riches—functioned as a mythical site in the imaginations of many central and eastern European Jews, artists or not. Many would have heard the old Yiddish saying Azoy gliklich wi a yid in Paris (Happy as a Jew in Paris). Soutine had nothing on another eastern European when it came to walking: Brancusi first arrived in Paris after walking there from Romania on an eighteen-month trek. He settled in Montparnasse in 1908.

Parisians in Alice’s time called Montparnasse “the Quarter,” as though it stood alone and absent of rivals, a district so distinct it required no other designation. And the Quarter did operate as a kind of special zone, where policemen tended to overlook infractions, satisfied to watch the mess of bohemia unfold unmolested so long as no one did anything too violent. Generations of French functionaries had been trained in an environment of official admiration and even respect for artists, which served the national interest by bolstering French notions of cultural superiority. And these functionaries came of age in a society largely swayed by the notion that artists had by their nature to live nontraditional and unfettered lives.

By the 1920s the idea of “bohemia”—named for the spiritual homeland of the Roma people, synonymous in the popular imagination with freedom from responsibility—as a separate world operating by its own rules was commonplace. So was the equation of bohemianism with the life of the artist, and vice versa. Officials recognized that enclaves such as Montparnasse served practical functions, both as pleasure zones, to which the rest of the city could come to release the pressures of their daily lives, and as informal testing grounds, in which people could make sense of their unstable identities amid sweeping social changes that promised greater personal freedoms. Places like Montparnasse clarified class and cultural boundaries by letting people, especially middle-class Parisians, experiment with breaking the rules so that they could ultimately be reminded that most of them were not rule breakers and were unwilling to pay the costs of living a truly free life. The Quarter, as an idea, never threatened to infect the rest of the city. And so while life in Montparnasse was far from orderly, a certain kind of order prevailed. Troubles were kept inside the magic circle.

As in much of Paris, navigating Montparnasse meant weaving among a dizzying mix of wide boulevards and smaller streets, some running with just enough sense to let you picture a grid as you walked, but not quite, others crisscrossing at forty-five-degree angles, and still others dead-ending abruptly. The neighborhood’s two visual anchors, the cemetery and the train station, were plain and utilitarian. On gray days especially, the neighborhood broadcast a heavy gothic gloom. Its gaudy thoroughfare of pleasure, rue de la Gaîté, surely inspired as much depression as it did gaiety among those who walked it. But Montparnasse’s squalor had its value, offering relief from the oppressive beauty put out by so much of Paris, and scaring off all but the most risk-loving speculators, along with most among the initial trickle of postwar tourists.

The Quarter’s denizens, the Montparnos, were an endlessly and happily self-regarding tribe. And yet this provincialism was paired with what Cocteau called “international patriotism,” the dream of living “unencumbered by political, social, or national problems of any kind”—even as everyone knew there would have been no Quarter without the flow of ambitious, artistic, and overly intelligent youth from Livorno, Stockholm, Tokyo, Toronto, Málaga, Minsk, and so many other places to feed it, nor the very real and often violent “national problems” that unyoked those lives and put them into motion.

Those newcomers to Montparnasse were only drops in a wave of close to three million immigrants who would move to Paris in the 1920s. Contrary to the French myth of “color-blindness” stemming from the nation’s universalist values, the French people could be as xenophobic as anyone. France’s colonial policies were as cruel as those of any other colonial power. Still most Parisians, whatever their own private hatreds might have been, recognized how badly they needed foreign labor, ideas, and capital to revitalize the city, which had suffered neglect as so many of its resources were channeled toward making war. The city would see isolated attacks targeting immigrants, especially in the second half of the decade as the value of the franc dropped precipitously and the right-wing press stoked fears of an invasion by foreigners, with much teeth-gnashing directed at Jews coming from eastern Europe. But foreigners were mostly tolerated, and the artistic and intellectual communities of Montparnasse more often welcomed them. The neighborhood also had a vital and relatively open gay and lesbian presence, with the prevailing attitude best expressed by Gertrude Stein: “I like all the people who produce and Alice [B. Toklas, whom Stein called her wife] does too and what they do in bed is their own business and what we do is not theirs.”

While the Quarter was hardly devoid of tension or violence, people who would have been shunned as outsiders in most other places felt free there to conduct themselves as they wanted, although they experienced such feelings unequally across lines of class, race, gender, and sexual identity. That one of the great cultural flowerings of the twentieth century took place in an environment that was global in its makeup and progressive in its outlook, and where people felt unencumbered by the weight of a shared history, was hardly a coincidence. The expansion of worldviews in Montparnasse fostered new ways of thinking about human relations and how to explore them in one’s work. Marcel Duchamp suggested that the Montparnasse community constituted “the first really international group of artists we ever had,” and that it was precisely this “internationalism,” and its resulting sense of openness and possibility, that made it superior to any of the century’s other artistic hubs.

For Alice, the most direct route into Montparnasse’s social world was through the backroom of the Rotonde, where the neighborhood luminaries gathered. But to get there, you first had to charm “Papa” Libion, who let his favored artists treat the space as if it were their office. There they collected mail, arranged loans, and handled other transactions. They lined up, especially in the colder months, to scrub themselves in the Rotonde’s washroom. To Libion, this was all just “good business,” as he put it. “Artists and intellectuals don’t have much money, but when they do, they spend it.” Libion was known to extend credit until debts grew embarrassingly large, and then he might still take a painting in lieu of cash. He had no problem with drug use, refused to call the police for a fight he could break up himself, and threw out drunks only when he had to. And if he yelled at someone caught ripping a chunk from the long loaves he kept by the bar, everyone knew his threats were for show. Aware of how many of his drinkers came from elsewhere, he subscribed to the major foreign newspapers, an attraction worth advertising in bold letters on the Rotonde’s canopy.

But he didn’t like Alice. She
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